Learn to Sing 4 Free
(Insert Chapter Name), Barbershop Harmony Society
Week 4:  Dynamics, Range, and Vocal Health
As we visit elements of good singing, it becomes apparent that breath support and freedom are essentials.  We also find that, once those basics are in place, many of the other details occur without having to focus on a laundry list of details.  They fall into place since they are based on natural actions.  
Consistency of Air
•  A consistent theme this evening will be the ability to control the consistency of air flow.  Following our pattern so far, we will offer some exercises that allow that to occur most naturally.      
•  Bubbling:  If you’ve taken a voice lesson recently, you have likely been introduced to this tool.  Simply, it is sustaining a “bubble” with your lips while phonating.  It requires good support, consistency, promotes and demands a relaxed instrument, and can be an excellent tool for dynamic, range, artistic, and stamina issues.  The keys to generating a consistent bubble are to not be too forceful (it’s not a horse’s whinny), to remember proper resistance, to remember open throat, and to imagine the sound staying within your mouth as opposed to trying to project it.  Your instructor will help guide you through some steps to help find this technique.

•  “VVVVV”:  Not everyone can bubble, or at least it takes some extra effort.  While it is worth making that effort, there are options in the meantime.  If you were to make a sustained “VVV” sound, you would find many of the above benefits and requirements to hold true.  This technique includes allowing your upper front teeth to remain on or beyond the lower lip.  

•  Alternatives:  Two alternatives that can generate some of the same benefits are a sustained “THHH” sound, or a tongue trill (like rolling an “R”).  The first option maintains a vibration or “buzz” of tongue on the back of the upper front teeth.  The latter does the same on the upper gum ridge/hard palate.  Both make it a little less easy to keep the throat open, but not impossible if focused upon.  The other benefits remain to a degree, but bubbling remains the most worthwhile option.
Range
•  The human instrument is quite interesting in its patterns.  Going up in our range, the palate wants to drop and the pressure wants to increase.  Going to either extreme of our range, the larynx wants to climb and the neck may get involved.  Obviously, none of the above are desired nor necessary, they’re just mental blocks we need to overcome, so let’s get started.          

•  High Range:  It’s always best to address falsetto on an individual basis, but we can begin to introduce it as a group.  The first step for some is discovering it in the first place, and we’ll try two methods of accomplishing this.  First, try making a quick barking sound, like a yippy small dog.  This is falsetto in its very raw form.  Now try a celebratory “woo-hoo!”  We don’t think of it this way, but making that sound is singing.

•  Finding relaxation in this range is key.  We’re not going to belt out High Cs like Pavarotti this evening, so can instead focus on a nice light approach.  Let’s put the bubble to good use and bubble a simple 1-2-3-4-5-4-3-2-1 arpeggio (Do…So…Do).  Do you still feel the warm air opening in the throat?  Is the larynx staying down?  If not, back off the pressure and volume.
•  “Rag Doll”:  The soft palate being lifted can be helped by gravity.  The only problem with that is that when we’re upright, gravity is working to pull it DOWN!  Try the bubbling again (or “VVV”), but this time add a physical element.  To the best of your ability, widen your stance, bend at the waist, and allow your head and arms to flop over like a Raggedy Anne doll.  Top of the head pointing towards the ground if at all possible, and arms and hands should just hang.  Try the entire exercise in this hanging position, then try it bending downward as the pitch goes up and standing back up as the pitch goes down (said differently, bend down and stand back up slowly, with the body in the full bent over position for the highest note of the exercise).  Also try this exercise on an “EE” and “oo” vowels. 

