MY WIFE AND I recently spent a weekend by the
Mississippi River, taking in the Mark Twain sites in
Hannibal and exploring some of the area towns. Driving into Quincy we were intrigued by a high, ornate
steeple on the far side of town, drove towards it, and
discovered the beautiful, 130-year old Salem Evangelical United Church of Christ. We looked for an open
door, found one, and peeked into the sanctuary.
We saw a man vacuuming the carpet and were hesitant
to go in. But when he saw us he stopped and greeted
us with a big smile as if we were long-lost friends. He
urged us to look around, apologized that the organist
was practicing, and went to unlock the bell tower for
us, from where he insisted we would find an unparalleled view of the town. He was obviously proud of this
church.
We climbed the rickety steps, staircase after staircase,
to the top of the tower where there were hidden three
huge bells whose ropes were labeled Peter, James, and
Bertha. He had invited us to ring the bells, and after
we were assured that the town would not think there
was a fire or a tornado approaching, we tugged on the
ropes with glee.
This was the day before Easter Sunday, and ringing
those bells and hearing the majestic organ in that empty church was our celebration. I would have expected
the custodian to tell us it was the day before Easter,
the church had just been cleaned, and, I am sorry, but
if you want to see this church, come back tomorrow.
But no, he wanted us to share fully in the feast. He was
a poor security guard, but a gracious and glorious St.
Peter of the Pearly Gates.
This Quincy custodian is my new role model, both
spiritually and professionally. I want to invite my singers into a world of joy and give them the pleasure of
making memorable sounds. Even with my auditioned
choirs, my job is not to keep people out but to encourage them to acquire the skills to get in. Every piece of
music we sing is a new adventure. Climbing the stairs
to our goals can be treacherous and a bit scary, but the
sound of those bells at the end is worth the struggle.
As I write this I have just returned from ten weeks of
teaching music at two folk schools in Denmark as part
of a semester sabbatical, and I will soon be off to Haiti
in July where I have taught at a music camp for Haitian
youth for the past 35 years. Denmark has one of the

highest standards of living in the world, Haiti one of
the lowest. Both countries need music, and in both
countries I have had the joy of seeing young people
reach the top of the rickety stairs and ring the bells
mightily.
We may work in a low-income district, a high-income
church, or a mixture of privilege and limited opportunity. Our task is essentially the same: to open up souls
and hearts to a world of beauty and discovery, somewhere beyond the reach of popular culture and routine
existence. May we all be like the Quincy custodian,
issuing irresistible invitations to enter the magical
world of music.
John Jost
Bradley University
President, IL-ACDA
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FROM THE EDITOR
WITH THIS ISSUE of The Conductor’s Podium, we welcome the renewed energy
that spring brings, and wish everyone the best on final concerts as the academic
year draws to a close. Serendipitously, the contributors to this issue have all written
about the single most important aspect of our work as conductors and educators:
imagination.
Observing the gracious, and one might say imaginative, attitude of a church
employee, President John Jost asks us to live this example in our music making.
In part two of Randall Swiggum’s article, “Swimming Upstream,” Randy explores
the importance of imagination from repertoire selection through performance. Male
Chorus R&S chair Brad Holmes offers imaginative suggestions for conductors with
regard to building choral programs. Janet McCumber, our High School R&S chair,
challenges us to use our imagination to develop new and exciting convention presentations. And Chris Cayari offers his personal journey as an example of how we
might use our imagination to enrich and balance our lives.
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Rick Murphy
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The authors kindle a spirit of imagination in their articles and challenge us to embrace that spirit, be it in our music making, administration of our programs, or in our
personal lives, so that we might more effectively make music with our singers.

