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ABSTRACT 

Teaching Musical Theater to High School Voice Students 

Jennifer Leigh Tucker, D. M. A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2009 

 

Supervisors: Darlene Wiley, Caroline O’Meara 

In this treatise, I will examine musical theater as a pedagogical tool for adolescent 

singers who have just begun training in classical singing technique.  In addition to being a 

viable performance outlet, musical theater offers the student repertoire options in English, 

and can be used as an exercise in song interpretation.  An adolescent with a mediocre 

voice or limited range can find something within the repertory to accommodate their 

personal limitations without sacrificing their desire to sing.  Musical theater repertoire is 

a valid teaching tool and, when addressed properly and taught with a strong technical 

foundation, can be an entertaining and worthwhile addition to the student’s growing 

repertory of song.  If approached with serious focus on proper vocal production, a show 

tune can do for an adolescent voice what an art song may not be able to: it allows the 

singer to practice their art, while serving as an exercise in interpretation, musicality, and 

emotional connection.  It is my hope to provide insight into how to adapt a rudimentary 

classical technique to a young voice, in order to pursue this genre safely and efficiently.   
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Introduction 

 

Why Teach Musical Theater Alongside Classical Technique? 

 

Middle school and high school-aged children who study classical voice as a 

supplement to their choral training are often attracted to popular music, including 

repertoire from Broadway musicals.  The personal enjoyment that students get from 

pursuing this repertoire can sometimes lead to conflicts in the voice studio.  How does a 

voice instructor even begin to approach the challenge of teaching musical theater, 

including belting, to beginning singers without harming the vocal mechanism?  Is it wise 

to allow a young singer with limited vocal training to work with pop mediums like those 

incorporated on the Broadway stage?  Does this pursuit interfere with the production of 

the classical technique?  While some voice teachers discourage the learning of American 

show tunes in favor of a pure art song repertoire, there are many reasons for teachers to 

include musical theater within classical training for the voice.    

With the exception of a handful of fine arts institutions in the country (such as 

Douglas Anderson School of the Arts in Jacksonville, Florida, or the Fine Arts Academy 

at McCallum High School in Austin, Texas), most public secondary schools’ music 

curriculums tend to consist of a band program, and maybe orchestra, for instrumentalists, 

and a choral program for singers.  The theater program often works closely with the 

choral program in producing staged musicals or variety shows.  Schools that are 
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particularly well-funded may offer individual music lessons as extracurricular activities, 

and well-to-do private schools will usually have even more resources to devote to these 

supplements to the fine arts curriculum.   

Many students who pursue individual voice lessons outside of their normal music 

curriculum do so with the personal desire to become better soloists; others seek to 

improve their voices merely to benefit their experiences in the chorus.  A select few have 

the long-term plan of majoring in music in their college careers.  Often the musicals 

staged at schools are the only performance venues, aside from choral ensembles, open to 

these young singers.  The choice of these productions, usually made by the drama 

department faculty, are more often than not based on what rights are obtainable and the 

funding available to the school, not what is vocally suitable to the potential performers.    

Those few students who take their vocal study seriously enough to pursue it outside of 

high school will not appear on an operatic stage as a soloist until quite a few years after 

high school, if ever.  The opportunities for genuine performance experience in high 

school, college, and community musical theater are more numerous and, at this level of 

experience, more logical for young singers.1   

There has also been a noticeable increase in the number of universities and 

colleges that offer degrees in musical theater, which will be of interest to the students 

                                                           
1   Claudia Catania, “Music Theater as a Technical Tool and Pragmatic Business Choice 
for the Classical Singer,” Journal of Singing 61, no. 5 (2004): 185-186. 



 

3 

 

who do wish to pursue a major in music, but are not interested in, or are vocally 

unsuitable for, opera.  As Dr. Karen Hall summarizes, 

Students pursuing these [musical theater] degrees often outnumber those 

students pursuing classical voice performance degrees…Although more schools 

are offering a music theater degree, most of the voice teachers available to teach 

these students are classically trained.  It is doubtful many of these singing 

teachers, if any, have a degree in music theater, since it has been offered only       

since the 1970s.  At the same time, there are very few formal courses in music 

theater pedagogy.2 

Musical theater is a growing specialty in college music programs, which indicates a high 

level of interest from young singers entering their university careers.  Yet even at the 

college level, the pedagogy of musical theater singing is not clearly defined. 

In addition to being a viable performance outlet, musical theater offers the student 

repertoire options in English, and can be used as an exercise in song interpretation.  A 

show tune “has built-in ‘actability.’”3 There are quite a few show tunes that are instantly 

recognizable and popular with many age demographics, a fact that makes these songs an 

enjoyable and accessible addition to a student recital or variety show. The various styles 

of musical theater, with hints of gospel, folk, country, rock, jazz, and other influences, are 

                                                           
2   Karen Hall, “Music Theater and Classical Singing: at Odds Personally and 
Professionally,” Journal of Singing 63, no. 5 (2007): 570. 
3   Fred Silver, Auditioning for the Musical Theatre (New York: Newmarket Press, 1985), 
71. 
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also appealing to modern students.  These are musical genres most adolescents hear far 

more often than classical or operatic works, and therefore they are more inclined to be 

receptive to and enjoy the more “pop”-sounding songs in the repertory.  Finally, an 

adolescent with a mediocre voice or limited range can find something within the 

repertory to accommodate their personal limitations without sacrificing their desire to 

sing. As Catania argues, “most students…are not vocally mature enough [for 

opera]…[and] are discouraged and frustrated by their lack of vocal range and technical 

prowess.  They are hampered in both comprehension of diction in foreign languages and 

also in trying to make sense of complicated plots and antiquated poetry.”4  While most 

American schools require students to study a foreign language for at least a year, the 

musical options for a particular singer in that chosen language might be limited.  Thus 

many show tunes are ideal for those who either physically cannot or do not wish to 

achieve an “operatic” sound as their ultimate vocal goal, or at the very least do not want 

to learn another language.   

The primary concern for vocal instructors is that students who have not yet 

received much training in vocal technique will do damage to their vocal chords in the 

long run by singing these “pop” styles incorrectly.  These concerns include stressing the 

larynx by the process of incorrect belting, carrying the belt too high, yelling or straining 

higher notes in the range, and forcing loudness without the electronic amplification that is 

the best and easiest way to be heard in a theater.  Misuse of the voice in these ways can 

                                                           
4  Catania, 185. 
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lead to vocal health problems that can take a long time to correct, and sometimes result in 

lasting damage.  The risk is higher in young singers who are just beginning their training 

while undergoing the vocal changes that accompany puberty.  This concern for the 

singer’s vocal safety is foremost in the teacher’s mind, and if the teacher has not had a 

background in musical theater themselves, the prospect of teaching others to sing the 

literature is daunting.  That is why some refuse to broach the subject.  Hall argues that 

“since most voice pedagogy centers on classical voice production and falls under the 

jurisdiction of classical music departments, most teachers have little training in non-

classical singing pedagogy and styles.”5  A musical theater song requires different vocal 

technique, but it can be studied and performed with the same approach as an art song or 

aria.  I argue that the basic elements of breath support, resonance, and laryngeal position 

remain crucial; the true differences in technique involve the placement of the resonance, 

the use (and therefore, prominence of) vibrato, and the more obvious incorporation of a 

mixture of vocal registers.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5  Hall, 570. 
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Chapter Overviews 

The first chapter of this treatise will define the typical musical theater style and 

determine what physical events occur in the larynx during the use of belting as a vocal 

technique.  There are two basic categories for musical theater: those that take their style 

from the nineteenth century operettas of Europe (i.e., “legitimate” musical theater), and 

the works that borrow influences from popular genres, such as rock, gospel, and country 

(i.e., “pop” musicals). While the legitimate show tunes are more readily sung by the 

classically-trained voice, a singer must adapt their vocal training more for the 

contemporary musicals and their various sounds.  This is where the belting mechanism 

gets involved.  The first chapter will also address the foremost concerns of this technique, 

namely vocal health, and describe some of the possible pathologies that can develop 

when the voice is misused.  Barbara Doscher defines misuse as “the incorrect use of (1) 

pitch, (2) volume, (3) breath support, (4) resonance balance, or (5) any combination of 

these elements.”6  This chapter focuses on the functional disorders that are directly 

related to chronic negative vocal behaviors. These disorders include laryngitis, vocal 

nodules, and contact ulcers.  I will also provide an explanation of the simulated or mixed 

belt, a technique encouraged by some classical teachers in substitution of the true belt 

voice.  The mixed belt allows for the same bright, powerful timbre as a real belt, but 

reduces the extra tension in the laryngeal musculature because the larynx is not held at 

such a high position.  

                                                           
6   Barbara M. Doscher, The Functional Unity of the Singing Voice (Lanham, MD: 
Scarecrow Press, 1994), 217. 
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The next chapter will examine the primary physiological and aesthetic differences 

in the production of  the classical and the Broadway voice, with regard to alignment, 

breath support, laryngeal position, vibrato, and resonance, and how a classically trained 

voice can achieve the theatrical voice safely and effectively without compromising the 

integrity of its technique.  There have been many singers who have managed to forge 

extremely versatile careers between the classical and the Broadway worlds.  One example 

of such an artist is Kristen Chenoweth, whose repertoire includes everything from 

contemporary hits, including Wicked (2003) and the 1999 revival of You’re A Good Man, 

Charlie Brown (1971), to more operatic fare, like Bernstein’s Candide (originally 

produced in 1956).  Another example is Tony-winner Audra McDonald, who has 

performed with several opera companies as well as on the Broadway stage.  These artists 

are proof that classical technique can be adapted to the musical theater world without 

damaging the voice in the process.   

Selection of repertoire is also an issue, with the division of legitimate and 

contemporary styles of musical theater often at odds in the vocal studio.  Teachers that do 

allow show tunes to be part of their student’s repertory of song do so because they feel 

that musical theater is an important part of the American music tradition.  Every singer’s 

voice is unique, and part of vocal instruction includes choosing pieces for students that 

will suit their particular strengths.  These choices must take into account melodic range, 

voice type, and especially if being used for an audition, if the singer could realistically be 

cast in the part.  Most musical theater directors ask performers for two contrasting 
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selections at their audition, generally a ballad and an up-tempo piece.  Examples of both 

types of songs will be explored from the legitimate and pop repertoire.  There are some 

pieces from more contemporary musicals, such as Urinetown (2001), Wicked (2003), and 

Spamalot (2005) which can still be performed in a legitimate manner without losing the 

integrity of the song.   With the variety of material coming from the Broadway stages, 

there are many styles of music to choose from, and  students may want to study pieces 

that are inappropriate for them, because the subject matter is too mature for their age 

group (e. g., a 12-year old singing “Everybody’s Girl” from Steel Pier, 1997), unsuitable 

for the setting in which they are performing, or because the intended vocal style is 

potentially damaging to a less experienced voice (e. g., “Gethsemane” from Jesus Christ 

Superstar sung with screaming high notes).  I will also discuss where to find these songs, 

providing a brief overview of the most frequently used and readily-updated musical 

theater anthologies and collections that are currently available, and what sort of music 

each series contains. 

