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President’s Message
Amy Branahl

IL-ACDA President

New Trier High School

President’s Note: We Can Do Hard Things

I hope this podium can be a source of encouragement after a long season. Maybe
you have just finished your school year or are already deep into planning and
preparation for your next concert season. As a board as we head into the summer,
this is IL-ACDA’s most important time for us. Our R&R chairs are busy planning the
events coming up for all our membership and ways for us to connect with one
another. With all these festivals and National ACDA coming up this year we are
working incredibly hard to bring these amazing experiences to your singers and
programs.

We are excited to see and reconnect with many people at our annual ReTreat and
hope that you can connect with one another and help us celebrate all our award
winners. This year’s Harold Decker Award will be going to Tim Fredstrom from ISU.
Our Young Director Award will be going to Roland Hatcher from Stevenson High
School. Our Partnership award will be going to Mike Dawson from Bradford
Systems. We hope you can join us even for one day to recharge and sing together
with our amazing headliners, Dan Davison (Retired Junior High Teacher) and Dr.
Kristina MacMullen from Baylor University who will be leading our director’s chorus.
Our Illinois Spotlight will be Prof. Sarah Catt from Elmhurst University. If you have
seen her choirs perform at ACDA or IMEC you will be able to take away great things
from her session to be able to use for your ensembles. Another session I am
incredibly excited to attend is Keshena Cisneros-Luckett’s interest session titled
“Teaching with Respect and Understanding: Navigating the Black Sacred Music
Tradition in Predominantly Non-Black Classrooms.”

Whether your year has been great or challenging I always find that when I attend an
ACDA event, I never regret the time I got to spend with my colleagues. Hope to see
you soon!

With gratitude,
Amy J. Branahl
President, Illinois ACDA
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REPERTOIRE & RESOURCES
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Singer Recruitment:
What Actually Works for Adult Community Choruses

Jennifer Whiting
Community Choirs

We've all felt the shift. Discretionary time is shrinking, long-term commitments are
harder to sustain, members age, relocate, grow busy, or quietly step away, and choirs
feel the impact. More than ever, we must actively and intentionally invite singers back
into the shared harmony of the choral experience.

In many community choruses, 10-20% of membership turns over each year. Sustaining
artistic vitality depends on a steady flow of new members. So, what actually works?

At its core, recruitment is about creating a compelling invitation into meaningful
community and shared purpose. The most effective strategies combine relational
outreach, community connections, visible excellence, and accessible entry points.

Relational outreach begins with personal invitation

Nothing is more effective than a direct, sincere ask. Mary Hopper (Hinsdale Chorale)
notes that their most fruitful recruitment method is simply “our members sharing with
others.” Encourage each singer to invite one or two specific people.

Former members are another vital resource. Many would consider returning if they
received a warm, personal invitation at the right moment.

Effective outreach also leads with purpose. Why does your choir sing? How does your
work serve others? People are drawn to meaning more than performance.

Remember to follow up. After a visit, send a brief, genuine message to say, “We're so
glad you came.” This small step often determines whether someone returns.

Recruitment reflects culture. Choirs that balance artistic rigor with kindness and
support retain members and naturally attract new ones. If recruitment feels difficult,
the issue may not be marketing. Ask instead: Do singers feel needed? Safe? Challenged?
Fulfilled? When those qualities are visible, recruitment becomes far easier.

Community connections expand your reach

Partnerships multiply visibility. Collaborate with community theaters, schools,
instrumentalists, other ensembles, and nonprofit organizations. Philip Spencer’s
philanthropic choir NaperVoice demonstrates the power of this approach.

Music educators, church musicians, and private voice teachers are key connectors.
Share audition information and offer complimentary concert tickets to build goodwill
and extend your reach.

Contact new residents in your area. Advertising in apartment and homeowners’
association newsletters, especially in newly developed areas, can connect you with
singers actively seeking community.[1]

[1] Dr. William Baker, “Community Chorus Recruitment,” The Choral Director's Toolbox, Episode 12-2026,
March 23, 2026. (Dr. Baker granted permission for the use of

several ideas in this article. The author highly recommends his podcast,
The Choral Director’s Toolbox.)

continued on page 3
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Singer Recruitment:
What Actually Works for Adult Community Choruses continued

Find local colleges and universities that have choral programs and send
information to faculty members. Offer reduced-rate memberships or
scholarships for students and recent graduates. They often seek opportunities
to continue singing beyond college, and community choruses fill this need
perfectly.

Equally important is a spirit of generosity within the broader choral
community. When your group is not the right fit for a singer, help them find
one that is. Take a look at the interactive directory of community choruses on
the IL-ACDA website: Illinois Community Choruses Map.

As William Baker (The Choral Foundation) reminds us, “Rising water lifts
every boat.” Strengthening the whole choral community benefits everyone.

Visible excellence builds trust and interest

A choir’s online presence plays a decisive role. Flor Ballinas (Choir Web
Design) writes, “A singer does not audition the moment they hear about you.
They first decide whether they can imagine themselves in your choir. That
decision happens quietly. A singer searches your choir, opens your website,
and starts asking practical and emotional questions at the same time.”[2]

Your website is your most strategic asset for attracting new talent. You can
request a free website review or download a free Choir Website Checklist at
ChoirWeb.Design.

Strong organizations make it easy for singers to say “yes.” Publish your
upcoming season by early spring so prospective members can evaluate the
commitment. Include your firm plans for repertoire, rehearsal schedule, and
performance dates.

Programming matters. Repertoire should be engaging, meaningful, and
achievable while still offering artistic growth. Familiar or beloved major works
can be especially effective recruitment tools. As Steven Szalaj (Voices in
Harmony) shares, “Eight new members joined when we announced we were
performing Rutter’s Requiem.”

Visibility also requires consistency. Leverage social media and your email list.
Regularly share rehearsal moments, member stories, and glimpses of
community life. People join what they can see and feel.

First impressions extend beyond the digital space. From advertising to
auditions to rehearsals, every interaction should reflect warmth, clarity, and
organization.