IL-ACDA
District Chairs

This will be my last issue as the Podium editor. I have learned a lot and am grateful to have had the opportunity to serve IL-ACDA in this capacity. The readership
should know that the excellent graphic work in the issues with which I have been
associated is that of Matthew Tannenbaum, my student office assistant at Illinois
Wesleyan University. Matt started working for me at the time I became the Podium
editor. It was a great stroke of luck that he happened to be a voice/graphic design
double major. Please join me in thanking him. He has one more year at IWU, but
some firm is going to be lucky to hire him upon graduation.
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Best wishes,
Scott Ferguson

RETREAT 2009
July 8-10, Illinois State University

Please note that the registration deadline was May 1 to ensure receipt of reading
session packets. We cannot guarantee reading session packets for those who register after May 1. Please visit the IL-ACDA website to download a ReTreat registration
brochure, which includes the daily schedule.
Richard Bjella will lead our Director’s Chorus. This will be Rick’s second appearance at our Summer ReTreat. In 2008, he led us through several thought provoking
and enlightening sessions. Rick is very well known in choral music circles, not just
in the Midwest, but also on a national and international level. He has conducted several All-State and District choruses. Currently, Rick is the Director of Choral Studies
at Lawrence University, Conservatory of Music, located in Appleton, Wisconsin. We
eagerly welcome Rick back to ReTreat 2009. Our second headliner will be Patrick
Liebergen. Patrick is widely published as a choral editor, arranger and composer
of original works. Choirs around the world have performed his works. He recently
conducted a concert of his choral publications at Carnegie Hall. Currently, Patrick
serves as the Director of Choral Activities at the University of Wisconsin-Stout,
located in Menomonie, Wisconsin. Patrick will present four sessions: Back to
Basics for the Choral Singers, a reading session for the church and school singer,
Programming Masterworks for Great Performances, and a reading session entitled
Masterworks for a Lifetime. Eugene C. Rogers will be our third headliner for ReTreat 2009. Eugene is a 1996 graduate of the University of Illinois, where he earned
a Bachelor of Science in Music Education. Since his graduation he has worked
with the Glen Ellyn Children’s Chorus and in two high school programs (Waubonsie
Valley and Gross Pointe North). He has also worked with the Huron Hills Baptist
Church Music Program and the Boy’s Choir of Harlem. He received his DMA from
University of Michigan in 2007 and is now a member of the Macalester College
Choral Music Faculty. Eugene will present four sessions: Improvising in Rehearsal
to Create Your Dream Sounds, two conducting master classes, and a reading session entitle Music of Emerging and Lesser Known Composers.

Thank you to
John Jost
for his
excellent
service as
IL-ACDA
president.
Please be sure to explore our website at www.il-acda.org
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Swimming upstream
Part II
Hooking Singers on Great Music
by Randal Swiggum

This article is reprinted by permission from the North Central Division
newsletter Melisma, Summer, 2005, pp. 24-27. This article is a sequel
to “Swimming Upstream,” Melisma, February 2005,

I

t is 52 degrees outside today.
Students in Madison are wearing
T-shirts and flip-flops. It is the first
52-degree day since sometime
back in 2004—I can barely remember. This feeling of spring around
the corner really does something to
my brain—it quickens it, makes it feel
more alive with possibilities. My imagination starts to itch.Today’s weather
reminds me of a piece of music, which
perfectly captures how I’m feeling
today. It has been a great success
with both middle schoolers and college students. It’s a composition over
750 years old, the famous canon from
Reading, England (and one of the oldest extant pieces in English): Sumer is
icumen in. It was my imagination that
sparked my interest in the piece and
made me want to share it with young
singers, so they could have the joy of
singing it.
Summer is coming!
Sing loudly, you cuckoo!
Seed is growing,
the meadow is blooming.
the wood is springing now!
The mother ewe bleats after her lamb,
the cow lows after her calf.
The bull leaps, the buck farts!
Sing merrily, cuckoo! Don’t ever stop!
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Why do I love this piece? Let me count
the ways:
It’s something medieval that we can
experience live. Unlike most history
lessons, which depend on merely
reading books (or at best, watching
videos), we can actually experience
firsthand the same singing thrill as
our 13th-century ancestors.
It creates what I like to call “intellectual companionship” with people
from a distant time and place. It
reminds my students that “those
people” were not so different from
us—they got excited about the first
warm days of spring, too.Melodically, it is rich. Besides its infectious lilting joy, it is a beautifully
crafted melody which manages to,
all at once, create a dance, stay
within an octave—yet explore that
octave creatively, imitate a cuckoo
(and other animals frolicking), and
maybe best of all: it’s a melody
that bursts into sunny, feel-good
harmony when sung in canon.
Its Middle English text is just close
enough to modern English to be
intelligible, but different enough to
be strange and exotic. It’s a mini
history lesson in English etymol-