The fourth chapter will review and discuss current articles and literature on the 

instruction of musical theater.  While the majority of writings on this pedagogical aspect 

deal primarily with the training of college undergraduates and graduate students who are 

working from a relatively established technical foundation, I will focus particularly on 

the debates and discussion involved in the teaching of both male and female students 

aged 12-18 years.  The members of this demographic may only have the most 

rudimentary musical training, and are only beginning to work on their solo voice.  In 
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addition, these students are in the middle of pubescent changes that affect the voice as 

well as the rest of the body.  The larynx does not reach maturity until the late 20s, or even 

30s for more dramatic voices.  The smaller muscles are still developing, and there is great 

variability as to how fast development occurs for individuals.  For example, vocal 

maturation in male adolescents can take anywhere from six months to three years to 

complete.  Because of the instability of the voice at this juncture, the student does not 

possess much endurance for singing in high tessituras or at extreme dynamic levels.7  

This is yet another reason why musical theater is a beneficial tool in the vocal studio.  

This section will also include a discussion of the new technology that has allowed for 

more in-depth research of the larynx in action.  By observing the vocal folds in motion, 

whether by speaking, singing classical music or belting a pop song, we can get a better 

idea of what effects, positive or negative, result from using the larynx in a particular way.  

It is very important that instructors understand musical theater and its potential benefits 

and drawbacks.   

Musical theater repertoire is a valid teaching tool and, when addressed properly 

and taught with a strong technical foundation, can be an entertaining and worthwhile 

addition to the student’s growing repertory of song.  If approached with serious focus on 

proper vocal production, alignment, and breath support, a show tune can do for an 

adolescent voice what an art song may not be able to: it allows the young, developing 

singer to practice their art, while serving as an exercise in interpretation, musicality, and 

                                                           
7 Doscher, 241. 
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emotional connection.  It is my hope to provide insight into how to adapt a rudimentary 

classical technique to a young voice, in order to pursue this genre safely and efficiently.   
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Chapter One 

 

What is Belting? 

 

 When one listens to recent recordings by the likes of Linda Eder, Lea Salonga, 

and Idina Menzel, it is easy to identify a vocal style that is vastly different from opera, or 

even the singing of other well-known musical theater stars, like Julie Andrews and Marni 

Nixon.  The latter resemble the classically trained technique of opera singers, albeit with 

more clarity of diction and less intrusive vibrato on the high notes.  The former group 

sound like pop stars, and it becomes apparent that the songs they sing are not as extensive 

in range as the “legitimate” musical tunes that Nixon and Andrews specialize in.  The 

“legitimate” style of singing is closer to that of operetta, with wider ranges and more 

emphasis on beauty of tone.  The belting style of singing, employed by Eder, Salonga, 

and Menzel, has become inextricably linked with the modern musical theater’s 

incorporation of contemporary music, and it is this very style of singing that has caused 

great debate among singers and pedagogues.  Is it a viable vocal quality that can be safely 

and effectively taught to a beginning singer?  Is it too risky to introduce to an immature 

voice? Should teachers scorn belting and make it taboo in the private voice studio 

altogether?   This chapter explores these questions, beginning with a discussion of 

belting, what it is and why it is so definitive of the musical theater sound. 
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Belting originated, appropriately enough, on the stage.  At the dawning of the 

musical in the early years of the twentieth century, America was on the receiving end of 

European imports, namely the operettas of Johann Strauss, Jacques Offenbach, and of 

course, Gilbert and Sullivan.  In the early 20th century, American composers like George 

M. Cohan and Victor Herbert modeled their musical works on style of these comic 

works.8  These stage shows incorporated classical musical numbers within a framework 

of a fairly mild and commonplace plot.  The popularity of these productions led to an 

influx of new theaters being built along the Broadway and 42nd Streets of New York City.  

These spaces were quite large, accommodating thousands of people.  The light voices of 

the operetta performers were not well-suited to such venues; these shows had originally 

been performed in the smaller opera houses of Europe.  The lyrics of the songs and arias 

were lost in the vastness of the space, particularly in the female range between middle C 

and up to the octave above it.9  This is the weakest part of a woman’s range, where her 

primo passaggio (first break; i.e., where the voice wants to make its shift to the next 

register) lies. And of course, there was no electronic amplification at this time.  Belting 

came about as the effort to project diction more clearly in the theater in this region of the 

voice.10   

                                                           
8   Andrew Lamb, 150 Years of Popular Musical Theatre (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2000), 133-134. 
9   Fred Silver, Auditioning for the Musical Theatre (New York: Newmarket Press, 1985), 
96. 
10  Eric Salzman and Thomas Desi, The New Music Theater: Seeing the Voice, Hearing 
the Body (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 22. 
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As the American musical developed, the musical traditions of European operetta 

were increasingly passed over for the more popular genres characteristic of the emerging 

national identity.  Examples include blues, ragtime, and jazz influences in the musicals of 

Gershwin, Porter, and Bernstein.11  The belt voice became an indicator of a certain type 

of character, namely the secondary female, usually the comic foil to the ingénue lead.  

For example, in Oklahoma! (1943), the romantic lead, Laurey, is a soprano, while her 

supporting friend, Ado Annie, is a character role written in a lower tessitura that requires 

a belting quality.  Up-tempo numbers with lots of diction also require this type of 

singing.12  “Traditionally, belting was used by certain character roles in musicals,” 

explains Gillyanne Kayes, “usually the funny, quirky, or feisty female roles.  Now belting 

is more prevalent and... [it] is the vocal equivalent of situations and emotions ‘in 

extremis’ and can be used to express a range of heightened feelings…”13  One can hear 

this high level of emotion in the belting of Christina Noll and Linda Eder at the end of “In 

His Eyes” from Jekyll and Hyde (1997), or in the climactic final refrain of Idina Menzel’s 

“Defying Gravity” from Wicked (2003).   

As the century progressed, the influence of rock music became audible in the 

musical theater world beginning in the mid-1960s and ‘70s, with musicals such as Hair 

(1968), Jesus Christ Superstar (1971), and Godspell (1976).   Towards the end of the 

century, musical theater was once again dominated by extensive singing. Large-scale, 

                                                           
11   Oscar Kosarin, The Singing Actor: How to Be a Success in Musical Theater and 
Nightclubs (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1983), 74. 
12   Silver, 95. 
13   Gillyanne Kayes, Singing and the Actor (London: A & C Black, 2004), 156. 
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through-sung works like the “mega-musicals,” such as Cats (1982) and Les Misérables 

(1987), incorporate wider vocal ranges with shades of contemporary styles.  At the same 

time, complex music lends dramatic tension (as we can hear in Sondheim’s works).14  

Indeed, with new musicals being written for the 21st century Broadway industry that 

pushes the boundaries of the voice’s capabilities, a singer may be required to belt and to 

sing with a legitimate head voice for the same role (e.g., Kristen Chenoweth in Wicked, 

Marin Mazzie in Ragtime).  Since the term “belting” is so interconnected with popular 

music, and especially the image of Broadway singing, I will first establish what this 

particular vocal process is, aesthetically and physiologically, before delving into the 

vocal risks involved in its practice, especially in a young, undertrained voice.   

Qualities of the Belt Sound 

 At its core, belting is the technique, used primarily by women, of carrying the 

speaking register upward into the vocal range, often up to about an octave above middle 

C.  It is a misconception to assume that it is the chest resonance which is extended into 

the upper range, because the true chest register can conceivably be carried up to F4/G4 in 

the soprano voice.15  True mezzos and altos can maintain their chest register easier in 

their middle range. While the operatic chest range has many overtones and tends to 

produce a rich, warm timbre even in high soprano voices, the voice sounds thinner in the 

                                                           
14  David Craig, On Singing on Stage (New York: Applause Theatre Book Publishers, 
1990), 183. 
15  Julie E. Balog, “A Guide to Evaluating Music Theater Singing for the Classical 
Teacher,” Journal of Singing 61, no. 2 (2005): 402. 
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belt quality, with fewer overtones, and there is also a distinct lack of vibrato. 16  When 

vibrato does appear, it is often at the very end of a sustained note, when the breath is 

about to be released.  

 The belt register emphasizes emotion and power over beauty of tone.  When 

listening to this technique, one realizes that it is not possible to belt softly.17  As 

mentioned above, the belt quality is reserved for highly emotional moments, so this 

loudness is an asset dramatically.  However, the inability to produce a quiet belt does not 

mean that the singer is incapable of dynamics in general; it merely requires a shift to 

either full head voice or the middle voice between full chest and full head registers).  A 

great number of show tunes are written within the weakest part of a woman’s range (from 

middle C to an octave above).  Within this octave is the primo passagio (around E/F#), 

where the female singer would normally change from chest voice to head voice by using 

a mixture of the two.  When the speaking resonance is carried into the middle range, the 

resulting vocal timbre can be described as “brassy,” “twangy,” or “bright.”  The classic 

example of this quality is exhibited by the sound of Ethel Merman.  This is also why men 

are not often “accused” of belting; the shift in registers is far less prominent in the male 

voice, except in the higher tenor voices.  However, on occasion, men do use a similar 

process for singing higher notes in their ranges without going into falsetto.   

                                                           
16  Barbara M. Doscher, The Functional Unity of the Singing Voice (London: Scarecrow 
Press, 1994), 189-190. 
17  Ibid., 189. 
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 Some pedagogues view belting as a technique; others view it as a quality of the 

voice, like a costume one wears depending on the occasion.  Authors like Gillyanne 

Kayes and Donna Soto-Morettini speak of belting in tandem with other vocal qualities, 

namely ‘speech’ and ‘twang.’  Speech quality is fairly straightforward: it has a direct, 

natural sound beneficial to the diction needed to annunciate the verses of patter and 

narrative songs.  It can frequently be heard in jazz and pop musicals.  It is physiologically 

manifested in thick vocal folds, which produces high subglottic pressure, and the larynx 

is in a neutral position.  Gillyanne Kayes lists “At the End of the Day” (Les Misérables) 

and “The American Dream” (Miss Saigon) as examples that make use of this quality.18 

Twang is essentially the bright sound created by tightening the aryepiglottic sphincter 

above the vocal folds.  The larynx sits higher for the production of this quality, while the 

thyroid can be tilted or in a neutral position.  There is a certain amount of nasality that 

comes into play, assisting in creating piercing resonance.  Examples of this quality 

include “Take Back Your Mink” (Guys and Dolls) and “The Girl in 14G.”19  This is the 

quality one hears when children sing the taunting “nyeh-nyeh” song on the playground, 

or when a baby wails.  One can consider belting to be a combination of the twang and 

speech qualities: the vocal folds are thick and subglottic pressure is higher (as in the 

speech quality), but the laryngeal position is elevated (indicative of the twang quality). 20 

 

                                                           
18   Kayes, 154-157. 
19   Ibid., 158. 
20   Donna Soto-Morettini, Popular Singing: A Practical Guide to : Pop, Jazz, Blues, 
Rock, Country, and Gospel (London: A & C Black, 2006), 40-43. 
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Physicality of Belting 

The belting technique involves a higher level of activity in both the vocalis 

muscle and the extrinsic muscles than in other singing methods.  The vocal folds stay 

together longer, which causes an increase in subglottic pressure.21  The vocal folds tense 

and elongate as the fundamental pitch rises, and the mass of the folds diminishes when 

this stretching occurs.22  Some other physical aspects of belting include an elevated 

tongue base, narrow pharyngeal diameter, and the epiglottis is slightly tilted over the 

larynx.  The tension in the extrinsic muscles elevates the larynx; this elevated position 

raises the formant frequencies (i.e., the areas of acoustic strength within the sound wave 

that are shaped by adjustments to the vocal tract), across the board, resulting in the 

characteristic brightness or brassiness mentioned above.23  However, according to Scott 

McCoy, “not all belters sing with an elevated larynx.”  Tension is created in other ways.  