[2] Flor Ballinas, Creative Director, Choir Web Design, April 30, 2026, choirweb.design
continued on page 4
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St. Louis, Missouri
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Please reach out to Amy Branahl if
you are interested in any open

positions at
amyacda@gmail.com

If you have any questions or
comments, please reach out at
www.il-acda.org/contact-2

Singer Recruitment:
What Actually Works for Adult Community Choruses continued

Low-barrier entry points make participation possible

Even interested singers hesitate when logistics feel difficult. Reducing friction
is essential. Consider accessibility, parking, rehearsal location, and scheduling
conflicts. Small adjustments can make a big difference.

Flexible entry points can also bridge the gap for those wary of long-term
commitments. Sarah Riskind (Baroque Artists of Champaign-Urbana) writes,
“Sometimes I hold an open rehearsal or bring-a-friend night at the beginning
of the concert cycle. We've had a number of people find us that way and then
audition once they know what it’s all about!”

Summer choirs, festival ensembles, and workshop weekends are short-term
offerings that can introduce new singers to your organization. Paul Laprade
(Oak Park Concert Chorale and Tutti Voce Collective) finds success with
“Sing-with-Us” days. These low-pressure experiences often lead to long-term
engagement.

Flexible membership structures, including half-season options, can also
increase participation. If spring enrollment lags, examine your performance
schedule. Concerts in May compete with graduations, school events, and
travel. Adjusting the calendar can improve retention and balance.

The heart of recruitment is bridging the gap

We all recognize that choruses offer something profoundly human and deeply
meaningful: artistry, connection, and shared purpose. Yet they also require
time, energy, and commitment, which can present barriers. Recruitment is the
work of bridging that gap.

Sustaining membership is an ongoing, strategic priority woven into every
aspect of a choir’s life. When we invest in relationships, cultivate meaningful
community connections, pursue excellence, and create flexible pathways into
participation, we make that bridge accessible.

)
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Check out IL-ACDA’s
Favorite Choral Works on page 13!




Four Pieces Your Tenor-Bass Choir is Sure to Enjoy
John P. Rakes

Tenor-Bass Choirs

Eureka College

For my first Podium column [ wanted to keep things practical and repertoire focused. It is my hope that

in this article every conductor leading a tenor-bass ensemble might find a new and useful piece for their
ensemble. My conducting experience has led me to conduct many different types of tenor-bass
ensembles including youth, collegiate, and community ensembles. When conducting these ensembles, I
have always found it helpful to have several pieces close at hand that are flexible in voicing so that the
ensemble could be successful performing in a small ensemble setting (a quartet for a special occasion,
perhaps) or when our full complement of voices was not available. These pieces either work well one-
to-a-part or provide flexibility to easily arrange the voicing quickly and easily if a smaller ensemble is on
hand. Even though this flexible characteristic was key in selecting these pieces, it was also desirable
that these pieces were also successful in a large ensemble setting since that is ultimately how they
would be taught and performed. Here is an annotated list of such pieces that I have found to be
successful with my tenor-bass ensembles.

Two Folk-Songs for Male Voices from the choral cycle The Sprig of Thyme, arr. John Rutter

TTBB (mostly unison), piano (3-6 instrument orchestration available via rental)

Oxford Link
This set of British-isle folk songs contains arrangements of the traditional Irish melody for the poem
“Down by the sally gardens” of W.B. Yeats and the traditional English folk song “The miller of Dee”
“Down by the sally gardens” is effectively set in two parts. While the tenor part has a high tessitura, the
lyrical, mostly unison texture with an effective piano accompaniment is a gem for many tenor-bass
choirs to sing. The gruffness of “The miller of Dee” provides a wonderful contrast to the tenderness of
the Yeats poem. The arrangement is a quick-paced compound song with mostly unison textures and a
robust 4-part ending. A crafty piano accompaniment supports the parts. It is recommended to explore
the chamber orchestrations available.

The Wellerman, arr. Michael Ware

TTBB with solo, a cappella

Michael Ware Link
This is an excellent and easily accessible arrangement of the well-known sea-shanty from New Zealand.
This arrangement provides the opportunity to showcase a soloist from your choral ranks while
providing plenty of opportunities for semi-staging, added body-percussion, or hand drums. The neutral
syllable passages and the various repetitions of the refrain invite the ensemble to explore tone color.

Yonder Come Day, arr. Adam & Matt Podd
TTB (Also Available TTBB), a cappella with optional bass, percussion, and body percussion.
Podd Brothers Link
This is a fresh and flexible arrangement of a beloved spiritual from the Georgia Sea Islands. The use of
ostinato layering makes this an arrangement that can be taught by rote and quickly internalized. A call-
and-response section allows for a soloist to be featured along with the opportunity to teach
improvisation. Flexible instrumental layers are optional to add and include electric or upright bass,
sticks, shakers, and congas. The added layer of body percussion adds movement into the
performance. continued on page 6
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Four Pieces Your Tenor-Bass Choir is Sure to Enjoy continued

The Sound of Silence, arr. Andreas Burghardt

TTBB, piano

Andreas Burghardt Link
For me, Burghardt’s arrangement of Paul Simon’s The Sound of Silence was one of those delightful
YouTube discoveries that led me to this self-published arranger based in Germany. This arrangement is
an evocative study in textural development that often starts in unison and branches out into harmony.
The dramatic build and reharmonization of this enduring song are qualities that your tenors and basses
will be instantly drawn to. The simple piano accompaniment effectively ties the arrangement together.

Senior High Programming Priorities

Roland Hatcher
Senior High Choirs
Adlai E. Stevenson High School

Many of you may know I don’t come from a choral background; I was a percussionist who sang in choirs
and liked to sing, but ended up taking some choral pedagogy classes, doing a couple of choir field
placements, and upon graduating, I found myself teaching choir. I distinctly remember feeling woefully
unprepared to teach choir, but actively making the choice to apply for choir jobs anyway (something
about when you graduate you need to find a job??) - and as such, I started trying to consume as much
information as I could about being a “good choir teacher” I always loved choral repertoire, but right
before I graduated, I saw that the Ohio State chapter of ACDA was hosting a guest speaker (who at the
time was the ACDA National High School Repertoire and Resources chair), who would give a session on
best practice for programming music. She had some salient points that still stick with me today; and
some things that have led me to some of the various priorities that [ have when I program music.

