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classroom are the three main thmgs Shelson looks for from his students: Focus,




Posture, and Mouth Position. At the
end of each class, students receive a
grade based on how well they did with
each of these. Because self-evaluation is
very important, Shelton often allows
students to give themselves the grade
they deserve. “If T don't agree with the
grade the student has decided on, I will
discuss it with the student, and we
come up with a grade together.”

STUDENTS AT KERNERSVILLE MIDDLE

School are on a rotating schedule. They
meet every other day for choir. Shelton

has found benefits and drawbacks to
this system. “Since I dont see students
every day, they don’t retain informarion
as well as in daily rehearsals,” he says.
With classes lasting forty-five minutes,
he plans carefully to keep students
focused and on-task.

YWarm-uns

Choral rehearsals begin with a
series of warm-ups. As students sing a
familiar scale exercise on “co,” Shel-
ton checks posture and mouth posi-
tion, He shows them how tall the
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inside of their mouth needs to be to
produce a good sound and tells stu-
dents, “Make your eyes look alive!”

The chorus then moves to solfege
exercises. After giving the starting
pitch (either by singing it or playing it
on the piano), Shelton signs a solfege
pattern, and students sing it back to
him. The students use moveable do
solfege for warm-ups, sight-reading,
and when rehearsing difficult sections
in songs to learn their pitches. Shelton
prefers solfege to singing numbers or
neutral syllables because, “Its a great
tone-builder and helps students learn
the relationships among pitches.”

Hepertoire

Once students have warmed up
their voices, they move on to rehears-
ing songs for their upcoming concert.
In November, the seventh-grade
mixed choir was rehearsing “Furn,
Fum, Fum,” a Spanish Christmas
carol. “I try to include several Spanish
songs in their repertoire each year,”
says Shelton. With a growing Hispan-.
ic populatien in Kermersville, he has
found that music can be helpful for
students learning English, in part
because of the repetition in learning
and memorizing lyrics. When learn-
ing Spanish songs, Spanish-speaking
students help their classmates with
proper pronuriciation. This encour-
ages communication and understand-
ing among students.

In “Fum, Fum, Fum,” one of the
biggest challenges for the singers is the
pronunciation. The stadents speak
through the song, echoing each line after
Shelton. He tells them to make sure
their natural accents den't creep in when
speaking or singing the Spanish words.
The next step is to put the words to the
music. Shelton reminds the chorus to
“focus on keeping space mside your
mouth.” As they rehearse, first with the
piano to help find pitches, then unac-
companied, the students lister: to each
ather to improve their pronunciation
and blend their sound.

The eighth-grade honors women’s



choir is rehearsing “Carol of the Bells”
for their holiday concert. This song is
still new to the singers, but even as
they are learning their pitches, Shelton
focuses on having the students sing
with appropriate dynamics and articu-
lation. He writes the rhythm for the
soprano part on the chalkboard and
models the long, short, short, short
articulation. “Shake your head if you
understand,” he tells the students
before directing them to sing it on
their own. Shelton has students con-
centrate on holding the vowels and
backing off of “s” sounds when they
sing. He also addresses specific pro-
nunciation problems, having the
sopranos modify the vowel sound for
the word “gaily” on higher pitches to
get a better sound, and closing quickly
to the “ng” sound in “ding, dong” to
mimic the sound of belis. Rather than
point out singers who are sticking out,
he tells students, “Tap your neighbor
on the shoulder if they're not getting
it,” encouraging students to listen to
each other and fix their problems.

Sight-reading

Before tackling a new song, Shel-
ton uses a sight-reading method that
teaches students to hear the pitches
before they sing, ensuring that they're
really reading the music, not just
learning by rote. He creates overhead
transparencies with sight-reading
exercises for the students. Often,
these begin with a scale in the key of
the song. Students identify the key of
the piece and sing the scale together
using solfege. Then, Shelton reveals
the sight-reading exercise. These exer-
cises are actually excerpts from music
the students will be rehearsingin =~
their next class. Shelton gives stu-
dents the tomnic pitch for the piece,
but he does not sing any of it for
them. Students thern sing through
their parts using solfege, following the
notes as he points to them oxn the
overhead. When one student sounds
really fatigued, Shelton advises,
“Don stress your voice. Drop out

where its too high, and sing only the
notes that are comfortable.”

When the singers seem to be get-

ting the interval skips and rhythms,
Shelten has them take out the song
the exercise came from, and asks
them to find the part they just sang.
“They learn to sight-read their parts,
and then see how it fits into the
music,” says Shelten.

Shelton compliments the students on

learning their parts quickly. As he calls
their names, the students get up to put

their books and folders away: Shelton
uses this time to take attendance and

make notes in his gradebook.

Even after teaching middle school
choir for sixteen years, Shelton con-
tinues to bring energy, enthusiasm,
and new ideas to his classroom. “I
want my students to love music fora
lifetime, not just a semester,” he says.
“My hope is that my students will be
invelved with some type of musical
outlet for the rest of their lives. They
will not all be music majors, but they
car all be music advocates.” ™

By Andrea Keating, associate editor;
Teaching Music, with special thanks t
Barbara Geer; past president of the North
Caroling Music Educators Association.