Using those extrinsic laryngeal muscles, the singer narrows the pharynx, producing the 

same sort of bright effect.24   

A raised larynx shortens the vocal tract, which can have the acoustical benefit of 

increasing the first formant frequency as the pitch rises.  As a result, belting produces a 

strong second harmonic (the first overtone, an octave above the fundamental pitch).  

However, there are significant physical drawbacks inherent in this technique.  The high 

                                                           
21  Kayes, 158. 
22  Richard Miller, Solutions for Singers: Tools for Teachers and Performers (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 246.    
23  Doscher, 133. 
24  Scott McCoy, Your Voice: An Inside View (Princeton: Inside View Press, 2004), 76.   
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laryngeal position crowds, and thus inhibits, everything above it in the vocal tract – the 

hyoid bone, the tongue, and the muscles of the jaw.  This is the reason why belters will 

prefer brighter vowels that can allow for those articulators to move more freely.25  The 

existence of such physical constraints and the subsequent need for compensation recently 

prompted Richard Miller, renowned pedagogue from Oberlin Conservatory, to express 

his concerns about belting in these terms: 

 In superhigh pitch, vocal fold fibers have been stretched to their fullest 

elongation.  Tension can continue to be increased, but not vocal-fold length.  To 

request a female singer to carry her chest voice into upper range is to encourage 

her to hold her vocal folds in a dense configuration while raising pitch, thereby 

inhibiting normal vocal fold elongation… The larynx is asked to function in an 

elevated position, so that the ventricular sinuses (spaces between the true and 

false vocal folds) are narrowed, eliminating a resonating source within the 

larynx… Belting carried into the middle and upper regions of the range must 

surely induce physical conflict.26  

By acknowledging the notion of undue tension on the larynx caused by holding it at a 

higher level than in classical singing and the increase of subglottic pressure, a teacher 

must admit the increased likelihood of the singer straining the voice when attempting to 

belt.  The musical theater student, especially the less experienced one, will attempt to 

                                                           
25 Ingo R. Titze, “Belting and a High Larynx Position,” Journal of Singing 63, no. 5 
(2007), 557-558. 
26 Miller, 151-152. 
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take the belt up to the highest possible note.  A basic principle of vocal production is that 

when the pitch is raised the vocal folds will lengthen and become thinner.  When this 

principle of voice production is abandoned, as in belting, when a singer is holding their 

vocal folds in a tense way and thus inhibiting normal elongation, a register violation 

occurs.27  The occurrences of these violations and the possibility of damage to the voice 

are the reasons most often-cited by teachers for steering clear of the musical theater and 

popular song repertoire.  It has also prompted other instructors to find ways of 

manipulating the concept of belting to avoid such tension on the larynx.   

The philosophy of the “mixed belt” or “simulated belt” is becoming more widely 

advocated by classical teachers who endeavor to teach musical theater, as evidenced by 

the growing number of references to it in pedagogical sources like the NATS Journal of 

Singing.28  The mixed belt appears to be a melding of the head and chest registers within 

the weak portion of the range (the octave above middle C).  The problem here is that 

there is a great deal of ambiguity as to the production of the mixed belt quality.  For those 

teachers that even believe a mixed belt is possible, it tends to involve the use of what 

studio teachers may call “masking;” that is, bringing more of the resonance into the nasal 

sinus areas in the face, high under the eyes, thanks to the raising of the soft palate.29  

While opera makes use of this resonating area as well, musical theater singing is brought 

                                                           
27  Ibid., 246. 
28  The Journal of Singing is the official publication of the National Association for 
Teachers of Singing.  Published five times annually, it provides an outlet for teachers and 
other scholars to share information on the study of voice and singing.   
29  Doscher, 120-121. 
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far more forward into the mask because of the necessity of clear diction.30  This 

forwardness can potentially heighten the nasal resonance of the vocal timbre, but a 

rounding of the vowels can help assuage that somewhat. 31  Indeed, some audience 

members might perceive this as an unpleasant nasality, while others might merely 

acknowledge the tone as bright and twangy.  Vibrato is also present due to the reduction 

of tension on the vocal folds, though stylistically, the Broadway sound presents with an 

overall straighter tone, whether belted or not.  An example of a singer who makes use of 

this mixed belting style is Kristen Chenoweth (as in her rendition of “Popular” from 

Wicked, or her signature concert piece “The Girl in 14G” by Jeanine Tesori and Dick 

Scanlan).   Her voice, while not quite brassy, is very bright, with the lower notes brought 

very forward into the naso-pharynx, but there is not an audible shift when she does go 

into the head voice.  The two registers are more alike than if she were utilizing a true belt.  

According to Miller, it “stands to reason that the singers are no longer maintaining true 

belt quality,” because the very idea of making such physical modifications to reduce 

tension means that the belt is not pure.32  But Kayes argues, “since belting is already a 

mixed voice quality” which combines speech and twang, the utilization of the mixed belt 

technique allows for a slightly lowered larynx, which reduces strain and allows for 

resonance without pushing the air through non-vibrating, tightly-closed vocal folds.33  

The mixed belt is a modification of the true belt, most likely developed to avoid strain on 
                                                           
30  Arabella Hong-Young, Singing Professionally: Studying Singing for Singers and 
Actors (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2003), 51-53. 
31  Miller, 246. 
32  Ibid., 152. 
33  Kayes, 172. 
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the larynx, allowing for less conflict between the classically-oriented teacher concerned 

about protecting young voices and the modern student who desires to sing show tunes.   

Vocal Problems Resulting From Belting 

 Of course, any improper technique, whether classical or pop in nature, constitutes 

vocal misuse.  In an adolescent voice with limited vocal training and endurance, the risk 

of misuse is high.  The voice (in both males and females) is continuing to develop; in 

fact, laryngeal maturation is not complete until the late 20s and even early 30s.34  Perhaps 

this is the reason that current literature on musical theater pedagogy tends to focus on 

college-aged singers. Just as improper training can cause injury to an athlete, vocal 

misuse or abuse can result in physical pathologies on the vocal folds. 

 In the majority of musical productions, singers are required to perform every 

single night.  These consecutive performances do not allow for any sort of vocal rest, 

whereas in opera, there is typically at least one day before the next show, as well as the 

alternative benefit of frequently being double cast.  With repeated extended use, vocal 

fatigue, redness, and swelling of the laryngeal muscles is a risk.35  These symptoms of 

hyper-functional habits can lead to acute laryngitis, but is of short duration and can be 

easily fixed with vocal rest and hydration.36  But these are not the most serious 

pathologies to arise in the larynx. 

                                                           
34   Doscher, 241. 
35   Ibid., 190. 
36   McCoy, 160-161. 
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 Vocal nodules are the most dreaded disorder for singers, for though there are 

more serious disorders of the larynx, these are most commonly caused by improper 

technique.  Nodules are thick bumps that form bilaterally (on both sides) of the glottis, 

and they prevent the folds from fully coming together and vibrating optimally.37  They 

can result from both sung and spoken misuse, which accounts for the high percentage of 

high school cheerleaders who exhibit the presence of nodules.38  Singers who belt with 

improper technique are the most frequent visitors to laryngologists with the complaint of 

nodules.39  Belters are singing in a higher tessitura with their chest register, which means 

their breath pressure is very high plus glottal attacks.  These two behaviors are used for 

extended periods in the situation of a full musical production, and, as stated above, young 

singers lack the vocal endurance that comes with a fully matured larynx.  For example, 

after a day filled with choral singing and talking loudly with friends, a high school 

student will go on to a five-hour theater rehearsal in preparation for a musical, pushing 

the limits of  his/her vocal folds further and for a longer amount of time.  This can easily 

lead to overcompensation from fatigue, which, as stated above, can lead to nodules. 

 Not only is there a high correlation in the presence of nodules in the singers who 

perform in contemporary styles, but according to Scott McCoy,  

Nodules are almost exclusively a problem for women; men rarely acquire 

them.  Small to moderate sized nodules (and other swellings) generally impair the 

                                                           
37   Ibid., 218. 
38   Doscher, 221. 
39   Miller, 246. 
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voice from the top down.  High pitches become increasingly difficult to sustain, 

as do quiet dynamic levels.  This might be the reason nodules are more frequently 

diagnosed in sopranos than mezzos; they sing higher and are more likely to “get 

caught.” 40 

As mentioned above, belting is a technique primarily used by women, most often 

sopranos, to project through the weakest part of their middle range.  It is easy to see a 

correlation between the higher tension habit of belting and the more frequent presence of 

nodules in female singers.  Doscher identifies several symptoms that would indicate the 

presence of nodules.  These include a breathy middle register, cracking when 

approaching the head register, hoarseness, reduction in the length of time that phonation 

is possible, reduction in intensity range, and the frequent desire to clear one’s throat.41 

 Diagnoses of nodules should only be made by certified physicians who perform a 

laryngoscopic examination.  Thankfully, today’s singers do not necessarily have to have 

surgery in order to remove vocal nodules.  Voice therapy is increasingly considered to be 

the best course of treatment; though, on the occasions that surgery is necessary, new 

technology allows for the vocal ligament to be repaired with minimal scarring.  Therapy 

follows surgical treatment, and the singer must often relearn their vocal technique and 

rebuild their strength and endurance. At the same time, the abusive vocal habits must be 

eliminated in order to avoid a recurrence of nodules.  A singer’s career does not have to 

                                                           
40   McCoy, 165. 
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be over because she develops nodules; however, it is, of course, better to develop proper 

singing technique from the outset, to hopefully eliminate the possibility of nodule 

development. 42 

 Contact ulcers are another possible pathology that could arise from vocal misuse.  

Although more often associated with acid reflux or injury sustained from endotracheal 

intubation for surgery, these ulcerous lesions can be caused by the hard glottal attacks 

and forced amplitude that accompany inefficient belting, as well as using an abnormally 

low-pitched speaking voice.  The ulcers are predominantly found on the vocal processes 

and are often bilateral.43 If the lesions do not heal properly, a benign growth of scar tissue 

called a granuloma can form.  Symptoms indicative of contact ulcers include a loss of 

vocal stamina, hoarseness, occasional laryngeal discomfort or pain, and some swelling of 

the vocal processes.44 Vocal rest can reduce the symptoms, but they can recur if the 

underlying problem is not treated.  As with nodules, therapy to change the abusive vocal 

behaviors is encouraged by doctors, speech pathologists, and voice teachers as the main 

form of treatment for contact ulcers, as well as treatment for acid reflux, if it exists.  If the 

ulcer develops into a granuloma, which is more resistant due to its scar-like nature, 

surgery is often the only way to remove it.  However, since the granulomas are injuries to 

the vocal processes and, therefore, not attached to the section of the folds that vibrates, 

the voice has the potential to recover very quickly and achieve normal phonation after a 

                                                           
42 McCoy, 166. 
43 Ibid., 168. 
44 Doscher, 223-224. 
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few weeks.45  Along with nodules, contact ulcers and granulomas are the most common 

disorders that result from vocal misuse or abuse.  Even after these injuries heal, it is 

important to identify and correct the vocal habits that led to the disorder in the first place, 

in order to prevent recurrences. 