ogy.It’s an artistic way for students
to have their awareness of the
natural world enlarged. Because so
few kids nowadays are as close to
nature as our 13th-century forebears were, they might not notice
all the signs of spring around them
besides T-shirts, flip-flops, and new
window displays at the mall. They
mostly don’t even know what a ewe
is. But the exuberance of Sumer
might catch their imagination and
open their eyes to robins and new
buds on trees. This is the power of
art to reshape the way we see the
world.There’s humor. I haven’t done
an empirical study, but I think this
might be the only significant piece
of choral music that uses the word
“farts.” In the words of a middle
school tenor, “SCORE!”
The above reasons are basically aesthetic ones, not just educational ones.
Of course, the first time I looked at this
piece, my “teacher brain” immediately
saw all the reasons this piece is a
good teaching piece—this is how we
are trained to think as music educators. It can all be sung on solfège
pretty easily.It’s great for teaching
independent part-singing (like all polyphonic music).Those big rolled r’s are
a skill that kids need to learn, and they

reinforce a deep, energized breath
connection.It’s in 6/8, a meter that
singers just don’t see very often.
The problem with thinking this way
is that it misses the point of music
itself. This piece was not written for
any of those reasons. Great art does
not exist to teach technical skills, and
no composer ever wrote a great work
whose purpose was “to teach breath
support.” I get very suspicious of
choral publishers who market pieces
with lines like “great for teaching 6/8!”
Do I think learning 6/8 is important? Of
course I do. But I want to find real art
to teach it.
Choral music education has become
obsessed with technical skills—as
if making music were like solving a
math problem or learning a better
tennis serve—that we often choose
music and teach it as if technique
were the point of the music. Good
intonation, meaningful diction, flexible
and expressive tone quality, rhythmic
integrity, and musical literacy—these
are all vital. But they are a means, not
an end.
Our end is something much deeper,
and it takes imagination to keep it in
view. I need to model imagination with
my students in the way I choose music, the way I introduce it, and the way
we rehearse and perform it.
IMAGINATION IN MUSIC
SELECTION
I already know I want to do a wide
variety of music—not just the latest
thing—and that includes the oldest
music I can find. Sometimes I ponder
distant places and times and try to
find music that would give insight into
them. Sometimes I think about pieces
that have lasted a long time, or are
written about and discussed often (like
Sumer). Sometimes I hear an interesting recording and think, “I could refashion that for middle school singers.”
One of the common complaints I hear
is, “My students would never go for
this.” This is very telling. I think we
sell our students short and limit them
by our own fears and insecurities. Of

course, no one starts their career in
choral music thinking, “I’m going to do
superficial and trite music with my students.” Yet the daily grind of kids with
weak reading skills, poor rehearsal
discipline, and no previous exposure
to great music slowly crushes us into a
tiny, constricted experience of making
music without much imagination. No
one likes to do battle with kids (or their
parents) about music selection, so we
give up. With the best of intentions,
believing we are serving our students
and our community, we compromise
our repertoire choices with sounds
that seem familiar and safe.
An unfortunate result of this good
intention, though, is that often the
thoughtful, creative, and intellectually
hardy kids in the school start to drift
away from choir toward other pursuits,
because choir doesn’t challenge them
intellectually or spark their imagination the way literature or physics or
pottery do. For them, choir just isn’t
enough about ideas and imagination—
it seems to be all skills, daily notepounding and endless repetition, and
just trying to get ready for the next
pressing concert.
I have yet to meet a kid—rural, suburban or inner city, National Honor Society material or of modest intellect—
who was not captivated by the sound
world of Sumer is icumen in. It’s like
magic. But it takes a certain imagination in how it’s presented to them.
IMAGINATION IN INTRODUCING
THE PIECE
There is never only one right way
to introduce a piece like this to students, but I know it’s almost always
the wrong way to pass it out and try
to sight-read through it—a recipe for
immediate distaste. I try to spend time
contemplating the piece, using my
imagination to consider:
What is it about this piece that makes
it so great, and how can I immediately
connect my students with that aspect
of it?What are the immediate obstacles in the piece, from my students’
point of view? What will be off-putting
to them about it, and how can I bypass
those obstacles or deal with them