SO - here is my spin on the same topic. This is by no means an exhaustive list, or an “I'm right and

everyone else is wrong” scenario - rather, it's an opportunity to reflect upon the ways in which the
repertoire (that serves as our curriculum) may engage our students in the most meaningful ways
possible.

1: Give ‘em Something to Sing About

Whenever possible, I try to avoid what I call “miscellaneous” music; we teach in a field where
there is so much music that was created for “educational” purposes - if | had a dollar for every random
Latin text setting in C minor that exists in our canon, I could have retired 5 years ago. The first thing I
call into question is what is an “educational” purpose? Generally the argument I hear for that type of
music is “it teaches skills well!” - and while some of it is fine, there is also so much music that comes
from rich cultures around the world, or music that has beautiful, meaningful lyrics (based in real poetry)
that have life lessons beyond choir that are so relevant for kids. Those songs ALSO teach skills - they
have all the same musical elements as the songs that were written for “music education’s sake” I have
found that student buy-in is much higher, and student connection (both to the music and to their peers)
is much higher, when the music has content that allows for deeper levels of engagement beyond just
notes and rhythms. Plus, don’t your administrators love it when you can talk about being
culturally responsive, or SEL forward?

continued on page 7
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Senior High Programming Priorities continued

2: Culture at the Center

I didn’t see myself culturally reflected in a choir classroom experience until I was 23 years old; I didn't
understand that choir can be a catalyst for a worldly experience until I was the curator of the experience in my own
classroom. It seems obvious, but there is SO much music in the world beyond the scope of what we know and have
studied - and a lot of it is now being arranged and notated for choirs in a way that makes performance of these songs
accessible as ever. REPRESENTATION MATTERS. Every student deserves an opportunity to see themselves in our
choral curriculum. I classify every piece I program into two categories:

e Culturally Reflective: connects directly to a students’ identity and culture in a way that honors the traditions
(musical and /or non-musical) of their background.

¢ Culturally Broadening: music from a different culture than that of the students’ identity, that offers an opportunity
to develop cultural competence and build bridges and connections between students of different backgrounds.

Tips and tricks for best practice here:
1.Take an inventory of what student demographics exist in your classroom. More often than not, when they are asked
respectfully, kids are extremely eager to share their identity and culture with you; and this is also valuable for kids
who may not know as much about their own culture to learn about themselves. This can be an activity for the whole
class to look inward at their identity and how it relates to music.
2.Don't be afraid to ask kids about music from their own cultures! This is a fine line; the onus for sharing music,
language and culture shouldn’t be *exclusively* on a student - but if you don’t know where to start within a culture,
students will often have suggestions that carry meaning based on their lived experience. From there, it is on us to
do our own research and learn more.
3.TALK WITH CULTURE BEARERS! The state of Illinois is increasingly diverse, and our community of choral directors
has so many rich resources for different specialties within choral music. Connecting with culture bearers will not
only help with repertoire selection, but will also help ensure appropriate execution and performance of the music
that you do select.
a.Whenever possible, select arrangements from culture bearers as well! Not always, but it generally ensures a
higher level of authenticity in the way the piece is written.
b.We frequently default to singing in English; songs from non-Western cultures almost always get a verse that is
“translated into English” either for ease of the singer, or for the audience to understand the music. That said, our
students who are English Language Learners rarely get translations into their native language when we sing
music that is in English. I'd encourage you to normalize NOT needing to translate a verse into English; use
program notes, or student speakers to explain what the song is about and create a deeper, more meaningful
experience by singing the song in the way it was meant to be sung.
4.Learn with the students! Draw explicit connections to the music you've selected (without imposing what you think
the connection should be). This is where all of those connective elements come into play, and kids are capable of
synthesizing some really cool things when given the opportunity to do so.

3: Keep Track of What You Curate

I have a running Google Sheet that has everything I have ever programmed at my school; it creates a great
template for me to make sure that I am not repeating music, that I can see all in one place what a full concert and full
year of repertoire looks like, and allows me to also log a list of music I'd like to peruse. I typically don’t program in
themes, but this is a great way to draw a through line across sets, entire concerts, or even sometimes the entire school
year, to see if the programming feels coherent. I consider myself the curator of each concert cycle; I program with
“what do I want my students to take away (skill based AND affective)’ and “what gaps have I not covered or
represented” in mind, and the sheet can help me draw connections across the music I select. My sheet mostly just
includes titles and composers to ensure diverse voices are being programmed consistently (and that those voices
represent multiple cultures throughout a student’s experiences in my program), but I have seen more extensive
versions of my own sheet that even include key signature, tempo, genre and more, to ensure even more creativity

programming. I'm happy to share my template if you email me (rhatcher@d125.0rg).

continued on page 8
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Senior High Programming Priorities continued

4: A “Balanced Diet” Approach

As I am sure you have surmised, I think that it’s essential that we expose our students and ourselves to as many
different styles and genres as possible; and part of why I use the aforementioned planning document is to check my
own biases from year to year and concert to concert, to ensure that no one culture is oversaturated in my
programming. Now; we SHOULD take deep dives into languages and cultures - by all means, we can and should
program multiple things over a year or multiple years that represent the same culture - it allows for more
comprehensive learning and more meaningful connections for the students. I am here to propose a “balanced diet”; we
can have our proverbial favorite food groups, but generally something “healthy” has representation and balance across
the entire food pyramid (do we even use pyramids anymore? No idea!). And much like the way our students actually eat
- sometimes we need to give them a vegetable because we know that’s what'’s best for them - there’s a lot of music out
there that they may not know they like, but is really good for them to be exposed to in the long run.

The notion of moderation and balance here is less about “limiting” how much of something we do, but more about
ensuring that a variety is represented. Do you program both Sacred and Secular music? I love and frequently program
both; within Sacred music, are multiple religions and musical cultures represented? Do the composers reflect a wide
range of lived experiences? Genders? Races/ethnicities? Are you only programming idiomatic music of diverse
composers? We have an enormous buffet of repertoire to choose from; and that'’s the best part; everyone can get what
they want - but variety is the spice of life here, and we have an amazing opportunity to diversify and balance our
programming in such a way that our students leave their time in choir with a meaningful, worldly experience.