Summary 

 Belting is a vocal technique, primarily employed by female singers, which 

involves carrying the speaking register up into the middle part of the range, generally 

within the octave above middle C.  The belt is achieved by raising the larynx.  This 

technique produces a thin, brassy sound with little or no vibrato and high amplitude.  

High school singers, especially those who listen extensively to modern Broadway 

recordings, will attempt to simulate this sound in their own performance of show tunes.  

The process involves a higher amount of tension in the extrinsic muscles of the larynx, 

and it is the presence of this tension that leads many voice teachers to discourage belting, 

especially in singers who are just beginning formal training.  Instead, a few pedagogues 

advocate the mixed belt technique in lieu of the true belt.  The mixed belt is a modified 

technique in which the larynx is slightly lower, and the sound is brought more forward 

into the resonating spaces in the face (i.e., the sinus cavities and the cheek area).  This 

increases the nasality of the sound, but also allows for more resonance and for some 

vibrato to be present.  While the technique has its detractors who believe the name to be a 
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misnomer, the main advantage of the mixed belt is the avoidance of undue tension on 

developing vocal folds.   

A high level of tension and increased subglottic pressure can lead to vocal 

disorders, especially in the untrained voice, or the immature larynxes of adolescents.  

Pathologies such as laryngitis, vocal nodules, and contact ulcers have been known to 

result when vocal misuse is present.  Luckily, new therapies have made surgical 

interference largely unnecessary in many cases.  Vocal rest and speech therapy to correct 

the abusive behaviors that led to the disorder are the primary treatments.  When surgery is 

required, new technology and less invasive operations have led to faster recoveries, 

followed by rehabilitative speech therapy to correct the aforementioned abusive 

behaviors.  Therefore, the presence of a disorder like nodules does not have to signal the 

end of a career.   

Most voice teachers insist on developing a classically-based foundation for vocal 

technique in their young students.  However, the inclusion of contemporary musical 

styles is almost unavoidable in today’s adolescent singers, since most of them will find 

their main performing outlet as soloists in school-presented musicals. In the next chapter, 

I will compare the classical technique to the musical theater technique in terms of the 

foundational elements of breathing mechanism, alignment, resonance, and vibrato, and 

how to adapt the classical training of adolescent singers to the production of the 

Broadway voice.   
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Chapter Two 

 

Classical Technique vs. Broadway 

 

 When teaching beginning voice students, especially those with young, developing 

voices, it is important to instill the foundations of proper vocal technique in order to 

ensure the formation of healthy singing habits.  Breath support, alignment of posture, and 

resonance, are best illustrated by learning to sing in the ‘classical’ fashion; that is, 

developing the voice and its sound to optimum production utilizing the extensive art song 

repertoire that is available. In high school students, this approach is especially beneficial 

in light of the choral environment that surrounds most teenage vocalists, since the 

foundation of that particular genre’s literature has its roots in classical style.  However, 

the fact that many students choose to participate in musical theater activities in addition 

to chorus means that their classical art song technique must be adapted and modified to 

accommodate other genres of music.  This ensures that they receive the full scope of their 

musical education as provided within the school system without compromising their 

acquired vocal technique.  In the previous chapter, I discussed the qualities of the vocal 

sound known as belting, commonly employed in musical theater song literature.  Belting 

is the process of carrying the speaking register higher into the voice, past the point where 

a singer would normally shift into a mix of the middle and head voices, or to full head 

voice.  In this chapter, I will describe and define the classical technique in terms of 
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alignment, breath support, laryngeal position, resonance, and vibrato, and discuss how 

and why these basic elements can be adjusted in order to produce the Broadway sound in 

the most efficient way. 

Alignment and Posture 

 Body alignment is one of the most critical aspects of vocal production.  If the 

body’s posture is incorrect, the efficiency of the breath is compromised, as well as 

laryngeal position and phonation.46  It is particularly important to instill correct alignment 

in adolescents; not only are their bones in a period of physical growth, they also must 

overcome the tendencies most teenagers have towards slouching. 

 The ideal posture for singing is one in which undue muscle tension is avoided.  As 

described by Doscher, the head is level on the neck, neither jutting forward or held back; 

the sternum of the chest is lifted and the rib cage in an open position for maximum lung 

efficiency; the shoulders are slightly back but relaxed, not lifted near the ears.  The singer 

is balanced on the balls of his or her feet rather than the heels, and while there is no set 

stance for the positioning of the feet, they should be far enough apart so as not to 

compromise balance, but close enough together to avoid undue strain on the joints and 

interference with pelvic alignment.47  Miller refers to this posture as “noble” or “axial,”48 

which refers to the alignment of the axial skeleton, the section of the body including the 
                                                           

46   Barbara M. Doscher, The Functional Unity of the Singing Voice (Lanham, MD: 
Scarecrow Press, 1994), 69. 
47  Ibid., 71-72. 
48  Richard Miller, Solutions for Singers: Tools for Teachers and Performers (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 35-36. 
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thorax and spine where the breathing apparatus is housed.  McCoy describes the ideal 

singing posture as being a balance between the axial skeleton and the appendicular 

skeleton (that is, the arms, legs, pelvis, and skull).49   

 More and more modern instructors are advocating the Alexander Technique, 

developed by Australian singer and actor F. M. Alexander, as a beneficial tool to 

achieving a balance in kinesthetic awareness.50  Doscher explains that, as Alexander 

sought to remedy his vocal problems, he discovered “that the way in which we use 

ourselves physically affects how we function in every other area.”51  This was done over 

a long process of self-evaluation, observing how his body tensed and relaxed in ordinary 

situations.  While the Alexander Technique is too complicated to explain in great detail in 

this treatise, its importance as a supplement to vocal technique and its benefits are worth 

mentioning.  Mark Ross Clark, a professor at the Indiana University School of Music, 

says, 

Students of the Alexander Technique learn to observe themselves in action 

and to become aware of their particular tension problems.  Teachers of the 

technique sense potential movement in the student’s body and, through a light 

delicate touch, encourage the movement of energy through previously 

immobilized parts.  This frees the flow of energy and facilitates a redistribution of 

                                                           
49   Scott McCoy, Your Voice: An Inside View (Princeton: Inside View Press, 2004), 83.  
50   Joan Melton, Singing in Musical Theatre: The Training of Singers and Actors (New 
York: Allworth Press, 2007), 195. 
51   Doscher, 74. 
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body weight and a sense of the relationship between body parts.  What feels 

“right” is often what is most familiar; so part of the work is getting comfortable 

with the changing sensations.52  

From this summation, we can see that habitual posture is often incorrect.  Obviously, the 

student must be adaptive and receptive to changing these habits in order to become more 

physically efficient, both in action and at rest. 

 The basic singing posture is taught in the high school choral situation as well as in 

musicals and the student’s solo vocal study.  In the chorus, the predominant problem is 

the development of excessive tension in the upper back and arms, which can often result 

from holding a folder of music at a level conducive to both reading and watching the 

conductor at the same time.  In the practice of musical theater, however, the main 

problem is the lack of sufficient support while singing.  Musical theater singers may have 

difficulty maintaining the axial posture because they are required in the majority of cases 

to be performing choreography while singing, especially in up-tempo songs and group 

numbers.  This extra activity requires increased energy to maintain airflow; otherwise 

breath support, and subsequently vocal production, is compromised.53  The next 

subsection will deal with variations in breath support brought on by extra physical 

activity.   

                                                           
52   Mark Ross Clark, Singing, Acting, and Movement in Opera (Bloomington, Ind.: 
Indiana University Press, 2002), 120. 
53   Joan Melton, Singing in Musical Theatre: The Training of Singers and Actors (New 
York: Allworth Press, 2007), 117-118. 
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In addition to the extra physical demands of movement and dance, there is also 

the physicality of belting which requires some slight modifications to the basic singing 

posture.  As described in the previous chapter, the larynx is held at an elevated level 

when producing the belt register, causing more activity within the extrinsic muscles of 

the neck.  In other words there is more tension in the head and neck actually holding the 

larynx at a higher position than during classical singing or at rest. While the basic axial 

posture remains constant, the head rises slightly and the neck lengthens in the front, 

allowing for the cricoid to be able to tilt.  This results in a head position that Gillyanne 

Kayes refers to as “looking up to the gods.”54   It is not an extreme adjustment to the 

neck, as though looking directly overhead, but rather like looking to the back seats of an 

auditorium and aiming the sound there.  

Alignment is a critical part of the singing process, because so many other 

elements are contingent upon it.  Along with the singing posture, breath support is 

equally critical, because all of phonation is based on airflow through the vocal folds.  

Beginning singers may have trouble coordinating efficient airflow with their vocal 

production.55  The next section deals with classical breath support. 

Breath Support 

 There are four methods of breath management employed at various times by 

humans: clavicular, involving the upper chest; thoracic, involving the lower chest; 
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abdominal, or belly breathing; and a “balanced breath,” which is considered to be a 

combination of thoracic and abdominal processes.56 This balanced breathing system, 

called appoggio (from the Italian appoggiarsi a, meaning “to lean upon”) is considered 

the best process for the activity of singing.57 Miller describes the appoggio as including 

resonance factors in the overall breathing mechanism.   

The historic Italian School [of singing] did not separate the motor and 

resonance facets of phonation as have some other pedagogies.  Appoggio is a 

system for combining and balancing muscles and organs of the trunk and neck, 

controlling their relationships to the supraglottal resonators, so that no 

exaggerated function of any one of them upsets the whole.58 

In appoggio breathing, the sternum is held in a moderately high position.  This height is 

maintained throughout the breath cycle, allowing the ribs to remain in an extended 

position.  The position of the ribs and sternum subsequently affects the position of the 

diaphragm.59  With a singer’s breath cycle, the diaphragm descends from 6 to 7 

centimeters, as opposed to 1.5 centimeters in a normal breathing pattern.60   This extra 

room allows for the lungs to inspire the amount of air needed to sustain long phrases of 

continuous phonation.   

                                                           
56  McCoy, 93. 
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 The phrase “breathe from the diaphragm” is commonly uttered to beginning 

singers with very little explanation.  Most people interpret this to mean distending the 

abdomen when inhaling.  This is a somewhat misleading idea.  First of all, one has no 

control over one’s diaphragm.  As a muscle with no proprioceptive nerve endings, no 

sensation can be felt from it.61  This makes the idea of controlling its activity a confusing 

one for singers, giving them a mistaken notion of what supported breathing feels like.  

