
Working with 
Your Volunteers 

With  
Erin Freeman  
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Michael Simpson 



Who are We, and Who are 
our Volunteers? 

• Erin Freeman 



Who are We, and Who are 
our Volunteers? 

• Michael Simpson 



Why do they do it? 

•  Feel like they are contributing to something greater than 
themselves 

•  Feel like they are increasing their skills – becoming better 
versions of themselves 

•  To join a community that supports and encourages them 
with shared interests 

•  Exposure to new repertoire, new outlooks, and new 
experiences 

•  They want their time respected 



Our job is to structure 
our work in such a way 

that our volunteers’ 
needs are cultivated 

and nurtured!  



Technique is the same! 

Michael 
•  Church choirs 

Erin 
•  Symphonic Choirs 



LONG TERM PLANNING 



To keep us in line . . .  

•  Set goals and share them with your chorus 
•  Plan repertoire appropriately 
•  Start with the LARGE project and arrange around that 
•  PLAN PLAN PLAN 



ERIN 

•  Set goals and share them with your chorus 
•  Plan repertoire appropriately 
•  Start with the LARGE project and arrange around that 
•  PLAN PLAN PLAN  
 



ERIN 

• SPREADSHEET PLANNING  
•  Keep the chorus on task 
•  Let the chorus know that you have the bigger picture in mind 
•  It reminds YOU of the bigger picture, so you don’t get bogged 

down in details 
•  It allows to you digress – and change 
•  It helps the next time you want to do that same piece 
•  It reminds you to TRUST THE PROCESS – and not get ahead of 

yourself 
•  It allows you as a director to have a bad week! 



MICHAEL 

•  Slightly Different because of the multiple layers of 
repertoire (weekly, monthly, and projects) 

•  Working within an institution whose mission is not 
primarily music 

•  Set Goals 
•  Start with Large Concert work/special service 
•  Choose Sunday Anthems and Service Music 
•  PLAN PLAN PLAN 
•  And yes – SPREADSHEETS 
 



INDIVIDUAL REHEARSAL 
PLANNING 
The details matter! 



DAILY LOGISTICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 

•  IS MUSIC READY AND MUSICAL EXPECTATIONS 
CLEAR? 

•  ARE MATERIALS READY - Pencils, sharpener, etc.  
•  MARKINGS -  Make musical decisions and share them. 
•  PROMPTNESS –  
•  Always begin on time 
•  How to manage late folks and encourage promptness 
•  Warmup is important 



WARMUPS 

•  DO ONE! ALWAYS! 
•  Transitions 
•  Centers thought 
•  Improves vowel color, pitch, extension of range, and 

repertoire-related techniques 
 



MICHAEL’S PLAN 

Complex because of the multiple layers of repertoire. 



ERIN’S PLAN 

•  ADDITIVE TECHNIQUE 
•  Do a run-through, but don’t rehearse based on the results 

of the run-through 
•  Create layers of learning, so that everything is achievable 
•  Sense of accomplishment 
•  SHARE THE PLAN, and be flexible 
•  VERDI REQUIEM 



ADDITIVE OVERVIEW 

•  Choose one element of the music and start with that. 
•  Then, add layers.  Each layer becomes something to 

accomplish. 
•  Benefits:  
•  You can add natural musicality early on, because they are not 

trying to tackle notes, rhythm, articulation all at once 
•  You can focus your own ears on one element, rather than trying to 

catch everything at once! 
•  It’s a positive, building exercise (rather than a negative, correcting 

exercise) 
•  They can run through a piece on that layer and connect to the 

piece early on in the process. 



ADDITIVE EXAMPLES 

EXAMPLE 1 
•  Sing on neutral syllables 

to get correct notes 
•  Add dynamics 
•  Add final consonants 
•  Practice Text in rhythm 

on a single pitch or chord 
of your choice 

•  Add text to previous 
work. 

Example 2 
•  Start with Rhythm – on 

TS sound. 
•  Add text (no notes) 
•  Work on dynamics, 

precise text setting, etc. 
•  Slow it back down and 

add notes 
•  Speed it up. 



SIMULTANEOUS ADDITIVE 
TECHNIQUE EXAMPLE 

•  Sing through on neutral syllable 
•  Learn pronunciation out of rhythm  
•  S/A work on refining notes on neutral syllable while T/B 

whisper text in rhythm 
•  Switch 
•  Stand and sing through on words (if ready to do so. If not, 

don’t rush it!  You want to build in good habits, not undo 
bad ones!) 



REVIEW 

•  Plan long term 
•  Don’t get ahead of 

yourself 
•  Don’t get stuck in the 

details 
•  Plan a stagger-

through 
•  SPREAD SHEETS 

HELP 
 

•  Start on time 
•  Have all equipment 

(and markings) ready 
•  WARM UP! 
•  Make a detailed plan 
•  Be Additive – not 

destructive 
•  Anticipate issues, but 

be flexible if they 
don’t happen 
•  Ask for what you 

want 



ADDITIONAL TIPS 

•  End on time! 
•  Get the work done 
•  Don’t tell stories or jokes 

(unless . . . ) 
•  Keyboard-conductors – get 

your hands off of the 
keyboard periodically 

•  Is it something you did? 
•  Save the yelling for when it 

matters 
•  Don’t get frustrated – get 

creative! 

•  Be honest with your choir 
about what you can fix now 
and what you can’t (and 
follow up!) 

•  Be flexible (but organized) 
•  Keep folks singing with you 

as long as possible 
•  Offer other ideas if they 

can’t stay with you 
•  Rejoice that you have 

singers! 
•  Thank them – every 

rehearsal 
•  Thank your pianist – 

profusely! 



THANK YOU! 