•  You might discover that in addition to keeping the approach softer and lighter, keeping the tone a little brighter also helps keep it consistent.  Try a simple 5-4-3-2-1 downward on an “ee-oo-ee-oo-ee,” with a goal of keeping the “oo” with a similar brilliance of the “ee”.
•  Strengthening:  Like any athletic endeavor, healthy repetition can help long-term habits.  With one hand holding the jaw in a lowered position, say the word syllables “ya-ya-ya”.  Notice with the jaw out of the way, the “y” sound is made by the tongue adjusting between the arch of the “ee” sound and the more flat “ah” sound.  The jaw doesn’t need to flap at all.  Continuing on this discovery, we’ll sing a rapid succession of 8 “ya”s and a sustained one following on a single pitch.  (ya-ya-ya-ya-ya-ya-ya-ya-yaaaaaa).  Keep the jaw isolated and the throat open.  You may want to use the other hand to feel for your larynx positioning.

The below exercise done throughout the upper range with ease will help build strength and consistency of placement.  When alternating between vowels, remember to keep the space of the “oo” and the forward placement of the “ee” within both vowels.
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•  Low Range:  Going lower in the voice is interesting.  Much like singing high, we add muscle to try to create what we feel is a good sound.  Unlike singing high, the temporary result down low might actually appear to BE better.  In the long run, however, it is a just a short-term crutch to slightly mimic good singing and will not allow for improvement.  Muscle is never a successful way to reach maximum potential.        
•  If we break it down to literal physics, lower notes are a result of the folds vibrating more slowly.  With tension, they can’t slow down as much.  A nice relaxtion and training exerciseis simply a “vocal fry,” named after the sound it generates.  Some also call it a “vocal frei” (for the German for “free”) since it is absolute freedom.  From the middle of your range, on an “Oh” lightly start sliding down (think of the sound simply falling off a cliff).  Continue to relax.  Do not worry about volume dropping, placement, or anything else.  Simply continue to support and relax the throat.  When you hit your bottom, your voice will become a sort of grinding sound.  Is the larynx down?  Try it again, can you make the grinding sound slow down?  This type of exercise can help achieve the relaxation required for lower pitches.  Being able to slow down the rate can help extend the range downward, as well.   
•  Just like going up, keeping a focus on the tone as you get lower in your range helps keep air flowing.  The space needs to remain, as well.  The below exercise uses the “ee” and “oo” vowels to strengthen that consistency. 
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•  The Break/Passagio:  Again, this is more difficult to address precisely in a group setting, as the point of everyone’s break can vary.  We can, however, address it generally.  For starters, let’s identify what the break is.  Starting in your falsetto, on an “oo,” slowly slide down as you did to begin the vocal fry.  We’re not going nearly that far, though, so take your time.  Do you notice a crack in your voice on the way down?  Or a section of your voice you don’t seem to have?  Or perhaps you have it but it’s just more difficult?  This is your break.  Try slowing it down enough to be able to find more accurately where it is.

•  A trick to successfully traversing the break is (surprise, surprise!!!) to back off the pressure and try to maintain a brighter placement.  Using a focused “oo” sound, let’s begin just above where you found your break.  Just like a “sliding whistle” noisemaker, slide down and up past the break multiple times.  Experiment with keeping the larynx resting, varying volumes, checking the “warm air” feeling, and minimizing the actual cracking noise that can occur.

•  Another exercise we can try is our familiar 5-4-3-2-1 (So… Do) exercise on an “oo,” an “ee,” and a sustained “ng” sound.  Start a few notes above the break, and then repeat moving down by half steps until you’re past the break.  Even when you get below the break, try to maintain the lifted feel of the higher pitches.  This exercise, when kept focus, also has a secondary benefit of helping the lower range, and low range exercises can help strengthen the break range.     
Whether singing high or low, “trying” to reach notes is not a successful technique.  Even if our voice is weak in certain ranges, we need to exercise patience in training the muscles correctly rather than pushing past it. 