Secondly, the diaphragm’s motion is primarily downward and upward, coordinating with 

the inflation and deflation of the lungs, respectively.  When a student puts a hand on his 

or her abdomen and watches it distend outward while inhaling, the frequent assumption is 

that this outward movement is the actual diaphragm itself.  In fact, the diaphragm is 

attached to the sternum and sits at a higher position in the torso than most people 

realize.62  As Doscher explains, it is more precise to say that the diaphragm “helps to 

regulate and control the flow of air, but it does not support the tone.”63  Since singers 

cannot consciously control the action of the diaphragm, they learn to be aware of its 

movement by the effects it produces, specifically by those sensations that occur in the 

ribcage and abdomen.64  As the diaphragm contracts downward during inhalation, the rib 

cage expands upward and outward and the upper abdomen protrudes slightly.  Doscher 

goes on to explain the connection between the abdominal and thoracic muscles, saying, 

“Flexible antagonism between the distended rib cage and the lowering diaphragm on the 
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one hand and the contraction of the abdominal muscles on the other forms the basis for 

steady, controlled air flow.”65  

As previously mentioned, a singer is required to do far more physical activity in 

musical theater than in a choir or even an opera.  Even if they are not actually dancing, 

the stage business in musical theater is more extensive than in opera.  This is because the 

quality of vocal sound is the most important aspect of opera, whereas in musicals it is 

secondary to acting the character with both the voice and the body.  With the addition of 

movement, the breath becomes even more vital, not only to sustain vocal production but 

also to give energy while performing often-elaborate choreography.  Ideally, a 

choreographer or stage director will consider the physical demands on the actor who must 

sing and dance simultaneously, and plan for the most strenuous movements and obvious 

dancing to happen during instrumental sections of the score, i.e. “dance breaks.”  

Sometimes, even the composer helps achieve this division.  One example is the up-

tempo, tap-dancing showcase “I Can Do That” from A Chorus Line (1975).  The 

character sings short, fast phrases and punctuates them with an equally short burst of 

dance, illustrating his descriptions of what he is learning.  The brevity of the vocal lines, 

plus the built-in musical division between dancing and singing helps the actor judiciously 

allot his breath for both tasks.  Another example, this time for a female dancer, is “I Can’t 

Do It Alone” from Chicago (1975).  The character recreates a double dance act on her 

own, demonstrating both her solos and those of her partner, as well as their simultaneous 
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movements.  Again, in this type of song, there are the short vocal phrases punctuated by 

bursts of demanding choreography.   

 The first thing a singer must realize when adapting breath control to musical 

theater is that they must not take in shallow amounts of air in an attempt to “catch up” 

their breaths.  Shallow breathing, or the clavicular breath, is evidenced by sudden 

elevation of the shoulders upon inspiration.  This quick, noisy inhalation gives the 

impression that the lungs are filled, but in reality it is only the upper portion of the lungs; 

the full feeling results from muscle tension.66  The ability to regulate air pressure during 

exhalation also becomes problematic. Normally, the control of breath and air flow relies 

on muscular antagonism, which involves the muscles of inspiration contracting against 

the action of the muscles of expiration.  But, as Scott McCoy points out,  

Unfortunately, clavicular breathing offers few – if any- opportunities to 

establish this antagonistic control. As a result, the larynx itself must act as a valve 

to regulate air pressure by increasing or decreasing the amount of air that passes 

through it.67 

 The resulting phonation during clavicular breathing can sound strident and excessively 

breathy, with a pressed quality.  A more effective approach is to imagine that the air is 

filling the lungs from the bottom up.  This approach keeps the sternum elevated and the 

shoulders level, and antagonism of the respiratory muscles is maintained.   
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The second most important thing for a singer in musicals is to keep in mind that 

they should make every conscious effort to maintain proper alignment when taking a 

breath, even during physical activity.  Collapsing the ribcage and sternum or letting the 

neck tense up and the shoulders slump forward will further compromise effective 

breathing.  Breathing exercises in various positions can help a young singer establish an 

efficient respiration cycle even when the body is not perfectly aligned.  Lying on the back 

is an excellent starting point for beginners, because it prevents clavicular breathing and 

tension in the head and neck, and the supine position also encourages the kinesthetic 

awareness of expansion in an axial manner.68  Sitting, kneeling, and moving about in 

normal rhythms are also beneficial.   

The various levels of movement in musical theater productions require 

adaptations to a singer’s breathing mechanism.  This is an illustration of the singer as 

athlete, and is further indication of why there is so much more pressure on musical 

theater performers to be in excellent physical shape.  It is not all about physical 

attractiveness; the Broadway combination of singing and dancing require a great deal of 

bodily conditioning.  Of course, breath support is not the only factor affected by the 

singer’s posture and alignment.  The position the larynx is in within the throat affects the 

shape and length of the vocal tract, which in turn also affects phonation.   
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Laryngeal Position 

 A larynx that sits comfortably and moderately low in the throat allows for the 

vocal folds to stretch gently, and the pharyngeal cavity is widened.  The equilibrium 

produced by the larynx and the coordinating muscles surrounding it allow for maximum 

efficiency of sound production within the vocal tract.69  This equilibrium also means that 

there is no physical sensation in the larynx when singing.  As Miller notes, any awareness 

of sensation in this area is a result of unnecessary tension between the extrinsic and 

intrinsic muscles, which control the activity and placement of the larynx.  When 

sensation occurs, there will be a lack of vocal freedom and the folds will be incapable of   

phonating in their most effective manner.70  Miller continues, 

In classical singing, the larynx ought to remain as stable as possible, 

neither rising nor lowering appreciably for pitch change or breath renewal.  The 

larynx should not pop up at the release of a sung tone or phrase; breath renewal 

must take place without inducing fundamental changes in laryngeal position… 

[Even in singers with prominent thyroid notches, or “Adam’s apples,”] external 

laryngeal movement with pitch change should remain indiscernible.71 

While most classical voice teachers advocate the stability of the comfortably low 

larynx for bel canto singing, those instructors who coach popular musical genres, as well 

as those who train the spoken voice, recognize that different laryngeal positions can 
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produce different vocal timbres and qualities.  For example, lowering the larynx and 

keeping the tongue in a low position creates a darker, or “covered,” sound.72  In addition, 

beginning singers, who have more obvious pitch breaks at the passaggio, are more likely 

to “choreograph” pitch changes by moving the head upward or downward, thereby either 

shortening the vocal tract or depressing the larynx, respectively.73  However, if and when 

the voice naturally flips from chest or belt register into the head voice (usually around G 

or A in the middle of the staff for sopranos), this does not automatically indicate a more 

‘legit’ sound.74  The legitimate musical theater sound is noted for head voice and middle 

register mix maintained throughout each song of a character.  Belting rarely comes into 

play in the legitimate style.   

To achieve the mix of the head voice and the middle voice, I begin with an octave 

fall, starting from the head voice around high A or G (in full head voice, above the 

second passaggio) and smoothly gliding down with a portamento into the middle part of 

the voice, and once again returning to the top note.  During this exercise, the goal is to 

maintain the same color throughout the shifts in register.  I continue down the scale until 

I begin to instinctively use chest voice.  Using short descending passages on all the 

various vowel sounds teaches the singer to adjust the soft palate and the tongue in order 

to maintain the integrity of the vowel throughout the changes in register. 
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 Belting, as discussed earlier, involves the significant raising of the larynx.  The 

true chest register can extend to about E4/F4.  Past this break, the belt begins and the 

larynx begins to rise, though it is difficult to measure laryngeal height.  Most of the time 

the singer can feel the space in their throat become smaller as the laryngeal placement 

shifts, but it is a perception that is unique to each individual.  This elevation thickens the 

vocal folds but inhibits their elongation, which narrows the ventricular sinuses, a source 

of resonance within the vocal tract.75  According to McCoy, the elevation of the larynx 

brightens the timbre of the voice because of the adjustment involved in the vocal tract.  

The acoustic result of this adjustment is that the frequencies of all the overtones are 

raised slightly, resulting in the aforementioned brightness, or brassiness.76  Ingo R. Titze 

further describes the acoustical qualities of belting, saying, 

Belt voice is characterized by a strong second harmonic (also called the 

first overtone above the fundamental, which dictates the pitch).  If this second 

harmonic frequency stays below the first formant frequency, it gets boosted by the 

inertive reactance of the vocal tract.  For example, if an A4 (440 Hz) is belted, the 

second harmonic is at 880 Hz.  The first formant should then be even higher, 

perhaps 900 Hz.  An open /a/ or /�/ vowel has a first formant frequency that high, 
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and a few other wide open vowels can reach this value if the vocal tract is 

shortened by raising the larynx.77  

As discussed in the previous chapter, Doscher defines a formant of the resonating system 

as “a specific concentration of energy within the vocal sound wave.”78 McCoy simply 

calls it “a resonance of the vocal tract.”79  Miller further explains, calling a formant  

…a concentration of energy peaks, originated by the action of the breath 

on the resonance chambers, producing spectral regions of prominent energy 

distribution; through manipulation of the vocal tract by vowel differentiation, 

laryngeal position, and respiration; spectral determinant of vowel differentiation, 

resonance balance, and timbre.80   

The vocal tract has many formant frequencies, analyzed as F1, F2, F3, etc.  The first two 

lend accuracy to the vowel, while the remaining formant frequencies help define the 

individual timbre of the voice.81 Therefore, to achieve optimum acoustical energy with a 

shortened vocal tract, vowel placement becomes the key factor in producing a sound with 

carrying power.  The formants of women and children are higher than those of men, 

largely due to the longer length of the male pharynx, but the locations of the vowel 

formants (F1 and F2) are the same for both men and women. As stated above, open 
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vowels like /a/ and /�/ and /i/ are ideal because of their high formant frequency.  The 

vowel shape contributes to the bright nature of the belt timbre.   

In the following diagram, notice the placement of the aforementioned vowels in the first 

two formants. 

 

To form the /i/ vowel, classified as a front, closed vowel, the tongue pulls forward, the 

palate lifts and the nasal port closes, leaving an open space in the oro-pharynx.  For men, 
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the typical F1 ~ 270 Hz, and F2 ~ 2,290 Hz.  For women, F1 ~ 310 Hz, and F2 ~ 2,790 

Hz.  When forming the /a/, which is classified as a back, open vowel, the tongue pulls 

backward, with the space forming in the front of the oral cavity.  The palate is raised to 

prevent air from entering the nasal cavity.  For men, F1 ~ 730 Hz, F2 ~ 1,090 Hz.  For 

women, F1 ~ 850 Hz, F2 ~ 1,200 Hz.82   

Belting is a controversial technique because of the tension that results from 

holding the larynx at a higher position than in classical singing.   Therefore, some 

teachers advocate the mixed belt voice, which brings the resonance more forward into the 

mask, or more technically, the zygomatic muscles, while maintaining a more comfortably 

low laryngeal position and a raised velum.  Upon natural inspiration, the larynx lowers 

automatically and the soft palate rises.  In this state, more space in the pharynx is created 

and actually works to prevent an overly nasal quality, while still allowing for nasal 

resonance.83 That is the so-called ‘twang’ that the belt sound desires to produce. This is 

especially important when training young voices that have less endurance and immature 

larynxes.84  The usage of the mask in tone production brings me to the phenomenon of 

resonance in singing. 