head-on? These obstacles are “friction points”—they can generate a rub
of discomfort, but they can also generate warmth and light.
Here are three strategies I’ve used
with Sumer, to intrigue kids into owning the piece from Day One.
Ask students: do you remember the
first day the weather changed this
spring, the first day you realized that
spring was coming? Put yourself back
in that day. How many words can you
think of to describe how you felt? Have
students jot their words down for just a
minute on 3X5 card or in their journal.
Let students call out the words they
used to describe that feeling. I’m going to sing a piece that describes that
same feeling. See if you can figure out
where and when it came from. Teacher sings it. Let students speculate
and invite them to give reasons why
they think it sounds Irish or German
or Scottish or medieval or whatever,
beyond just “it just sounds like it.”
Play a good recording. (e.g. The Dufay
Collective: Miri it is, Chandos 9396;
there are many others). Ask the same
“guessing game” questions. Although
there are many good recordings,
and much to learn from hearing early
music specialists’ interpretations of
these classic pieces, kids seem to
pay attention more when I sing it for
them—from memory-- than when I
play a recording.
Pass out copies of just the text to each
student. Ask them to speculate on
what language this is. When it’s established as Middle English, c. 1250,
have students translate (hinting with a
sly wink) that there are some surprises
here. After they realize that “verteth”
means “farts” (be prepared for disbelief—most students cannot imagine
that those ancient people in stained
glass windows would have ever used
the word “farts.”) Capture students’
imaginations by coyly reminding them
that they’ll be singing this in public.
IMAGINATION IN REHEARSAL
The same goofy cheerfulness and
sense of wonder that marks the first
5

day of learning the piece (like the first
day of spring) needs to be echoed in
every rehearsal after that. Yes, the
piece can be used to reinforce solfège
skills. But too much of that—and
too much drill—will kill the joy of just
singing it. Save the solfège strategies
for those phrases which have tricky
intervals, so students see how solfège
helps to clarify and they will welcome
it as a valuable tool, instead of that
thing that stands in the way of their
fun.
Is the energy of the piece starting to
sag? Try singing it on “bm” (no vowel),
imagining being instruments like bells
or cello pizzicato. Are the little melismas on “in” blurry and inarticulate?
Instead of only doing warm-ups that
energize their tummies, remind them
of giggling and joy and giddy playfulness and how that feels physically.
Apply that giggly feeling to those
notes—they are certainly about giggling! Are students not rolling their r’s
playfully enough? Instead of drilling it
yet again, try teasing them in a thick
Irish or Scottish accent: “Aye, won’t
ya rrrroll yerrrr r’s, laddies? Grrrrr! Ye
too, girrrrrls! It’s a luh-vly sprrrrring
day fer rrrrrrolling in the grrrrrraahss!”
All these strategies emerge from a single-minded philosophy: I want to make
all of our work with this piece point to
its heart, the reason for its aesthetic
existence. As much as possible, I
want to enlarge our rehearsal beyond
mere technique and drill, and always
keep before our imaginations a sense
of the piece’s affective and aesthetic
pleasure. When I stop and have to
say something that I can’t show in
gesture, I want it to be imaginative
language that sparks imagination in
my students. I want to ask them lots
of questions—both simple, quick ones
and slower, rhetorical ones. I want it
to be their curiosity and the hunger
to know more which motivates them
to dig deeper. I want their personal
connection to the piece—and their
affection for it—to motivate them to
work hard on it. And I’m crazy enough
to think I can help them warm up to
every piece we do.
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This takes imagination and some
planning. I have to dream a bit about
the piece. I have to look beyond the
notes on the page to the “why” of the
piece—what it’s about, what is its
point. I have to see our job—the choir
and me—as not merely reproducing
those notes and rhythms, but interpreting them.
IMAGINATION IN THE CONCERT
My students have the distinct advantage of weeks of firsthand experience
with Sumer. But their audience will
not. I want to help the concert audience to sense some of the “why” of
the piece, to get a glimpse into our
rich understanding of it. I want parents
to have something to talk about with
their child after the concert besides,
“What in the heck language was
that?!”
Program notes help, especially notes
written carefully by students and
expressing their insight into the piece.
Program notes remind the audience
that there is more to the piece than
merely how it sounds—that it has a
history, and a depth that (unlike the
music at the gas pump) will not be
revealed in one hearing.
Sharing students’ ideas about the
piece aloud is another way to hook
audience members into caring about
the piece and listening more deeply.
Students can read their own notes, or
read each other’s.
Every piece suggests its own performance format. This piece suggests
movement and works wonderfully
as a jubilant procession. Although
the piece is just a simple canon, my
imagination gave me some ideas
about how to arrange it: an opening
“call” sung from the front by a strong
soloist/”tribal leader,” followed by
some exuberant violin drones and
piccolo or, wait….better yet: whistling,
as the singers sashay up the aisles,
then boys with limited range singing
the ostinato pes, everyone else in 4
part canon, a kid playing field drum or
hand drum, and a little coda flourish from all the voices, so the ending
“pops.”