Intentional Inclusivity: Philosophies and Ideas of
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for the Choral Classroom

Nythia Martinez

Diversity Selections & Diversity

Initiatives Committee Chair

Walter Payton College Prep High School

If that nice man on the New York subway asked me his now iconic line, “So What's Your Take?!?!", I think my current answer about
what the field of education has felt like over the last decade would embody the spirit of Celia Cruz’s late 1900s hit, “La Vida es un
Carnaval!”

I am not sure if I have ever felt that our job as music educators didn’t require some master juggling, magic tricks, and that
frustrating carnival game where you try to shoot the duckies and moving targets. In so many ways, my teaching has felt like a roller
coaster ride, having started teaching before 1:1 tech was made standard and now, having every possible resource at my fingertips. I
am constantly revisiting my teaching philosophy, with some core ideas having been challenged - even flipped completely upside-
down - since my start. I find myself in perpetual reflection, asking, “what do I want these/all students to be able to do? How do I
want them to feel?”. Recently, with the changing landscape of high-stakes, college prep, AP-heavy programming structures, along
with post-Covid program recovery, budget cuts, and a cultural focus shift away from musical accessibility and inclusivity, I wonder,
“What are the students’ goals? Has their value for our craft changed over time, for better or for worse?” Finding the answers to
these questions while building a classroom environment that thrives in spite of the sometimes dizzying, hall-of-mirrors landscape
of education, requires me to embrace the dynamic nature of the profession and view my work through a lens of creativity and
flexibility.

I see great possibilities for the implementation of Universal Design principles in the choral rehearsal, as the framework provides
multiple entry points for content and social connection in the classroom. UDL insists that it is the teacher’s responsibility to change
the way they teach to meet all learners, and with the music rehearsal naturally lending itself to multiple modes of engagement
(aural, visual, kinesthetic, etc.), our degree of intentionality could determine the consistency and depth to which our students
experience success. To consider ourselves effective, it is essential that we structure our classrooms and procedures in ways that
engage diverse needs and simultaneously enrich all students. In UDL, the larger goal is to guide students towards becoming experts
in their own learning processes. Whereas so much of education has attempted to standardize student learning and measure non-
contextualized outcomes student against student, through UDL, teachers can facilitate high levels of demonstrated student
agency and ownership, guided by the principles in the chart below:

continued on page 10
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Intentional Inclusivity: Philosophies and Ideas of
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for the Choral Classroom continued
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Goal

With learner agency being at the forefront of the UDL philosophy, we are asked to consider diverse ways of making the
music-learning process more meaningful, and therefore, more impactful. Dr. Rhoda Bernard, Managing Director of the
Berklee Institute for Accessible Arts Education and Assistant Chair of Music Education at Berklee College of Music offers
concepts for intentional implementation of UDL in the music classroom to achieve deeper student engagement, diverse
representation, and skill expression that involve:

e ENGAGEMENT
o Optimizing student choice and autonomy
o Maximizing relevance and authenticity
o Developing self-assessment and reflection
= [DEA: Ensure that HOW one practices independently is embedded in curricular goals
= [DEA: Implement peer-mentoring, sectionals, small group/duet work to foster collaboration and community

e REPRESENTATION
o Customizing how information is shared, presented
o Prioritizing clarity of vocabulary, symbols, background knowledge
o Promoting understanding across language
= [DEA: Combine visual aids with auditory instruction during rehearsals, i.e. Curwen Hand Signs
= [DEA: Offer musical scores in varied formats, i.e. enlarged print, color-coded notes

e ACTION/EXPRESSION
o Wide range of options to show what they know
o Using varied tools
o Supporting planning and strategy development
= [DEA: Provide assessment modality menus
= [DEA: Offer opportunities for musicianship to be explored outside of performer role

So much of what defines our experience as music educators are the processes by which we arrive at a successful
product. Broadening our toolkit to offer more variation for student buy-in supports the inclusivity of the craft and, with
time, hopefully the rebranding and repositioning of the arts as core curricula in American education.

Click HERE for an example lesson plan implementing UDL in a Jazz Band rehearsal, many of the approaches being
easily transferable to a choral environment.


https://www.novakeducation.com/hubfs/UDL%20Lesson_%20HS%20Music%20Lesson%2c%20_Solar._.pdf?hsLang=en

Interview with JUST SING Executive Producer, Amanda Newman
Travis Erikson

A Cappella R&R Chair
Dekalb High School

JUST SING is a music-filled coming-of-age documentary that follows
a group of college vocalists on their journey to one of the world’s most
electrifying a cappella stages. As they chase a championship dream,
the film goes far beyond rehearsals and performance, revealing the
personal stories, pressures, friendships, and self-discovery that shape
their lives along the way.

Set to a soundtrack created entirely by the human voice, JUST SING
is a heartfelt celebration of ambition, belonging, and the transformative
power of music.

Amanda Newman

Amanda Newman Bio:

Amanda Newman is the Executive Director of Varsity Vocals, the organization behind the International
Championship of Collegiate A Cappella (ICCA) and International Championship of High School A Cappella
(ICHSA). The ICCA inspired the hit film franchise “Pitch Perfect,” which is based on true stories of groups
competing in this tournament. Under her leadership, Varsity Vocals has grown into the premier global platform
for competitive a cappella, supporting thousands of singers each year. She also serves as Executive Producer of
“Just Sing,” a feature documentary that captures the artistry, intensity, and humanity of the contemporary a
cappella community. “Just Sing” premiered at Tribeca Festival last June and is playing in select theaters this
month.

Q/A with Amanda Newman regarding JUST SING:

How did the idea or genesis of Just Sing come about and what led you to be involved as an executive
producer?