Resonance 

 The vocal folds are musical vibrators, activated by air from the lungs. As the 

sound wave from the folds is produced, those vibrations set the air of the resonance 
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cavity, or the vocal tract, in motion, making it a secondary vibrator.  Unlike other 

instruments, the voice imposes its frequency on the resonator, which amplifies the sound 

produced by the vibrating vocal folds.  This amplification is the phenomenon of 

resonance. Barbara Doscher provides the following definition, saying, 

How is resonance defined? It is the relationship that exists between two 

vibrating bodies and results in an increase in amplitude and a more efficient use of 

the sound wave. Optimum resonance occurs when these two bodies are timed to 

the same frequency.85 

In the practice of singing, the primary vibrating body is the vocal folds as a single entity, 

set in motion by air from the lungs.  The secondary body is the space of the vocal tract, 

activated by the vocal folds.86  Unlike with man-made instruments, vocalists possess the 

ability to adjust the size and shape of their resonating tract. A voice teacher’s task is to 

acquaint the student with these factors and teach him or her how to tune the vocal tract in 

order to achieve the optimum sound quality.   

Vocal resonance is subject to the acoustical laws that pertain to cavities: 

1.) The larger the volume cavity, the lower the resonating frequency; the smaller the 

cavity, the higher the resonating frequency. 

2.) The longer and narrower the aperture, the lower the resonating frequency; for 

wider, flatter openings, the opposite is true. 
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3.) Soft walls encourage lower overtones; harder-textured walls emphasize the higher 

overtones. 

4.) In the vocal tract, coupling between resonators is achieved through the use of 

articulators (the tongue, the soft palate, the jaw, etc.)87 

The two principle resonating cavities employed in singing are the pharynx and the mouth.  

The pharynx is further divisible by sections, namely the naso-pharynx, the oral pharynx, 

and the laryngeal pharynx.88  Together, all of these areas, from the vocal folds to the lips 

of the mouth, make up the vocal tract.89  The term “chest resonance,” which has been 

used in the discussion of the belting technique, is descriptive of the pharyngeal vibrations 

that some singers feel when utilizing the chest register, but the thoracic cavity itself is not 

a resonating space.  Neither are the sinuses or the nose itself, in terms of “nasal 

resonance.90  Research indicates that sympathetic vibrations of bone and tissue in these 

areas are the result of varying configurations of the size and shape of the vocal tract.  

However, while they do not actually contribute to the production of the vocal sound, the 

sensations produced by sympathetic vibrations are used by the singer as a kinesthetic 

indicator of resonance balance.91  In other words, the vibrations within certain regions of 

the body help the singer “feel” the way the tone should sound.  By adjusting the 

placement of various articulators such as the tongue, the lips, the jaw, and the soft palate, 
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the resonating space can be tuned for optimum harmonic achievement.  For the teacher, 

this tuning can be done with the use and modification of various vowel sounds, which 

alters the position of the articulators, and thus the spaces created by those various 

positions.  

These adjustments are made in the effort to achieve what is called the singer’s 

formant frequency.  As stated above, formants are the concentrations of acoustic energy, 

resulting in the partials of the vocal tone that determine vowel differentiation, resonance 

balance, and vocal timbre.92  The singer’s formant is an acoustical phenomenon occurring 

in the area of 2500 to 3200 Hz, regardless of the particular vowel sound being used.93  

The defining characteristic of this formant is a ringing quality; it is in this area that a 

singer’s voice has the resonance necessary to carry over an orchestra, or fill an opera 

house without the aid of amplification.  In addition to the presence of the singer’s 

formant, the classical singer also strives to achieve “chiaroscuro.”  This is a term often 

found in visual arts treatises, literally indicating the presence of both light (chiaro) and 

dark (oscuro) qualities.  The same principle applies in the context of vocal timbre, 

specifically to the balance of acoustical strength present when there is an ideal 

distribution of lower and upper overtones.  Those overtones, of course, are clustered in 

formants.94 
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In the musical theater style of singing, the singer’s formant is not heavily 

emphasized.  The ringing quality that is so necessary in operatic halls is not as vocally 

relevant when singing in a Broadway theater with the assistance of amplification.  

Because of the microphone, musical theater has become much more about speech-based 

inflections; use of the whisper and even audible breath sounds are employed as part of the 

dramatic experience.95  The Broadway style, over the course of the century, has become 

less about beautiful singing than about drama.  While early 20th century musicals, like 

Show Boat, have moments that are all about beauty of tone, much of the later works for 

the popular stage involve using the voice in more character-driven, and therefore not 

necessarily attractive, ways.  An example is “Your Daddy’s Son,” from Ragtime (1998).  

Sung by Audra McDonald on the original cast recording, she begins the song as a lullaby. 

As the verses progress, however, she uses her voice to exhibit more and more distress, 

duplicating a wail of grief, and allowing her tone to become breathy at the end as her 

emotions finally culminate in both resignation and sorrow.  In addition to the story-telling 

aspect, there are several musicals that take their premise from a commercial musical 

style, such as Smokey Joe’s Café (1995) and Mamma Mia (2001).  The singers must use 

their voices to accurately represent the genre, or the famous characters associated with 

that genre.96  The musical Jersey Boys (2005) is a biographical account of Frankie Valli 

and the Four Seasons.  Valli has a notoriously unusual voice.  Therefore, it is crucial that 

the young actor playing the role onstage be able to convincingly replicate the resonant, 
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admittedly über-nasal falsetto that is so prominently featured in songs like “Big Girls 

Don’t Cry.”  Teenage singers might have an advantage in the area of adapting to different 

genres, since most adolescents are exposed to so many styles of popular music, not just in 

their music education, but in their private leisure time as well.  However, if voice students 

are fortunate enough to have the ability to mimic the nuances of various popular idioms, 

it is still the responsibility of the voice teacher to make sure they are doing so safely 

without stressing their voices.   

Musical theater voices have less ringing resonance than classical ones, and are 

dependent upon amplification to carry their voices to an audience.  Elsewhere, I 

mentioned the usage of nasal resonance in the mixed belt technique as a natural booster 

of resonance.  The same principle of chest resonance applies to nasal resonance.  While 

the nose and sinuses are not true resonance cavities, the singer can feel sympathetic 

vibrations in those areas.  Therefore, when employing a technique like the mixed belt, or 

seeking to produce a twang quality, the student must feel those sensations in the 

maxillary sinuses directly under the eyes and the upper sections of the cheeks.97  To 

clarify, nasal resonance is not the same thing as nasality.  Nasality is produced when 

speaking nasal consonants: /m/ and /n/.  Both of these sounds are produced with the soft 

palate in a relaxed position and the nasal port remaining open.98  This is why it is nearly 

impossible to say /m/ or /n/ when pinching the nostrils, or when incredibly congested. 

Nasality is necessary for these consonants, and for some unique sounds in the French 
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language.  But in the production of normal vowel phonation, it is indicative of a problem.  

Nasal resonance indicates forward placement; nasality indicates a thin, pinched sound 

that is unattractive at all turns.  It is a matter of syntax, and again, the perception of how 

‘nasal’ the voice appears is purely subjective.  The speech-inflected theater voice is 

driven by the text of the song, and diction is critical for communication.  Of course, the 

voice student should continue to pay attention to vowel formation, as the shape of the 

vowel also shapes the vocal tract.  This will assist in the voice’s carrying power, whether 

amplified or not.   

Vibrato 

 The presence of vibrato is perhaps the most obvious difference between classical 

technique and musical theater.  An operatic voice with consistent, prominent vibrato is 

easily distinguishable from a more pop-oriented voice, which may incorporate little to no 

vibrato.  Legitimate musical theater is the middle ground in this spectrum, meaning that a 

singer’s vibrato is neither extremely present, nor fully absent.99  Vibrato is a major 

defining characteristic of a voice’s unique and individual timbre. 

 Vibrato is the result of proper coordination between airflow and vocal fold 

approximation, determined by pitch fluctuation, variation of intensity, and number of 

undulations per second.100  A well-trained classical voice vibrates at about five to seven 

oscillations per second, and the pitch fluctuates to about a semitone on either side of the 
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mean frequency.  During each oscillation, the amplitude can fluctuate from anywhere 

between two and eight decibels, though the tendency remains at the lower end of the 

intensity spectrum. Straight-tone, which is heard often in early music as well as pop 

music of the 20th century, has an extremely narrow oscillatory rate, and can sometimes be 

perceived as slightly below pitch.101  Even in straight-tone singing, the tone is vibrating, 

however imperceptibly.  Vibratory pattern is one of the characteristics of singing that is 

dependent on historical period, style of music, and even the aesthetic and cultural 

preferences of certain countries.102   

 Vibrato varies tremendously from individual to individual, and it is frequently an 

issue with young singers, especially girls.  As both men and women experience a vocal 

change during puberty, vibrato is sometimes not immediately present.  When the vocal 

change does occur, young women tend to exhibit vibrato more frequently than young 

men; however, the stability of the vibrato is often questionable.  Many girls, especially 

those with high soprano voices, have a breathy, “fluttering” quality to their vibrato (if 

they have vibrato at all), which indicates uneven airflow and inefficient vocal-fold 

closure.  Breath coordination is therefore crucial to steady the natural vibrato of the vocal 

instrument.  Thanks to the tendency for many choral directors to insist upon straight tone 

singing in order to achieve a consistent, “pure” blending of many voices, students do not 

have many opportunities to work on evening out their vibrato in a classroom setting, 

apart from their private lessons. 
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 Musical theater is driven by the story; thus, its songs are driven by textual and 

emotional communication.  Vibrato can be utilized as a dramatic quality, even 

manipulated to communicate the desired feeling.  Oscar Kosarin describes the use of 

theatrical vibrato, saying, 

The singing actor, whether in opera, musical theater, or nightclubs, needs 

to be aware of the expressive power of the vibrato and of the variety of its 

uses…Intelligently and expressively used, vibrato is one of the most important 

means of communicating moods and feelings that the singer has.103    

Along the same lines, lack of vibrato is also a dramatic tool.  In the song “Mama, Look 

Sharp” from 1776 (1969), a young boy killed in battle imagines his mother searching for 

his body.  The song is frequently sung in straight-tone falsetto, which communicates a 

feeling of fear and unreality; it also helps to define the character’s innocence, as 

vibratoless voices are characteristic of young children.  Vibrato can be a profound 

illustration of characterization.  The character of Glinda in Wicked (2003) has moments 

of almost operetta-style singing with even, fluid vibrato; these usually occur as a vocal 

manifestation of her supposed superiority, snobbishness or, in later acts, “goodness.” 

Most appearances of vibrato in musical theater singing come near the release of 

sustained notes.  These notes are begun in straight tone, and the vibrato is gradually 

brought in.  Often employed towards the end of songs, vibrato heightens the intensity and 

                                                           
103  Kosarin, 87. 



 

51 

 

emotional climax of such notes.104  Examples of this technique can be heard in Idina 

Menzel’s “The Wizard and I” (Wicked), Linda Eder’s “A New Life” (Jekyll and Hyde, 

1997) and Marin Mazzie’s “Back to Before” (Ragtime, 1998).  However, young students 

must have a stable vibrato and the ability to produce it naturally and consistently, before 

they are able to make use of that quality for such dramatic purposes. 