Dynamics
•  Dynamics in voice is another aspect of the voice that is controlled more naturally.  To accomplish singing more loudly or more softly, we need to focus more on the elements we’ve visited for other vocal aspects:  support and resonance.  Support can create the air intensity for a better loud, and can keep air consistency so a soft doesn’t waver.  Increased space and resonance can generate more volume, as well as create space and forward placement to keep a soft consistent.     
•  Louds:  Singing louder can be better described as resonating with greater intensity.  The intensity itself is regulated naturally.  For instance, imagine you are looking out an open 10th story window, and see someone breaking into a car.  Shout “Hey!”  You didn’t need to really think about singing more loudly.  In fact, you likely had pretty good abdominal activity, as well.  Try this simple exercise to explore increasing volume.  On an “Oh” (hope), start singing up a major scale.  Consistently increase volume as you move higher.  We’ll continue to a comfortable stopping point (perhaps more than an octave), vary pitches, and then vary vowels.  Since getting louder can be controlled without heavy thought, perhaps we can concentrate more on keeping the instrument open and relaxed, and maintaining resistance.    

•  Softs:  Much like the extremes of the ranges, softs are improved by maintaining a focus of vocal energy.  Think of what a stage actor does when speaking softly.  The detail and intensity actually INCREASES as the volume decreases.  Using our friends “ee” and “oo” again, try the below 4-part exercise.  Start at middle range and middle volume, and then proceed to decrease the volume each time.  Then try varying across ranges.  (Note:  This exercise done around the break can be another nice exercise to bridge the registers.)
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Dynamics are generally a result of strengthening support and finding maximum relaxed resonance.  The thought process remains on these basics.
General Vocal Health  
•  This topic could be one or two weeks worth of discussion in itself, but we’ll boil it down to certain key reminders and advice.     

•  Don’t Vocalize “on Accident”:  When we sing along with the radio, in the shower, or even when we speak (especially if we use a phone all day), we often open our mouths without considering these skills we’ve been working on.  We tend to wait until we’re “really singing” to pay attention.  Speaking improperly or singing improperly will cause fatigue, and in some cases, damage.  Each time you vocalize, take the time to breathe low and at least bring the “warm air” feel of the open throat to al you do.  
•  Coughing/Sneezing:  There are many reasons for coughing:  general drainage, dehydration, illness/allergy, medications.  As you can imagine, the act of coughing is rather forceful on the folds.  It is recommended that, instead of coughing, you tuck your chin and swallow.  While sneezing can’t be as easily avoided, the vocalization that can come with it is a habit and not required.  At the opposite extreme, “holding in” a sneeze can do serious damage to the vocal mechanism.    
•  Speaking Pitch:  Men, especially, tend to speak lower in their range.  This is usually a result of some vocal laziness combined with a little machismo.  It is recommended that you speak at least a fifth above your lowest comfortable note.  If you sing extremely low, consider even a higher speaking range.  It not only forces better habits, but sets your voice in its own “middle” where it is doing less work.  
•  Hydration:  As with other muscles, ligaments, and other moving parts of the body, lubrication increases flexibility.  Drinking water does not hydrate the voice immediately (unless you take it down the wrong pipe!), so consistent hydration is beneficial.  This eases mucous flow and hydrates the musculature from within.  While “8 glasses a day” has been a guideline tossed around, recent studies show that this changes for different people.  Urinating more of a clear liquid than yellow is a good indicator of hydration.  Avoiding caffeine and alcohol, especially nearing a performance, is advised.  Singers who take a shot before performing are not helping their voices, but more likely their nerves.  If you are the nervous type, your doctor may be able to provide alternatives.
•  Warming Up… And DOWN:  While warming up seems more obvious, it is still something we avoid.  Warming up I the shower every morning is a good idea.  It can bring your speaking voice to optimum control and allow you to be strengthening the instrument even at work.  As far as warming down, we can sing at rehearsal for 3 hours and then go home and straight to bed.  Or go to afterglow where we sing some more and add a beverage to the mix.  If you stop and think about it, you wouldn’t end a 5-mile run by diving into the recliner, would you?  Performing some of the same easy exercises you use to warm-up can be an effective way of cooling the instrument back down.       

Over the last few weeks we’ve learned that what we do is very natural, we need to concentrate on staying out of our own way and allowing our own instrument to perform at its best. Repetition is the best method, and applying what you know to brief segments of songs helps tie it together, eventually carrying it into complete songs.  
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