Like most of the best things, “Just Sing” came about in an organic way, almost like “tripping upwards.” A
producer who had worked in distribution for “Pitch Perfect” figured out that the ICCA was real and knew it
would make a great documentary. I've gotten a lot of pitches for docu-series, reality contests, and movies over
the years, but I just knew this was going to work. She already understood that our competition is full of
extraordinary moments behind the scenes, the kinds of stories audiences never get to see from the stage.
There’s so much heart, vulnerability, and personal growth wrapped up in preparing for these performances. In
the way she spoke, it was clear she didn’t want to exploit them; she just wanted to show the magic unfolding. She
brought me in as an executive producer so that I could both help ensure the film stayed true to our community. I
think the end result is authentic, respectful, and emotionally honest, and it certainly is opening the door for new
audiences to connect with it.

What are you excited for audiences to experience watching Just Sing? What do you think people might learn
about a cappella singing from this film?

I'm most excited for audiences to see how truly incredible this genre is. A cappella is often misunderstood as
something casual or novelty-driven, but this film really shows the rigor, creativity, and discipline behind it.
People will see that this is a fully realized musical art form: arranging, vocal percussion, choreography, sound
design, all created using only the human voice. They'll see how much emotional investment goes into it. These
performances are personal statements.

continued on page 12




Interview with JUST SING Executive Producer, Amanda Newman continued

And these groups are so impressive. College a cappella groups are entirely student-run, without funding or
support from the university that sports and clubs enjoy. The student music directors and business managers
say they “majored in a cappella,” because the experiences and lessons they learn in leading these groups end
up becoming so valuable in their personal and professional lives in the future.

How have you seen the a cappella genre of choral music grow and develop in your time as Varsity Vocals
Executive Director?

The growth has been remarkable. When I started 24 years ago, competitive a cappella was still relatively
niche. Now, it's a global movement with an incredibly high standard of musical excellence. The level of
arranging sophistication, vocal technique, and production value has increased dramatically. We've also seen a
broader diversity of groups musically, culturally, and stylistically, and that has made our community richer
and more representative. Technology and social media exposure have played a role, but at its core, the
growth has come from students pushing each other creatively year after year. I am proud to say that our
community is incredibly inclusive.

Unlike other choral forms, contemporary a cappella is still mostly sung and directed by young students. And
young people are always pushing the envelope, rather than clinging to older, more traditional formats, and
that's made the entire genre more avant garde and expansive.

From your perspective, how has this changed high school and college choral programs? How have you seen
a cappella choral singing and traditional choral singing as mutually beneficial?

A cappella has become a powerful entry point for many students who might not otherwise engage in choral
music. You don't get a lot of high school students saying they heard this great Robert Shaw arrangement they
want to sing, but they sure have seen “Pitch Perfect” and want to do that.

At the same time, the strongest a cappella singers are almost always grounded in traditional choral training.
The two reinforce each other - choral programs provide the technical foundation, and a cappella offers a
space for innovation, leadership, and contemporary expression. When programs embrace both, students
become more versatile and more invested musicians.

What lessons, themes, stories from Just Sing do you believe show the value of a choral community, and
more specifically, an a cappella community in our society?

One of the biggest themes is belonging. These groups often become a home for students navigating identity,
pressure, and transition. The film highlights how the intimacy of vocal music fuels collaboration, and that in
turn generates trust, empathy, and accountability.

There’s also a strong thread of resilience. Not every group wins, not every performance is perfect, but the
process itself is what is transformative. That’s the kind of lesson that extends far beyond music.

How have you seen these a cappella communities positively impact young people and people of all ages,
and do you find that these dynamics are evident in “Just Sing”?

Absolutely. I've seen students find confidence, leadership skills, lifelong friendships, and even career paths
through a cappella. It gives people a voice, literally and figuratively. In “Just Sing,” you see individuals stepping
into themselves, navigating group dynamics, and handling personal setbacks. Competing in the ICCA isn't just
about singing - it's about becoming. And that’s what makes these groups and this genre so impactful.




Favorite Choral Works

Collegiate Choirs (submitted by Cory Boulton):

Agnus Dei, by Ernesto Herrera

SATB divisi:

https: //www.ernestoherreracomposer.com /product/agn

us-dei/

Community Choirs (submitted by Jennifer Whiting):
Come to the Woods

Jake Runestad / text fragments from John Muir
SATB (div) with piano

Jake Runestad Music

Contemporary tone poem

11min 30sec

Recommended by Mary Hopper (Hinsdale Chorale)

Senior High School Choirs (submitted by Roland
Hatcher):

Te Quiero

Alberto Favero

Arr. Liliana Cangiano

Poetry by Mario Benedetti

Earthsongs (available SATB and SSA) - #S-49

Te Quiero is a gorgeous a cappella setting of a prominent
Argentinian pop ballad. The lyrics are from Uruguayan poet
Mario Benedetti; they are simple and stunning - "if I love
you, it's because you are my love, my accomplice, my
everything". With themes surrounding justice, the song is a
sincere expression of love that also expresses a partnership
that is centered on fighting for a better world. I'd
encourage you to listen to Nacha Guevara's recording of
the song to get a sense for the appropriate tone, style and
phrasing.

Tenor-Bass Choirs (submitted by John P. Rakes):
Choeur des soldats (Soldiers’ Chorus) from Faust
Charles Gounod

G. Schirmer (HL 50294780)

TTBB with piano

This is a rousing chorus that your tenor-bass choir will
love. The Schirmer edition is in English. An edition in
French is available on CPDL as a choral-parts-only edition.
Sing the original language is very accessible so use the
Schirmer for the piano reduction. Semi- staging is easily
possible in this glorious excerpt from the world of grand
opera.

Children’s Choir (submitted by Marianna Kosaya):

I Will Sing

Andy Beck

2 parts / Grade 2-3

Alfred Music Publishing

Contemporary

J.W. Pepper ID: 10751970 / Supplier ID: 00-45707

Junior High /Middle School (submitted by Matthew Clark):
The Wellerman

Jacob Narverud

Traditional New Zealand sea shanty

SSAB (other voicings available, but SSAB is the best one)
Graphite Publishing

GPME2451

https: //www.jwpepper.com /the-wellerman-11338397-

2661375 /p

Jacob Narverud’s arrangement of “The Wellerman” is a strong
programming choice for junior high and middle school
choirs, particularly ensembles navigating the challenges of
developing and changing voices. With an accessible SSAB
voicing ideal for ensembles with strong trebles, this
arrangement successfully balances musical excitement with
thoughtful vocal writing, allowing young singers to sound
mature and energized without overextending their ranges.
Set in an approachable style, baritones double the Soprano 1
melody much of the time.

