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Creativity is part of the national standards!
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Creativity is also part of state standards. How often do these skills show up in 
your choral classroom?
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O’Toole critiques the ways singers have limited creative agency in choirs.

4

O’Toole, P. (2005). I sing in a choir, but I have “no voice!”
 Visions of Research in Music Education, 6. 

http://www.rider.edu/~vrme/ 
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It is through the conventions of choral 
pedagogy, as accepted by both singer and 
director, that the choir member’s experience 
and knowledge [are] silenced. It is a paradox, 
then, that within the space of choral rehearsals, 
singers are expected to have no voice! 

(O’ Toole, 2005, p. 10) 
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The most frustrating aspect of the director’s pedagogy 
was the construction of the aesthetics of the music 
entirely independently of the experience and talent 
of this choir. The director came to rehearsals with a 
particular musical sound already imagined, and it 
became obvious that it was the choir’s job to bring the 
director’s internalized sense of the music to life. In other 
words, the music was not crafted from within the 
choir’s collective knowledge and experiences. 

(O’ Toole, 2005, pp. 11–12) 



So what do we do?
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Read more about Circle Singing in this chapter by Dr. Stephen Paparo (UMass 
Amherst).
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Paparo, S. A. (2016). “Circle singing: 
Composing improvisation and 
improvising composition.” In J. L. 
Kerchner & K. Strand (Eds.), 
Musicianship: Composing in choir 
(131–149). Chicago, IL: GIA.
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• Use circle singing as a way of embedding music 
literacy/aural skills concepts you’re working on 
in class

• Use to “get inside” compositional process and 
think about composers’ intentions

• Gradually hand “leader” role over to students

• Use circle singing as a springboard for 
composition
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LYRICS and
TEXT SETTING



What would we need to know and be able to do if we wanted to write a melody for 
these lyrics?
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How many miles to Babylon?

Three score miles and ten.

Can I get there by candle-light?

Yes, and back again.



Using scansion to identify strong and weak syllables would be one important step.
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˘       /  ˘       /     ˘     /  ˘   /        
How many miles to Babylon?
 /            ˘       /         ˘     /
Three score miles and ten.
  ˘    /  ˘       /     ˘     /    ˘      /
Can I get there by candle-light?
   /     ˘       /     ˘   /   
Yes, and back again.



If students don’t have the instrumental abilities to provide their own chordal 
accompaniments, tools like the Musicca Chord player can help them.
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The lyrics above come from James DesJardin’s “Babylon.”
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˘       /  ˘       /     ˘     /  ˘   /        
How many miles to Babylon?
 /            ˘       /         ˘     /
Three score miles and ten.
  ˘    /  ˘       /     ˘     /    ˘      /
Can I get there by candle-light?
   /     ˘       /     ˘   /   
Yes, and back again.



But what if we needed to re-write some lyrics from “Babylon,” maintaining the basic 
poetic meter?
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˘       /  ˘       /     ˘     /  ˘   /        

 /            ˘       /         ˘     /

  ˘    /  ˘       /     ˘     /    ˘      /

   /     ˘       /     ˘   /   



Here’s an excerpt from “Babylon” with no lyrics. What alternate lyrics would you 
write for that stanza?
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• Use to “get inside” text-setting process and 
think about composers’ intentions

• Get students thinking about their own melodic 
ideas

• Help students develop a strong relationship 
with the text (meaning, text stress etc.)
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HARMONIC
IMPROVISATION
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By teaching students chord roots and chord members for basic functions, we can 
teach them to improvise within a framework.
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Thank you!