Summary  

 The private voice teacher is responsible for teaching beginners the fundamentals 

of singing technique: proper breath control and alignment, stable laryngeal position, 

balanced resonance, and a steady, natural vibrato.  With these basic elements in place, the 

student can adapt himself or herself to singing many different styles of music, including 

the Broadway song.  By having the foundation of solid technique, they can have longer, 

viable vocal careers than singers who are untrained and persist in using stressful or 

hazardous vocal practices.  

 Technique must be practiced, and this is a major consideration in choosing a song.  

The next chapter will deal with repertoire selection, including song categories, musical 

style, and selected resources for song literature. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Selecting Musical Theater Repertoire 

 

 The previous chapter discussed vocal techniques in relation to both classical and 

musical theater styles of music. These techniques must of course be put into practical 

application with appropriate songs.  Finding songs for beginning students is a challenging 

task.  A teacher must consider skill level and vocal limitations, language, and the 

technical demands of a song when assigning repertoire to a young singer.  Musical 

theater repertoire is no less difficult to sift through.  While language may not factor in 

quite so heavily as with art songs, oratorio, or opera selections, the musical styles and 

vocal requirements of such variant styles are particularly important.  As previously 

mentioned, there are “legitimate” musicals, which draw upon the European operetta 

tradition of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.  These musicals have 

beautiful, singable melodies and require a vocal sound that is primarily from the head 

register.  Then there are the contemporary or “pop” musicals which are, of course, 

heavily influenced by modern genres such as rock, gospel, country, and blues.  These 

musicals not only require the more consistent use of the belt voice, but also sometimes 

necessitate the need for specialty singers who have extensive training in that particular 

style, such as soaring gospel numbers in Big River (1985). Fortunately, there is a wealth 

of Broadway songs from the past and present to choose from.  Songs are available for 

every voice type, with varying levels of ability.  David Craig reminds us that performers 
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with mediocre instruments will not be betrayed in more “pop-oriented” shows, while 

more vocally gifted singers can pursue the demanding scores of Sondheim shows like 

Sweeney Todd (1979) and A Little Night Music (1973).105  There is, quite literally, 

something for everyone when it comes to musical theater repertoire.   

 In addition, musical theater is readily accessible to a young singer, who may 

potentially feel a disconnection when singing antiquated art songs in foreign 

languages.106  Australian singer and teacher Jason Barry-Smith describes “feeling of 

distance…between the repertoire and where [the students] are in their lives, whereas the 

music theatre repertoire is far more immediate for them to deal with.”107  There is perhaps 

even more appeal for high school-aged singers, who are more inclined to listen to 

contemporary and popular musical styles in their day-to-day lives.   

 This chapter will discuss the main categories of stage song and their defining 

characteristics, for the purpose of choosing a song for the individual student.  I will also 

give an overview of the vocal literature and musical theater collections currently 

available to vocalists, and provide several examples of songs that can be useful teaching 

pieces at various levels of experience and technical ability. 
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Song Categories: The Ballad and the Up-Tempo 

 Musical theater songs can generally be divided into two categories: the ballad and 

the up-tempo piece.  The ballad is slow, usually romantic in nature, and is the showcase 

for both vocal competency and emotional interpretation.108  Examples of this sort of song 

include “If I Loved You” (Carousel, 1945), “This Nearly Was Mine” (South Pacific, 

1949), “So in Love” (Kiss Me, Kate, 1948) and the more recent “I Dreamed a Dream” 

(Les Misérables, 1987) and “Home” (Beauty and the Beast, 1994).  Each one of these 

examples is a pause in the action, in which the song serves as a musical expansion of the 

character’s feelings. The ballad generally serves the same purpose as a monologue in a 

play or an aria in an opera.   

 One incredibly popular example of a ballad is “On My Own” from Les 

Misérables. The character of Eponine suffers from unrequited love, and near the 

beginning of the musical’s second act, she wanders the streets lamenting her feelings for 

Marius.  In musically-similar verses, she quietly and happily pretends he is walking 

beside her and the world becomes beautiful, despite the rain and the darkness.  After the 

first two verses of fantasy, the bridge comes, along with a change of mood.  As the vocal 

line grows louder and higher, she remembers that he is not really there, and that he is 

oblivious to her feelings.  The bridge leads to a new key, and the musical material of the 

first verses is restated while Eponine muses that even though she loves him, she really 

has no one who cares about her and her life will go on without him.  After the climax, the 
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song finishes with the tri-fold insistence of “I love him,” followed by the cold hard truth: 

“But only on my own.” 

The other type of show tune requirement, the up-tempo piece, is defined by its 

name.  It is a fast song, often utilizing the belt voice.  While often more limited in vocal 

range than a ballad, up-tempo pieces are less about beautiful singing than about bringing 

diction and acting ability to the forefront.  The pitch and rhythm of an up-tempo song 

often require the use of “parlando” singing (from the Italian word parlare, meaning “to 

speak”), making the vocal quality closer to that of speech than an actual sung tone.109   In 

fact, many actors who have noticeable shortcomings when it comes to singing often adopt 

this style; the classic example of this type of performer is Rex Harrison of My Fair Lady 

(1956), who performs his patter songs with a parlando style, occasionally utilizing a 

genuine sung tone for emotional or textual effect, as in “Let a Woman in Your Life.”   

With their faster pace and large amount of text, up-tempos help advance the plot in some 

form, be it telling a background story, establishing character identity or character 

relationships, or expressing a conflict, frequently for comical effect.  Examples include 

“Love of My Life” (Brigadoon, 1947), “Getting Married Today” (Company, 1970), 

“Trouble in River City” (The Music Man, 1957), “Comedy Tonight” (A Funny Thing 

Happened on the Way to the Forum, 1962) and from the newer musicals, “Out Tonight” 

(Rent, 1996), “Schadenfreude” (Avenue Q, 2003), and “Crime of the Century” (Ragtime, 

1998).  These selections typify the high energy and fast-paced texts that are set forth in 
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up-tempo numbers, as well as demonstrating a tendency to have a set musical structure of 

verse and refrain.    

A well-known example of this type of song is “Popular,” from the musical Wicked 

(2003).  This song, sung by Glinda to her roommate and former adversary Elphaba (who 

later becomes the Wicked Witch of the West), is an illustration of young Glinda’s early 

characterization as well as the changing dynamic of their relationship.  The introductory 

section of music is almost a big run-on sentence, as Glinda admits a desire to want to help 

all the poor souls who are less fortunate than she is (“And let’s face it, who isn’t less 

fortunate than I?” she sings).  This segues into the refrain, which lists the ways Glinda 

will instruct her neophyte.  The music breaks into two verses between all the refrains.  

The first backpedals a bit, rapidly reminding Elphaba not to be offended by these 

suggestions for self-improvement, while the second verse, delivered expansively, is a 

reminder to all the unpopular slobs in the world to remember that the greatest heads of 

state or celebrities didn’t get to where they are by being smart or well-qualified.  After a 

moment of dialogue Elphaba leaves the scene abruptly, and the music of the verse comes 

back, rubato this time, as Glinda thinks of her friend’s exit.  “And though you protest 

your disinterest/ I know clandestinely…”  Then she slyly finishes the thought in the 

original tempo: “You’re gonna grin and bear it / your newfound popularity!”  With a few 

“lalalas” as she pats herself on the back, she then reminds the audience in a codetta 

phrase that Elphaba will be popular, “just not quite as popular as me.”  
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From these two classifications of Broadway song, the ballad and the up-tempo, 

the teacher and student must select repertoire that is appropriate to the singer’s current 

voice type, personality type, and even physical type.110  Voice type is the foremost 

concern, and the style of music contributes to this aspect of consideration.  A young 

coloratura soprano with a pure tone and a weaker lower register is better suited to 

selections from Phantom of the Opera (1986) than the rock-influenced Rent. Likewise, 

“Younger than Springtime” from South Pacific is more appropriate for a beginning tenor 

than “Soliloquy,” the lengthy arioso for bass-baritone from Carousel.  Personality type is 

also very important, particularly in “selling” a song.  An introverted, shy student might 

not be ready as an actor to perform a song from Cabaret (1966), or have the energy to 

convincingly portray a vivacious character like Lois/Bianca in Kiss Me Kate.  

Meanwhile, a more liberal-minded female singer could balk at the language and tongue-

in-cheek stereotypes described in Guinevere’s “Simple Joys of Maidenhood” (Camelot, 

1960), perhaps even refusing to learn the piece.  The third quality to consider is physical 

type, which in reality does play a large role in casting for musical theater productions.  

This is especially true in middle schools and high schools, where the entire age-range 

gamut is portrayed by teenagers.  It stands to reason that boys and girls with more weight 

or height might play older or more physically imposing characters, smaller students play 

youthful or child-like roles, and attractive students play the “attractive” characters, the 

ingénues and the romantic heroes.  Sometimes a character’s physical portrayal is the 
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central factor in casting.  Gaston, from Beauty and the Beast, must be tall (at least taller 

than the female lead and his clownish sidekick), attractive, and muscular, otherwise the 

character’s personality and the role he plays in the overall story does not make sense.  On 

the other side of the physicality issue, the character of Tracy Turnblad in Hairspray 

(2002) is required by the script to be of shorter stature and overweight; for this character 

to be played by a tall, slender actress would be detrimental and unrealistic in the context 

of the plot.  That being said, with the freedom of the studio, there is no reason a student 

cannot learn a song belonging to a role that is not physically suitable for them, and 

perform that song in a recital setting or some other venue, as long as they are vocally 

suited for that song.  They should be aware, however, of the actual unlikelihood of 

playing that role in a full-scale production, and should find a more appropriate song to 

perform in an audition setting. 

With regards to repertoire selections for middle school and high school-aged 

singers, it is important to consider age and venue-appropriateness of the song’s lyrics as 

well.  Parents in the audience of a student recital may be less than enthusiastic if a 13-

year-old seventh grader performs a racy song such as “Everybody’s Girl” ( Steel Pier, 

1997), which contains blatant sexual innuendo throughout every verse.  Likewise, songs 

containing strong language should be put aside until the student is no longer a minor.  

Such material would naturally be discouraged within both the public and private school 

systems; the private voice teacher should assume the same responsibility in one-on-one 

time outside the classroom.  If the school happens to choose a musical production that 
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might lean towards adult material, such as Cabaret or Rent, it would be feasible to coach 

the students on those songs within the voice studio.  It would then be the school’s 

responsibility to deal with the fallout, if any, from their choice of show.   

Sample Repertoire Choices for Varying Levels of Ability 

The following tables list sample repertoire choices for adolescent students with 

different levels of experience.  My designations of beginner, intermediate, and advanced 

are based on the student’s experience with private training and musical participation 

within their high school curriculum as much as age.  Obviously, the designations are for 

the particular age bracket of high school-aged students (13-18) and ability level; musical 

theater performers at the college level and beyond would be considered more advanced.  

The selection of songs must be based on the individual student’s abilities and limitations.  

A student with limited vocal training should not be given a rangy song like something 

from The Phantom of the Opera. However, it is not unheard of to give an exceptionally 

talented beginner a song from the intermediate or advanced lists, if the teacher deems 

their vocal technique sound enough to pursue it safely.   