The rhythmic drive and layered vocal textures create
immediate student buy-in. Middle school singers are
naturally drawn to the storytelling and pulse of the sea
shanty tradition, and this arrangement capitalizes on that
enthusiasm with dynamic contrasts, compelling harmonies,
and opportunities for expressive, character-driven
performance. The repeated refrains and accessible melodic
material help build confidence quickly, making the piece
highly effective for strengthening ensemble independence
and part-singing skills.

Narverud’s setting also provides valuable teaching
opportunities. Directors can reinforce rhythmic precision,
diction, articulation, and energized tone while exploring
historical connections to folk music and work songs. The
arrangement’s cinematic quality gives students the rewarding
experience of performing music that feels contemporary and
exciting while remaining pedagogically sound.

Significantly, “The Wellerman” generates engagement with
adolescents. In fact, if you were anywhere near the TikTok
app in the past few years, you probably heard this sea shanty,
possibly sung in a thick, Scottish brogue. As a result, students
often arrive at rehearsal already familiar with the tune
through popular culture and social media, creating instant
investment and rehearsal momentum. In my experience,
having taught this piece twice in the past four years, the
piece has consistently become a favorite among singers and
audiences alike.

For directors seeking repertoire that is vocally accessible,
musically satisfying, and highly engaging for middle school
singers, Jacob Narverud’s SSAB arrangement of “The
Wellerman” is an excellent addition to the concert program.


https://www.ernestoherreracomposer.com/product/agnus-dei/
https://www.ernestoherreracomposer.com/product/agnus-dei/
https://www.jwpepper.com/alfred-music-publishing
https://www.jwpepper.com/the-wellerman-11338397-2661375/p
https://www.jwpepper.com/the-wellerman-11338397-2661375/p
https://www.jwpepper.com/the-wellerman-11338397-2661375/p
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ﬂ c ﬂ UPCOMING EVENTS

IL-ACDA leads and sponsors events to support all aspects of the advancement of choral arts
in the state of Illinois. Please refer to our website (www.il-acda.org /events and
www.il-acda.org /awards) for more information on the events and award opportunities listed
below:

IL-ACDA Summer ReTreat 2026: “Voices of Leadership: Cultivating Unity and Inspiration
in Choral Music”

June 24th-25th, 2026

Normal, IL

Headliners: Kristina MacMullen and Dan Davison

IL-ACDA Music in Worship Festival

November 7th, 2026

Pilgrim Congregational Church

Oak Park, IL

Coordinators: Sean J. M. Newman, Podium Editor and Keith Hampton, Music in Worship Chair

ACDA National Conference
March 7th-10th, 2027
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Please look for additional events and opportunities on our website (www.il-acda.org) and in
future editions of the Podium.
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	P O D I U M
	President’s Message____________________________________________
	Amy Branahl IL-ACDA President New Trier High School
	President’s Note: We Can Do Hard Things
	I hope this podium can be a source of encouragement after a long season. Maybe you have just finished your school year or are already deep into planning and preparation for your next concert season. As a board as we head into the summer, this is IL-ACDA’s most important time for us. Our R&R chairs are busy planning the events coming up for all our membership and ways for us to connect with one another. With all these festivals and National ACDA coming up this year we are working incredibly hard to bring these amazing experiences to your singers and programs.
	We are excited to see and reconnect with many people at our annual ReTreat and hope that you can connect with one another and help us celebrate all our award winners. This year’s Harold Decker Award will be going to Tim Fredstrom from ISU. Our Young Director Award will be going to Roland Hatcher from Stevenson High School. Our Partnership award will be going to Mike Dawson from Bradford Systems. We hope you can join us even for one day to recharge and sing together with our amazing headliners, Dan Davison (Retired Junior High Teacher) and Dr. Kristina MacMullen from Baylor University who will be leading our director’s chorus. Our Illinois Spotlight will be Prof. Sarah Catt from Elmhurst University. If you have seen her choirs perform at ACDA or IMEC you will be able to take away great things from her session to be able to use for your ensembles. Another session I am incredibly excited to attend is Keshena Cisneros-Luckett’s interest session titled “Teaching with Respect and Understanding: Navigating the Black Sacred Music Tradition in Predominantly Non-Black Classrooms.”
	Whether your year has been great or challenging I always find that when I attend an ACDA event, I never regret the time I got to spend with my colleagues. Hope to see you soon!
	With gratitude, Amy J. Branahl President, Illinois ACDA


	ILLINOIS ACDA BOARD
	President* Amy Branahl New Trier High School Winnetka and Northfield, Illinois amyacda@gmail.com
	President-Elect* Ben Luginbuhl Normal Community High School benluginbuhlacda@gmail.com
	Past-President* Paul Laprade VanderCook College of Music Oak Park Concert Chorale Tutti Voce Collective New England Congregational  Church paullapradeacda@gmail.com
	Treasurer* Paul Nielsen Grayslake North High School  (retired) nielsenacda@gmail.com
	Secretary* Puja Ramaswamy Lake View High School Chicago, Illinois puja.ramaswamy.acda@gmail.com
	*=denotes Executive Board
	IL ACDA BOARD continued______