Most pieces do not need special staging or gimmicks to make their point.
But all pieces need an affective commitment from the singers. Even when
standing in rows on a riser, I want
the faces of my students—especially
their eyes—to reflect meaning in every
word they sing. For an audience, this
is thrilling. But it is thrilling for the
singers too, when they are set free to
express the deepest and highest and
even goofiest feelings of humankind
in their music. Singers won’t need to
paste on some phony face, though,
because they’ve experienced in every
rehearsal—not just the day before the
concert—what the piece means and
how it will feel for them when they’re
totally connected to it.
Imaginative teaching pours forth from
great repertoire. Shallow repertoire will
resist this depth of experience. Singers who have tasted the musical depth
of a great work of art—a multi-faceted,
layered and rich statement about the
human condition—will develop not just
a taste for it, but a hunger.

RESOURCES
1. Here’s a score, program notes, and
a facsimile of the original 1250 manuscript of Sumer is icumen in at the British Museum: http://www.wmea.com/
CMP/participants/repertoire/index.
htmlClick on the PDF for “Great Choral
Treasure Hunt II” and scroll down.
2. If you want to read a whole book
about teaching this way, try Shaping
Sound Musicians, ©2003 GIA Publications, ISBN: 1-57999-211-0.
Randal Swiggum is current chair of the
Wisconsin CMP Project and enjoying
his career as a choral and orchestral conductor. He can be reached at
rswiggum@wisc.edu

The alternative is attractive but empty.
This anecdote—in keeping with the
scatology of Sumer is icumen in—says
it all. Last year, I was adjudicating a
state choral festival. These choirs
were fantastically well-prepared, with
gorgeous sound and impeccable
precision. But the repertoire they
were singing was empty and clichéd,
the kind of trite ditties which will be
popular for the next two years, but
embarrassing and clichéd in twenty
(as opposed to Sumer which seems to
have a shelf life of at least 800 years).
In a moment of weakness, I turned to
a colleague and whispered, “I can’t
imagine spending an hour every day
rehearsing this music! Why would anyone work so hard for such beautiful
tone, and then apply it to such junk?”
He whispered back, in his charming
Australian accent, “Yes, I know what
you mean. It’s impossible to polish a
turd.”
Use your imagination.
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EVERY TIME THAT I AM
called upon to write one of these
articles, I find myself staring at a blank
screen and asking myself the question, “What could I possibly write about
that other choral directors in this state
are going to want to read?” Hidden in
this question is another, perhaps more
revealing one: “How dare I present
myself as an expert on any topic?”
I ask myself that last question, too,
whenever I put in a proposal to present a clinic or session at conferences.
Even choosing music for reading
sessions puts all sorts of self-doubt in
my head, because it is hard to imagine that my peers could gain anything
from my knowledge that they don’t
already have. And yet, every time I put
myself in these situations, the response has always been positive, and
people have even said that they have
learned things, or that my information
was interesting!

