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Learning to Use Your Vocal Instrument

You don't dance like you walk, and you don't sing like you talk. Learning to sing is just like learning
to use any new musical instrument: it will take some time before you begin to make beautiful sounds. This is
true of everybody, so the key to success is to recognize this early and learn to expect some not-so-pretty
sounds along the way. Because the voice is completely internal to the body, it is extremely hard to learn how
to use. Furthermore, we already use the same lungs and lips for speaking day-to-day-—this means certain other
habits might need to be broken!

The guiding principles will be make space for air and resonance, relax musculature from the shoulders
upward, use an energized voice (think yelling across the street), and use modified pure vowels.

Excercises for Breathing.

* Lungs (the bellows) are operated by three different inhalation muscle types. Try them all.

o

Diaphragmatic breathing pushes guts (stomach, spleen, liver, intestines) into the belly and pelvis to
make room for incoming air. Encourage this by making room!

Intercostal breathing flares the rib cage itself to allow for more airflow. Encourage this by
standing tall, as though a thread were pulling you high.

Clavicular breathing engages neck muscles to try to yank the clavicle still higher. Avoid singing
this way.

*  Attempt to learn your full range of breath and what muscles will get you there.

o

Let all your muscles relax. How full are your lungs? Now force the rest of the stale air out. Now
how full are they? When you 're passively breathing, about what percentage of total capacity do you
use? Find out by breathing ALL the way out, and then ALL the way in.

Breathe in all the way, moving your guts and ribs, and notice how much air you get BEFORE
you're forced to engage the clavicular muscles. This is a good place to imagine a “full tank of
breath” to be. Practice breathing in this far 5 to 7 times in a row until it feels natural.

* Find your vocal registers, distinguishing chest from head resonance.

o

Begin at the low range of your chest voice and find the note on a piano that corresponds. Then,
with the piano, sing higher and higher (with energy and volume) until you cannot anymore.
Where did you stop? What notes were easiest?

Then, try to engage a higher voice, such as a falsetto like Mickey Mouse or an impression of a
squirrel. Can you sing much higher now? How big is your range? Where did the switch (voice
break) need to happen? One spot or a range? Which voice (chest/head) lets you be louder? Are
you able to yodel by rapidly switching between the two voices? Can you gradually shift between
the two?



» Find a piano and learn to sustain pitches across your range.

o

Use all five “Church Latin” vowels: /1/, /¢/, /a/, /o/, /u/. Keep the tongue low and relaxed,
with its tip just behind the lower front teeth.

Learn the letter names and octave locations for notes that are hard to sing. Figure out which
voice to use (head vs. chest) for any given pitch in your range. You will often be able to use either
head or chest, depending on how loudly you want to sing.

Practice sustaining notes as long as you can, gradually getting louder and louder. You should
engage your abdominals to support the sound. If you discover vibrato (an up-and-down pitch
oscillation in the voice), you're doing things right!

* In the bathroom mirror, look at your lips, tongue, and soft palate - your articulators.

o

Open your mouth and relax the tongue such that it lies flat and low, with the tip behind the font
teeth.

Now, try to raise your soft palate, as if you were yawning, gasping in air or smelling a flower.
Your uvula should rise. Can you keep it tall? This feeling of 'space' takes a lot of practice.
Practice opening your mouth wider to sing. Two stacked fingers should fit between your teeth.
Make as many funny noises as possible to explore what sounds best to you and the lonely

bathtub.
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(Public Domain, http://training.seer.cancer.gov/ss_module06_head_neck/unit02_sec02_anatomy.html)