	REPERTOIRE & RESOURCES
	Singer Recruitment:  What Actually Works for Adult Community Choruses______________
	Jennifer Whiting Community Choirs
	We’ve all felt the shift. Discretionary time is shrinking, long-term commitments are harder to sustain, members age, relocate, grow busy, or quietly step away, and choirs feel the impact. More than ever, we must actively and intentionally invite singers back into the shared harmony of the choral experience.
	In many community choruses, 10–20% of membership turns over each year. Sustaining artistic vitality depends on a steady flow of new members. So, what actually works?
	At its core, recruitment is about creating a compelling invitation into meaningful community and shared purpose. The most effective strategies combine relational outreach, community connections, visible excellence, and accessible entry points.
	Relational outreach begins with personal invitation
	Nothing is more effective than a direct, sincere ask. Mary Hopper (Hinsdale Chorale) notes that their most fruitful recruitment method is simply “our members sharing with others.” Encourage each singer to invite one or two specific people.
	Former members are another vital resource. Many would consider returning if they received a warm, personal invitation at the right moment.
	Effective outreach also leads with purpose. Why does your choir sing? How does your work serve others? People are drawn to meaning more than performance.
	Remember to follow up. After a visit, send a brief, genuine message to say, “We’re so glad you came.” This small step often determines whether someone returns.
	Recruitment reflects culture. Choirs that balance artistic rigor with kindness and support retain members and naturally attract new ones. If recruitment feels difficult, the issue may not be marketing. Ask instead: Do singers feel needed? Safe? Challenged? Fulfilled? When those qualities are visible, recruitment becomes far easier.

	Community connections expand your reach
	Partnerships multiply visibility. Collaborate with community theaters, schools, instrumentalists, other ensembles, and nonprofit organizations. Philip Spencer’s philanthropic choir NaperVoice demonstrates the power of this approach.
	Music educators, church musicians, and private voice teachers are key connectors. Share audition information and offer complimentary concert tickets to build goodwill and extend your reach.
	Contact new residents in your area. Advertising in apartment and homeowners’ association newsletters, especially in newly developed areas, can connect you with singers actively seeking community.[1]


	Singer Recruitment:  What Actually Works for Adult Community Choruses continued__________________________
	Singer Recruitment:  What Actually Works for Adult Community Choruses continued_________________________
	Low-barrier entry points make participation possible
	Even interested singers hesitate when logistics feel difficult. Reducing friction is essential. Consider accessibility, parking, rehearsal location, and scheduling conflicts. Small adjustments can make a big difference.
	Flexible entry points can also bridge the gap for those wary of long-term commitments. Sarah Riskind (Baroque Artists of Champaign-Urbana) writes, “Sometimes I hold an open rehearsal or bring-a-friend night at the beginning of the concert cycle. We’ve had a number of people find us that way and then audition once they know what it’s all about!”
	Summer choirs, festival ensembles, and workshop weekends are short-term offerings that can introduce new singers to your organization. Paul Laprade (Oak Park Concert Chorale and Tutti Voce Collective) finds success with “Sing-with-Us” days. These low-pressure experiences often lead to long-term engagement.
	Flexible membership structures, including half-season options, can also increase participation. If spring enrollment lags, examine your performance schedule. Concerts in May compete with graduations, school events, and travel. Adjusting the calendar can improve retention and balance.

	The heart of recruitment is bridging the gap
	We all recognize that choruses offer something profoundly human and deeply meaningful: artistry, connection, and shared purpose. Yet they also require time, energy, and commitment, which can present barriers. Recruitment is the work of bridging that gap.
	Sustaining membership is an ongoing, strategic priority woven into every aspect of a choir’s life. When we invest in relationships, cultivate meaningful community connections, pursue excellence, and create flexible pathways into participation, we make that bridge accessible.


	Check out IL-ACDA’s  Favorite Choral Works on page 13!

	Four Pieces Your Tenor-Bass Choir is Sure to Enjoy _____________________________________________
	John P. Rakes Tenor-Bass Choirs Eureka College
	For my first Podium column I wanted to keep things practical and repertoire focused.  It is my hope that in this article every conductor leading a tenor-bass ensemble might find a new and useful piece for their ensemble.  My conducting experience has led me to conduct many different types of tenor-bass ensembles including youth, collegiate, and community ensembles.  When conducting these ensembles, I have always found it helpful to have several pieces close at hand that are flexible in voicing so that the ensemble could be successful performing in a small ensemble setting (a quartet for a special occasion, perhaps) or when our full complement of voices was not available.  These pieces either work well one-to-a-part or provide flexibility to easily arrange the voicing quickly and easily if a smaller ensemble is on hand.  Even though this flexible characteristic was key in selecting these pieces, it was also desirable that these pieces were also successful in a large ensemble setting since that is ultimately how they would be taught and performed.  Here is an annotated list of such pieces that I have found to be successful with my tenor-bass ensembles.
	Two Folk-Songs for Male Voices from the choral cycle The Sprig of Thyme, arr. John Rutter                   TTBB (mostly unison), piano (3-6 instrument orchestration available via rental)                   Oxford Link This set of British-isle folk songs contains arrangements of the traditional Irish melody for the poem “Down by the sally gardens” of W.B. Yeats and the traditional English folk song “The miller of Dee.”   “Down by the sally gardens” is effectively set in two parts.  While the tenor part has a high tessitura, the lyrical, mostly unison texture with an effective piano accompaniment is a gem for many tenor-bass choirs to sing.  The gruffness of “The miller of Dee” provides a wonderful contrast to the tenderness of the Yeats poem.  The arrangement is a quick-paced compound song with mostly unison textures and a robust 4-part ending.  A crafty piano accompaniment supports the parts.  It is recommended to explore the chamber orchestrations available.
	The Wellerman, arr. Michael Ware                   TTBB with solo, a cappella                    Michael Ware Link This is an excellent and easily accessible arrangement of the well-known sea-shanty from New Zealand.  This arrangement provides the opportunity to showcase a soloist from your choral ranks while providing plenty of opportunities for semi-staging, added body-percussion, or hand drums.  The neutral syllable passages and the various repetitions of the refrain invite the ensemble to explore tone color.
	Yonder Come Day, arr. Adam & Matt Podd                   TTB (Also Available TTBB), a cappella with optional bass, percussion, and body percussion.                   Podd Brothers Link This is a fresh and flexible arrangement of a beloved spiritual from the Georgia Sea Islands.  The use of ostinato layering makes this an arrangement that can be taught by rote and quickly internalized.  A call-and-response section allows for a soloist to be featured along with the opportunity to teach improvisation.  Flexible instrumental layers are optional to add and include electric or upright bass,     sticks, shakers, and congas.  The added layer of body percussion adds movement into the               performance.
	Four Pieces Your Tenor-Bass Choir is Sure to Enjoy continued___________________________________________________________________
	The Sound of Silence, arr. Andreas Burghardt                   TTBB, piano                   Andreas Burghardt Link For me, Burghardt’s arrangement of Paul Simon’s The Sound of Silence was one of those delightful YouTube discoveries that led me to this self-published arranger based in Germany. This arrangement is an evocative study in textural development that often starts in unison and branches out into harmony. The dramatic build and reharmonization of this enduring song are qualities that your tenors and basses will be instantly drawn to. The simple piano accompaniment effectively ties the arrangement together.