We have all been to conferences
where we look at the program and
wonder why the presenters are the
same people every year and why they
are doing the same sessions that
they have done (often multiple times)
before. The answer to this is that the
organizers of the conference often
have limited choices when it comes to
presenters, because there are only a
limited number of people who submit
session proposals. The people who do
submit proposals are often people who

EXPERTS!

by Janet McCumber
Senior High School Repertoire and Standards Chair

are trying to get their music or other
commodity out to as many people as
possible, or they are people who have
written a scholarly document and are
presenting that as their session. These
people are often what we might consider to be “experts,” but I would like to
put forth this idea: we are ALL experts
in some way, shape, or form.
There are so many different situations
that we are in as choral directors.
Some of us teach pre-K-12; some are
only elementary, junior high, or high
school; some are university professors. Some of us teach privately as
well as in the schools. Some of us
have multiple choirs of all shapes and
sizes, some of us have one tiny choir
that we may or may not see every day.
Some of us teach students who have
special needs, or for whom English
is not their primary language. Some
of us direct community choirs, church
choirs, semi-professional groups, or
teach in a two-year college setting.
Most importantly, we all have knowledge and expertise that we could
share with colleagues that could be
beneficial to someone who is in our
same situation, and there is a definite
need for more of us to step forward
and share our thoughts, solutions and
findings.
Of course, it is intimidating to even
think of standing in front of peers
and presenting a topic for their consideration for an hour or more, or to

write an article that will actually be
published and read by people all over
the state (or division or even nation,
if you think big!). Putting together a
clinic or article requires creativity and
a lot of prep work before the final
product is presented. The rewards
for all of the hard work, however, can
be great: the satisfaction of having
challenged yourself to step out of your
comfort zone; the positive feedback
from colleagues and peers; sharing
your knowledge and interest; motivating others to think about and/or try
something that they have not before.
Maybe you have some pieces that you
have done with your choirs with which
you have had great success, but have
never seen at a reading session. The
people who organize reading sessions
for conferences would love to have
your suggestions, and they would
love to have you direct the pieces in
a session! Does it make you nervous
to think about conducting your peers?
No worries, most people have their
faces buried in the music and are not
watching you anyway! And, you would
not be expected to provide music for
a whole session- just a couple of titles
would be perfectly fine.
Do you have an interesting or challenging situation that you deal with
everyday, such as your schedule, personnel, or how you run your rehearsal? Are you a whiz at coming up with
fun and motivating warm-ups for your
groups? Have you initiated a unique
9

learning experience for a class that
you felt was successful? Do you have
an exceptional interest in a particular
genre of music? Have you overcome
problems with behavior and discipline?
Any of the above questions could be a
topic for an article or conference clinic.
If the thought of presenting a clinic
or writing an article by yourself is just
too overwhelming, then consider the
possibility of doing it with a colleague.
Combining the expertise of two people
can be rewarding, not only for the presenters, but also for their audience.

Being an “expert,” in my opinion, does
not have nearly as much to do with
the number of degrees you have as
it does with your interest and experience with a topic. We all have information that we can share with others in
our field, whether we are standing in
front of an audience, writing about a
musical topic near and dear to us, or
just sitting across a table from someone during a meal at the ReTreat.
We are all music educators, with the
common goal of sharing our love of
music with the students in our classes
and the members of the groups that
we conduct. We impart knowledge to

those people every day—why in the
world would every one of us not be
qualified to impart knowledge to our
colleagues?
And so, I challenge you. In fact, I
implore you, on behalf of every conference attendee who sits with a sinking
heart through the same sessions and
clinics or every reader of journals and
newsletters who would like to see a
fresh perspective, to step forward and
share your knowledge, expertise, and
yourself with us. We cannot wait to
hear what you have to say.

