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Session structure:

● Some singing!
● Who this session is for…
● Preparation
● Time and fluency
● Praise and progress
● Assessing
● Singing in parts
● Does conducting matter?
● Repertoire
● Curriculum



This session:

● For anyone working with young choirs (or indeed any choirs - the older I get, the more my 
choral society rehearsal shares with a Y1/2 session!).

● Contributions from the floor very welcome!
● Experiential - also my approach in general, doing, listening, working out what worked and what 

didn’t.
● It could equally be titled the musical leader as teacher…



The Lighthouse
Composer: Lin Marsh
Structure: Verses and Chorus
Tempo: Moderato
Tonality: Major
Time signature:     (2 beats in a bar)



On the cliff a lighthouse stands, straight and tall,
Flashing out across the sea, warning all.

Shine out through the darkness,
Shine out clear and bright,

Shine out with your message,
Guiding the ships, bringing them home,

Safe when they see your light.
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On the cliff a lighthouse stands, white and red,
Flashing out across the sea: “Rocks ahead!”

Shine out through the darkness,
Shine out clear and bright,

Shine out with your message,
Guiding the ships, bringing them home,

Safe when they see your light.
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From the top a beacon glows, night and day,
Flashing out across the sea: “Keep away!”

Shine out through the darkness,
Shine out clear and bright,

Shine out with your message,
Guiding the ships, bringing them home,

Safe when they see your light.
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Preparation:

● It ALWAYS starts with the plan…
● Big picture down to sessional detail
● Repertoire led



First ideas…



Sessional planning…



 Cathedral Girls Choir mega plan…



 Choral Society termly sessions…



Preparation:

● It ALWAYS starts with the plan…
● Big picture down to sessional detail
● Repertoire led
● Then adding curriculum / musicianship details
● Plan all starters / warm-ups / transitions (cycling them through sessions)
● Having this all ready at the start of term saves SO much stress and drives progress too
● What’s missing?



Preparation:

● It ALWAYS starts with the plan…
● Big picture down to sessional detail
● Repertoire led
● Then adding curriculum / musicianship details
● Plan all starters / warm-ups / transitions (cycling them through sessions)
● Having this all ready at the start of term saves SO much stress and drives progress too
● LEARN THE MUSIC!!
● Prep all materials (ie slides) in advance!



Just before you start a session:

Remind yourself that it is your job to motivate the singers to want to make 
progress, whatever their starting point. They won’t often arrive at a session 
determined to do their best - they need to be inspired and encouraged by you.

Have a couple of things other than learning the repertoire that you will focus on.

You are a teacher AND a musician.



Sing along,
Just follow me.
It’s as easy
As can be.



Time and fluency:

● In a 30 minute session, far too easy to talk nonsense for at least 10% of their time.
● Feeling brave? Get someone to time how long you talk for.
● Get them singing as they come in, or in the transition to singing.
● Own the space, and start and finish on time, every time.
● A visible outline of the session can be really helpful.
● Use my turn, your turn without any explanation.
● Standing up / sitting down while singing the last bit of the previous song or transition.
● Experiential - explaining is generally unnecessary.
● Have everything set up on one presentation, in order!
● Owning the space includes a definite end to the session (sung or spoken thank you Y4 / thank 

you Mr Leech)



Use their names!

● Essential!
● Places plan is non-negotiable for our colleagues (groups <45ish).
● Make the teacher / TA do it at the start of the first session (I always bring pen / paper!).
● Write unfamiliar or ambiguous names phonetically.
● Also teacher and TA names.
● I will even do this for a one-off session when covering etc.





Praise and progress:

● Use precise and named praise.
● Focus on progress and positive behaviour to generate engagement.
● Eliminate pointless comments / empty praise (brilliant / great / very good)



Adoro te devote
Composer: Daniel Justin
Structure: Verses, with a contrasting middle 
section
Tempo: Gently flowing (Andante)
Tonality: Major
Time signature:     (4 beats in a bar)



Adoro te devote
The words of this hymn are by 
St Thomas Aquinas (born about 
1270) and is used as a prayer of 
thanksgiving at the end of Mass, 
or during Eucharistic Adoration. 



A-doro te devote, latens Deitas, 
quae sub his figuris vere latitas: 

tibi se cor meum totum,  totum meum subicit, 
quia te contemplans totum, totum deficit.

Godhead here in hiding whom I do adore
Masked by these bare shadows, shape and nothing more.