	Senior High Programming Priorities____________________________________________________________
	Roland Hatcher Senior High Choirs Adlai E. Stevenson High School
	Many of you may know I don’t come from a choral background; I was a percussionist who sang in choirs and liked to sing, but ended up taking some choral pedagogy classes, doing a couple of choir field placements, and upon graduating, I found myself teaching choir. I distinctly remember feeling woefully unprepared to teach choir, but actively making the choice to apply for choir jobs anyway (something about when you graduate you need to find a job??) - and as such, I started trying to consume as much information as I could about being a “good choir teacher”. I always loved choral repertoire, but right before I graduated, I saw that the Ohio State chapter of ACDA was hosting a guest speaker (who at the time was the ACDA National High School Repertoire and Resources chair), who would give a session on best practice for programming music. She had some salient points that still stick with me today; and some things that have led me to some of the various priorities that I have when I program music.
	SO - here is my spin on the same topic. This is by no means an exhaustive list, or an “I’m right and everyone else is wrong” scenario - rather, it’s an opportunity to reflect upon the ways in which the repertoire (that serves as our curriculum) may engage our students in the most meaningful ways possible.
	1: Give ‘em Something to Sing About
	Whenever possible, I try to avoid what I call “miscellaneous” music; we teach in a field where there is so much music that was created for “educational” purposes - if I had a dollar for every random Latin text setting in C minor that exists in our canon, I could have retired 5 years ago. The first thing I call into question is what is an “educational” purpose? Generally the argument I hear for that type of music is “it teaches skills well!” - and while some of it is fine, there is also so much music that comes from rich cultures around the world, or music that has beautiful, meaningful lyrics (based in real poetry) that have life lessons beyond choir that are so relevant for kids. Those songs ALSO teach skills - they have all the same musical elements as the songs that were written for “music education’s sake”. I have found that student buy-in is much higher, and student connection (both to the music and to their peers) is much higher, when the music has content that allows for deeper levels of engagement beyond just notes and rhythms. Plus, don’t your administrators love it when you can talk about being  culturally responsive, or SEL forward?


	Senior High Programming Priorities continued__________________________________________________________________________________
	2: Culture at the Center
	3: Keep Track of What You Curate
	Senior High Programming Priorities continued__________________________________________________________________________________
	4: A “Balanced Diet” Approach


	Intentional Inclusivity: Philosophies and Ideas of  Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for the Choral Classroom___________________________________
	Nythia Martinez Diversity Selections & Diversity Initiatives Committee Chair Walter Payton College Prep High School

	Intentional Inclusivity: Philosophies and Ideas of  Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for the Choral Classroom continued_______________________________________________________
	Interview with JUST SING Executive Producer, Amanda Newman________________________________
	Q/A with Amanda Newman regarding JUST SING:

	Interview with JUST SING Executive Producer, Amanda Newman continued______________________________________________________
	And these groups are so impressive. College a cappella groups are entirely student-run, without funding or support from the university that sports and clubs enjoy. The student music directors and business managers say they “majored in a cappella,” because the experiences and lessons they learn in leading these groups end up becoming so valuable in their personal and professional lives in the future.
	How have you seen the a cappella genre of choral music grow and develop in your time as Varsity Vocals Executive Director?  The growth has been remarkable. When I started 24 years ago, competitive a cappella was still relatively niche. Now, it’s a global movement with an incredibly high standard of musical excellence. The level of arranging sophistication, vocal technique, and production value has increased dramatically. We’ve also seen a broader diversity of groups musically, culturally, and stylistically, and that has made our community richer and more representative. Technology and social media exposure have played a role, but at its core, the growth has come from students pushing each other creatively year after year. I am proud to say that our community is incredibly inclusive.
	Unlike other choral forms, contemporary a cappella is still mostly sung and directed by young students. And young people are always pushing the envelope, rather than clinging to older, more traditional formats, and that’s made the entire genre more avant garde and expansive.
	From your perspective, how has this changed high school and college choral programs? How have you seen a cappella choral singing and traditional choral singing as mutually beneficial? A cappella has become a powerful entry point for many students who might not otherwise engage in choral music. You don’t get a lot of high school students saying they heard this great Robert Shaw arrangement they want to sing, but they sure have seen “Pitch Perfect” and want to do that.
	At the same time, the strongest a cappella singers are almost always grounded in traditional choral training. The two reinforce each other – choral programs provide the technical foundation, and a cappella offers a space for innovation, leadership, and contemporary expression. When programs embrace both, students become more versatile and more invested musicians.
	What lessons, themes, stories from Just Sing do you believe show the value of a choral community, and more specifically, an a cappella community in our society? One of the biggest themes is belonging. These groups often become a home for students navigating identity, pressure, and transition. The film highlights how the intimacy of vocal music fuels collaboration, and that in turn generates trust, empathy, and accountability. There’s also a strong thread of resilience. Not every group wins, not every performance is perfect, but the process itself is what is transformative. That’s the kind of lesson that extends far beyond music.
	How have you seen these a cappella communities positively impact young people and people of all ages, and do you find that these dynamics are evident in “Just Sing”? Absolutely. I’ve seen students find confidence, leadership skills, lifelong friendships, and even career paths through a cappella. It gives people a voice, literally and figuratively. In “Just Sing,” you see individuals stepping into themselves, navigating group dynamics, and handling personal setbacks. Competing in the ICCA isn’t just about singing – it’s about becoming. And that’s what makes these groups and this genre so impactful.
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	UPCOMING EVENTS______________________________________