Exhausted?
Plant some seeds…

by Brad Holmes
Male Chorus Repertoire and Standards Chair

Today, I asked my Choral Techniques
class two questions. "When should
you sow the seeds for your choral
program?” “When do you think the
harvest will occur?" The answers
were revealing. Most of the students
considered harvest to be a time when
concerts were sung, the result of careful cultivation of fields planted in the
first week of the fall semester. Some
thought there were multiple seasons
that required cycles of reaping and
sowing.
My six years teaching with Weston
Noble taught me something about
planting and harvesting in the academic year. Like my students, I had
considered the beginning of the year
a time to plow, plant and cultivate. For
me, harvest came in late February or
March. The final spring concert was
usually an afterthought just prior to the
last few dreary days of the semester.
Contrary to that perspective, Weston
showed me that seeds planted at
year's end would reap great rewards in
the beginning of the next.
I'm from New Mexico where it's difficult
to grow tumbleweeds, so agrarian
metaphors are usually lost on me.
But when I moved to the Midwest, I
noticed that as the school year was
winding down, farmers were gearing
up. (Ah! That is why we have summer
break, so the kids can return to the
farm and help.) This seemed to support my view that summer was a time
when musical fields lay fallow while
real cornfields were plowed and prepared for planting. Academically, the
month of May meant, 'hang on till summer!' Colleagues groused about the
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unending semester as numb students
stumbled through the halls in a stupor.
During this time of year, I would notice
lots of articles on 'burn-out' in the various choral newsletters. (I could never
find the time to read any of them,
much less apply their wisdom.) Musically and emotionally, I was as tired
as dry corn stubble in an autumn field
awaiting the first frost of winter.
Weston Noble must have had a farmer's perspective of the academic year.
He never gave in to the academic calendar and its internal clock that froze
to a stop on June 1. For him, spring
was a time to plant, a time to lay the
groundwork for the future. As I looked
on in exhaustion, Weston was scheduling five days of spring auditions for
all current choristers, settling the tour
dates for the following year and visiting area high schools one more time
to recruit singers. He was sowing for
the upcoming year BEFORE summer
arrived. He was right in there with the
farmers.
I'll never forget my first semester with
Mr. Noble. As new students arrived
in the fall to audition for the choirs,
he said to me, "Today is harvest." I
thought that was odd. But for him, all
those students showing up to sing
was the result of a lot of sowing, much
of it in the last month of the previous
academic year. And harvest we did. As
you know, the program flourished under his careful care of over 50 years.
Sowing in the spring has become part
of our routine now at Millikin. Over the
years we have instituted several spring
projects. The first (and most produc-

tive) was spring auditions, instituted at
the end of my first year. We constantly
experiment with new ideas while struggling to provide the energy to maintain
established projects of questionable
value. We talk frequently as a staff
about what more can be done as opportunities dwindle with the final days
of the semester.
I have noticed that sowing transforms
the psyche from fatigue to expectation.
Planting takes a bit of extra work but
it is rejuvenating to a tired soul. Those
seeds represent future possibilities.
Once the seeds are planted, I am able
to forget about them. I don't worry all
summer about what is not done. While
they sit in the ground during vacation
months, I am able to rest and rejuvenate, knowing that they will produce
fruit on the first day of the new year.
Summer is spent envisioning and
dreaming. I'll attend a couple of conferences and look for repertoire. But
I won't plant seeds. I already did that,
last April when I was exhausted.
Below are some ideas about spring
planting for your choral program:
Listen to all of your returning singers.
This preliminary audition allows us
to design our choral program around
our demographic rather than forcing
students into pre-existing choirs at
the beginning of the year. Many years
we change the choral offerings based
upon our spring auditions.
Recruit from your campus.
An announcement is sent out by
e-mail across campus prior to spring
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auditions. I've found that students
looking for a change often are open to
this invitation in the spring. Of course
I repeat the invitation in the fall but
that draws a different kind of student.
Those who join at the end of the year
rarely drop out. My invitation usually
outlines special goals for the year.
Aim final concerts of the year at
recruiting. A university colleague
doubled the size of his men's choir
by requiring his members to invite
two classmates their final concert of
the year. During the concert, he announced auditions and goals for the
following year. His men's choir went
from 16 to 35 between semesters. The
following year the choir topped 60. (Of
course, the product these 'prospectives' heard must have been stellar.)
Ted Hesse, the director of our men's
choir, brought Millikin's own Chapter
6 acappella ensemble to campus for

