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IL-ACDA Decker Award thank-you remarks, Ramona Wis       
 
Thank you, and thanks to my husband Brian, an amazing educator and conductor in his own 
right, from whom I learn something every day:) 
 
Thank you for this honor and recognition—I am humbled and grateful to be in the company of 
the previous recipients of this award and in your company, today, as we come to this summer 
ReTreat, where we can recalibrate and at least for a short time, think about the bigger picture 
of our choral lives. 
 
Though I served on the IL-ACDA board for something like 14 years, it’s been a while, and I had 
to look up the wording of the Decker award to see exactly what we were celebrating.  And I 
kept coming back to one idea, the phrase about “contributing to people’s lives.”  I wonder if 
we thought about that when we began our undergrad programs or started voice lessons or 
struggled through challenging conducting classes or student teaching.  Did we think we were 
contributing to people’s lives or just working hard to figure out how to make a great-sounding 
choir that we would be proud to showcase on the stage or in the church or, as our Women’s 
Chorale did in March, in an impromptu performance in the middle of New York’s Central  
Park . . . Didn’t we get into this job because we were in love with choral music and wanted to 
dedicate our work to the choral art? 
 
What I have learned over the years—and what ACDA has helped me learn through so many 
events and conferences and journals and resources and PEOPLE, yes, mostly PEOPLE—is that 
we operate in a both/and world.  The way we help singers grow in their skill and understanding 
and agency, the concerts and trips and memories we build, the never-ending task list that we 
tackle each day because we know it will matter to our ability to effectively teach and  
connect . . .  essentially whatever we do or say when we are on the podium or behind the piano 
or in the classroom—this is all dedication to the choral art because it is dedication to the 
choral artists . . . . Yes, we need to know our craft, have high standards for our singers, 
maintain a deep curiosity for color and shape and line and nuance— But our work, our calling, 
our dharma, requires us to contribute to BOTH the choral art AND the choral artists.  We must 
have a passion for both, and the self-awareness to know where we need to grow, personally, in 
our leadership. 
 
Now, I realize that coming from a college conductor, this has “ivory-tower speak” written all 
over it.  (Of course, my students RUN into the choir room every day just to breathe choir room 
air before they sit down on time, without their phones, ready to engage and sing a perfect 
vowel.  You, too, right?) 
 
What I am challenging us to think about here is truly bigger than our particular job or 
population we deal with.  Yes, we modify, we adapt, we structure for the singers we work with 
but the message is the same:  We are in an age now where we are talking about grit and 
resilience and agency and cultural appropriation and gender identity and many other important  
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social issues, human issues—all of which impact our music because they impact our singers.  If 
we get it right, and I think ACDA is leading the way, we can continue to make significant 
contributions to people’s lives, to serve both the choral art and the choral artists by leading in 
ways that are powerful and growth-oriented, and which re-awaken the soul. 
We know that music unites us at the deepest level – we just need to remind ourselves of that 
when life challenges us and we are not sure where to go.   Come to ACDA for guidance, for 
inspiration, for someone to mentor you for a period, for never-ending learning . . . for this 
community of people who are at the same time something like us and wonderfully, not at all 
like us, but who are joined by a common purpose.   
 

Thank you, again, for this wonderful honor.   
Have a great ReTreat, a restful summer, and prosperous next season!   
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