See, Lord, at thy service low lies here a heart
Lost, all lost in wonder at the God thou art.
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Praise and progress:

● Use precise and named praise.
● Focus on progress and positive behaviour to generate engagement and avoid low-level 

disruption and conflict.
● Eliminate pointless comments / empty praise (brilliant / great / very good).
● Appeal to team spirit.
● Soliana’s ready and listening brilliantly instead of Stop talking!
● Excellent posture from Fred and Victoria instead of Sit up straight!
● Praise as they’re singing - yes that’s great, great mouth shape Dhruv
● Pawlos, that was so good because of your excellent breath
● Which row is the most ready?



Praise and progress:

Remind them that this is practising and is about progress.  It won’t sound great straight away, 
there will be mistakes (which is fine - you’re practising), it might be frustrating, and it will get 
better and better.  
This is no different from maths - I think I ask in every session several times, how do we get 
better at singing (but also spag / number facts / football, swimming)? 



Assessing:
● A constant in any sort of rehearsal.
● USE YOUR EARS!
● If (when!) it sounds great, stop them in the moment - be really enthusiastic and let them know. Get them to do it 

again so they reinforce what it feels like.
● Never be horrible, shout, or demean their efforts.
● Remember, precise and positive - ‘The earlier breath meant the phrase started really confidently’
● ‘If we all stood as beautifully as Mina we would sound even better’
● Demonstrate rather than explain.
● Try very hard not to do impressions of what went wrong.
● Get the choir to assess themselves.
● Be careful with complicated metaphor / simile.
● Avoid jargon or strangely meaningless phrases.
● You’ll be amazed at the power of sticker.



Assessing - some questioning ideas
● In short sessions, the efficiency and design of questions is crucial; they should be clear, concise and have definite 

purpose.
● I’m going to ask about what we changed after we sing this again, put your hands up to answer.
● OR Don’t put your hands up, I’m going to pick three people to tell me what they think.
● Try to use whole class techniques (everyone show me). 

○ Thumbs up or thumbs down for an either/or question, such as ‘major or minor?’
○ Show me a number on your fingers... e.g. ‘which note was highest? 1, 2, or 3?’
○ ‘which beat had a rest on?’ ‘how many beats long is this note?’

● Wide arms/narrow arms to answer questions about loud or soft, fast or slow questions
● Everyone saying an answer together for closed questions.
● Wrong answers - that’s not quite right, but it was a great musical word
● No answer - let’s see what Sadie thinks
● Right answers - remember to praise and reinforce.



Getting into parts:

● Echo songs
● Call and response
● Waiting ‘canons’
● Partner songs
● Adding drones / ostinati
● Spoken rounds
● THEN rounds



Does conducting matter?

● Discuss!



What about repertoire?

● Clear melody, structure, definite…
● Vivid (and appropriate) text
● Avoid slush
● Make it yours!
● Consider vocal range
● Don’t worry about it not being cool
● I fall back on - Junior Voiceworks / Jonathan Dove (Seasons and Charms) / Lin Marsh 

anthologies / Sing for Pleasure / Sacred - Come and Praise / Lourdes anthologies



Curriculum:

● Easy to embed concepts experientially, then label consistently
● Dynamics / Tempo - can rapidly give the children real expressive agency
● Beat / Rhythm - easy to explore
● Low / Middle / High pitch
● Incremental and scaffolded
● NYCoS Go for…bronze / silver / gold



Observation:

● Go and watch other conductors / coaches.
● Make notes and record how they make progress, are they specific in their feedback and praise, 

do they manage behaviour positively, what really engages the choir?
● Have a look at our online lockdown Schools Singing Programme sessions 

(www.schoolssingingprogramme.org.uk)



Children love achieving something, and progress (and recognition of it) is a very powerful 
motivator. This will drive engagement, in turn creating more progress!



YouTube channels (and like / subscribe!):

Diocese of Leeds - www.youtube.com/@dioceseofleedsmusic
LOADS of singing sessions, with pdf summaries of content and timestamps.

BFCS - www.youtube.com/@BradfordFestivalChoralSociety
Some useful warm-up sessions and lots of wild virtual choir projects!

Websites
www.dioceseofleedsmusic.org.uk
www.nssp.org.uk
www.bradfordfestivalchoralsociety.org.uk
www.thomasleech.com

http://www.youtube.com/@dioceseofleedsmusic
http://www.youtube.com/@BradfordFestivalChoralSociety
http://www.dioceseofleedsmusic.org.uk
http://www.nssp.org.uk
http://www.bradfordfestivalchoralsociety.org.uk
http://www.thomasleech.com