a shared concert. Next year he has
invited Cantus, which has two Millikin
grads, for a similar program. These
are great recruiting programs.
Connect one more time with your
feeder programs.
Many choose to invite their feeder
schools to participate in their final
concert of the year. Might a visit to
their schools be in order? Should one
of your groups (especially a men's
group) sing for your feeder school?
Might you attend your feeder school's
final concert?
Identify officers for next year's choir.
Our officers for the Millikin University
Choir are always in place well before
the end of the year. They act like apprentices under current officers. I also
make them a part of goal setting for
the upcoming year.

Give your group one more hearing.
Your group is at its best at the end of
the year. Why not visit a college or
university with your ensemble. Attend a festival for adjudication. If you
are unable to take a day away from
school, invite a guest conductor to
work with your choir. You want that
person to hear the great work your
students are doing. Often, future projects are and outgrowth of these kinds
of connections.
Develop male choristers.
Have a 'sing-off' or other kind of event
for your a cappella groups. Give them
a chance to sing for potential recruits.
Combine all your men for a piece on a
concert.Commission a piece for your
men for the following year.

BAC K PAG E
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Going Beyond the Baton
This is the story of how i went from waving a baton to pumping some iron.
BY CHRIS CAYARI

Have you ever had that time in your life where the delusions of grandeur become the doubts of greatness? Like
many directors, I left college convinced that I would be able
to change the world through music. I landed an awesome
job where I was loved and reciprocated that adoration to
my colleagues, students, administration, and community.
I had it made. I got to teach what I want, build a program,
and saw growth: in numbers, resources, and favor. On top
of that, to supplement my income and the musical legacy,
I taught in a private studio five days a week. At my busiest
moment, I was directing my junior high musical, preparing for IMEA junior elementary and junior, getting my high
school pops concert ready, and working with not only my
school worship team, but also volunteering three weekends
a month as a church musician. On top of this, I was seeing
forty private students a week. What more could a young,
musical, world-changer ask for? Perhaps the answer is:
my sanity back. It was then that I realized that I was living,
eating, breathing, sleeping and even, pardon my candor,
pooping music. It got to be too much. In my second year
of teacher I was facing burnout. We all get a little worried
when we hear the statistics of how many music teachers leave the profession after ten or even five years. So I
knew I had to do something. In my third year, I cut down
the number of private students I taught. On top of that, the
school I was at reorganized the junior high program so that
it was impossible for me to be involved in the musical. I was
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determined to do something outside the musical world, so
I decided to get a gym membership. I was going beyond
the baton. I was pursuing the world past the podium. I was
exploring life apart from the lyrics.
After going to the gym by myself for four months, I decided
to step it up and hire a personal trainer. This trainer taught
me about my body and health. I was so inspired that a few
months later, I sent away for a “Become a Personal Trainer”
starter kit. I studied hard and got a certificate. It allowed me
to step away from making and teaching music. It was my
way of acquiring a sabbatical. I needed to do something
else besides music in the morning, music in the evening,
and music at supper time. I traded some of my guitar students for training clients. I found something that renewed
my passion for teaching and singing by allowing myself to
take a breather and get my mind off music.
So what is the thing that will allow you to take your mind off
your “job?” For some it is taking up quilting; perhaps you
can take a cooking class at the community college. Maybe
it is as simple as finding some time to play house with your
children or toss a ball out in the backyard. Your work will
always be there for you when you’re ready to get cracking.
However, realized that you are important. You need to take
the time and effort to step away, refuel, and come back
rested, robust, and ready.
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Mark Your Calendars
National Collegiate Choral Organization (NCCO)
Third Conference
November 5–7, 2009
Yale University
www.ncco-usa.org
Now accepting applications for: performances, lecture
recitals, literature sessions, panel session topics and
voice panel participants.
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