Beginners: Students just begun their study of singing or have had up to one year of 

private training, or have never been in a chorus or musical before.  Many middle school 

students and high school freshman would fall in this category, as they begin to explore 

the musical opportunities offered in their secondary school.  Most of these songs are 

strophic, following a verse-refrain format with similar music used throughout, and the 
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ranges are fairly limited, usually within one octave.  These selections are also good 

choices for the beginning actor who is learning to express broad emotions while singing. 

 

The examples listed in the “mezzo/belter” category are songs that can be performed in 

either a belt or “legitimate” manner, depending on the preferences of the teacher and the 

student.  With their limited ranges, they are good tools for practicing the belt and making 

the transition between this register and the head voice even and consistent.  This can help 

Voice Type Ballad Examples Up-Tempo Examples 
Soprano “Someone to Watch Over Me,” (Oh 

Kay!, G. Gershwin, 1926) 
 
“Goodnight, My Someone” (The 
Music Man, M. Willson, 1957) 
 

“Many A New Day” (Oklahoma!, 
Rodgers/Hammerstein, 1943) 
 
“I Whistle a Happy Tune” (The King 
and I, Rodgers/Hammerstein, 1951) 

Mezzo/Belter “On My Own”(Les Misérables,  
Boublil, Kretzmer/Schönberg, 1987) 
 
“In My Own Little Corner” 
(Cinderella, Rodgers/Hammerstein, 
1957) 
 

“A Cock-Eyed Optimist” (South Pacific, 
Rodgers/Hammerstein, 1949) 
 
“There Won’t Be Trumpets” (Anyone 
Can Whistle, Sondheim, 1964) 

Tenor “Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney 
Todd, Sondheim, 1979) 
 
“High Flying Adored” (Evita, Lloyd 
Weber, 1979)  
 

“Kansas City” (Oklahoma!, Rodgers/ 
Hammerstein, 1943) 
 
“Wilkommen” (Cabaret, Kander/ Ebb, 
1966) 

Baritone “Try To Remember” (The Fantasticks, 
Schmidt/Jones, 1960) 
 
“More I Cannot Wish You” (Guys and 
Dolls, F. Loesser, 1950) 
 

“Ten Minutes Ago” (Cinderella, 
Rodgers/Hammerstein, 1957) 
 
“Surrey With the Fringe on Top” 
(Oklahoma!, Rodgers/Hammerstein, 
1943) 
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strengthen the Broadway sound and prepare the student for more difficult belting pieces, 

while not endangering the voice. 

 

Intermediates: Students have had one to two years of private training; participating in 

chorus and at least one school musical.  These songs are slightly more expansive in 

range; while the predominant tessitura is in the middle of the voice, often at least one or 

two high notes are present at climactic moments.  The form of the song is also more 

musically complex, perhaps through-composed or harmonically complicated. For 

example, “Green Finch and Linnet Bird” has a recurring motif in the vocal line, but the 

melody is constantly changing into something different, thereby avoiding a strophic form. 

Additionally, the text is lengthy and the song lacks a consistent refrain.  For students 

interested in acting challenges, these songs would be ideal preparation for auditions at the 

community theater level.  “Adelaide’s Lament,” for example, can provide an opportunity 

for a female singer to not only show off her belt register, but also try out a character 

voice, as the character of Adelaide is often portrayed with a whiny or nasal quality and a 

broadly expressive approach to the comedy of her song.  
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Voice Type Ballad Examples Up-Tempo Examples 
Soprano “My White Knight” (The Music Man, 

M. Willson, 1957) 
 
“If I Loved You” (Carousel, 
Rodgers/Hammerstein, 1945) 
 

“Much More” (The Fantasticks, 
Schmidt/Jones, 1960) 
 
“Green Finch and Linnet Bird” (Sweeney 
Todd, Sondheim, 1979) 
 

Mezzo/Belter “Tell Me on a Sunday” (Song and 
Dance, Lloyd Weber, 1982) 
 
“What I Did For Love” (A Chorus 
Line, M. Hamlisch/E. Kleban, 1975) 
 

“The Saga of Jenny” (Lady in The Dark, 
K. Weill, 1941) 
 
“Adelaide’s Lament” (Guys and Dolls, F. 
Loesser, 1950) 

Tenor “Younger Than Springtime” (South 
Pacific, Rodgers/Hammerstein, 1949) 
 
“On The Street Where You Live” (My 
Fair Lady, Lerner/Loewe, 1956) 

“You’ve Got to be Carefully Taught” 
(South Pacific, Rodgers/Hammerstein, 
1949) 
 
“Miracle of Miracles” (Fiddler on the 
Roof, J. Bock, 1964) 

Baritone “Dulcinea” (Man of La Mancha, M. 
Leigh, 1965) 
 
“Stars” (Les Misérables, Boublil, 
Kretzmer/ Schönberg, 1987) 

“Where is The Life That Late I Led?” 
(Kiss Me, Kate, C. Porter, 1948) 
 
“Luck be a Lady Tonight” (Guys and 
Dolls, F. Loesser, 1950) 
 

 

Advanced: Students have had 3-4 years of private training; participated in chorus and/or 

two or more musicals, perhaps with solos or leading roles. The ranges in these songs can 

be expansive with extreme high notes, and vocal training, laryngeal stability and 

maturity, and musicianship must be solid in order to sing these songs well. The selections 

below provide acting challenges as well as vocal ones.  These songs are also good 

choices for college auditions or competitions, for the serious performer who hopes to 

have a career in musical theater, or at least participate in productions outside of their high 

school education.  
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Voice Type Ballad Examples Up-Tempo Examples 
Soprano “Think of Me” (The Phantom of the 

Opera, Lloyd Weber, 1986) 
 
“You’ll Never Walk Alone” (Carousel, 
Rodgers/Hammerstein, 1945) 
 
“Your Daddy’s Son” (Ragtime, S. 
Flaherty, 1998) 
 

“Art is Calling For Me” (The 
Enchantress, V. Herbert, 1911) 
 
“Vanilla Ice Cream” (She Loves Me, 
J. Bock, 1963) 
 
“This Place is Mine” (Phantom, M. 
Yeston, 1991) 
 

Mezzo/Belter “Never Never Land” (Peter Pan, M. 
Charlap, J. Styne, 1954) 
 
“I’d Give My Life For You” (Miss 
Saigon, Boublil, Maltby/Schönberg, 1991) 
 
“Just a Housewife” (Working, S. 
Schwartz, 1978) 
 

“The Miller’s Son” (A Little Night 
Music, Sondheim, 1979) 
 
“Diva’s Lament” (Spamalot, E. 
Idle/J. Du Prez, 2005) 
 
“Rose’s Turn” (Gypsy, J. 
Styne/Sondheim, 1959) 
 

Tenor “Bring Him Home” (Les Misérables, 
Boublil, Kretzmer/ Schönberg, 1987) 
 
“Mama, Look Sharp” (1776,  S. 
Edwards,1969) 
 
“Maria” (West Side Story, Bernstein/ 
Sondheim, 1957)  
 

“Sit Down, You’re Rockin’ the 
Boat” (Guys and Dolls, F. Loesser, 
1950) 
 
“Where I Want to Be” (Chess, B. 
Ulvaeus, B. Andersson, 1988) 
 
“Barrett’s Song” (Titanic, M. 
Yeston, 1997) 
 

Baritone “This Nearly Was Mine” (South Pacific, 
Rodgers/ Hammerstein, 1949)  
 
“Soliloquy” (Carousel, Rodgers/ 
Hammerstein, 1945) 
 
“The Impossible Dream” (Man of La 
Mancha, M. Leigh, 1965) 

“In Praise of Women” (A Little 
Night Music, Sondheim, 1979) 
 
“The Sadder But Wiser Girl” (The 
Music Man, M. Willson, 1957) 
 
“C’est Moi” (Camelot, Lerner/ 
Loewe, 1960) 
 

 

 The examples mentioned above are just a sample of the hundreds of musical 

theater songs available for performers.  I have endeavored to list examples in each skill 

level that the average adolescent singer would be able to reasonably perform with a 
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foundation in the classical vocal technique.  Therefore, these are some of the more 

mainstream styles of music represented on the Broadway stage.  Songs heavily 

influenced by rock, gospel, and other genres are not included here; such works can only 

be attempted by a few select vocalists who have the ability to perform such genres, or 

have vocal instructors who are experienced in training those types of voices.   

Vocal Literature 

 Once the right song is selected, the next step is finding the music.  Aside from the 

actual scores and “highlights” collections for individual shows, there are several excellent 

anthologies and compilations available.  The most popular ones are the Singer’s Musical 

Theatre Anthology series from Hal Leonard publishers.111  To date, there are five 

volumes for each voice type (soprano, mezzo/alto/belter, tenor, and baritone/ bass), as 

well as two books of Broadway duets.  The songs, collected and edited by Richard 

Walters, range from beginning to advanced ability levels.  These books can be purchased 

alone or with CD accompaniments for rehearsal or performance needs.  Selections span 

the history of musical theater, including a few operetta standards by Weill, Herbert, and 

Gilbert and Sullivan.  More recent musicals from the 21st century are represented in later 

volumes, as well as songs specifically written for film versions of these shows and 

Disney animated movies.  Some songs appear in more than one volume, allowing for 

                                                           
111   Richard Walters, ed.  The Singer’s Musical Theatre Anthology, (Milwaukee: Hal 
Leonard: 2007).  To date, there are five volumes for each voice type: soprano, mezzo-
soprano/belter, tenor, and baritone/bass, as well as the two duet volumes.  The first 
publication the first volumes of this anthology appeared in 1991, with the most recent 
reissuing in 2007. 
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different keys to be available. For example, some of Maria’s songs from The Sound of 

Music (1959) appear in both soprano and mezzo volumes.  The role was originated on the 

Broadway stage by Mary Martin, a mezzo, but immortalized onscreen in 1965 by Julie 

Andrews, a legitimate soprano.  Therefore, these songs have been made available in 

different keys for both vocal categories to perform.  There are also more obscure titles to 

be found in these volumes.  For example, Evening Primrose (1966) is a Sondheim 

musical originally written as a teleplay for a brief network series called Stage 67.  Only 

one recording exists of most of the music, performed by Mandy Patinkin and Bernadette 

Peters.  But a simple love song from the show, “Take Me to the World,” is included in 

Volume Two for Soprano. 

 Other collections of Broadway songs geared especially to young singers are the 

Teen’s Musical Theatre Collection and the Musical Theatre Anthology for Teens, both 

compiled by Louise Lerch.  Both are available through Hal Leonard, and come with CD 

accompaniments.  There is a women’s edition and a men’s edition for both publications, 

and the Anthology also has a volume of duets.  The Musical Theatre Collection offers the 

classic Broadway standards, from Rodgers and Hammerstein to early Lloyd Weber, as 

well as some Disney songs.112  The Musical Theatre Anthology for Teens were released 

in 2001, so this collection contains some more contemporary examples of show tunes, 

                                                           
112  Louise Lerch, ed.  The Teen’s Musical Theatre Collection, (Milwaukee: Hal Leonard, 
2001). 
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including songs from Rent and Jekyll & Hyde (1997), as well as the standards from the 

‘40s, ‘50s, and ‘60s.113 

 The First Book of Broadway Solos, edited by Joan Boytim and published by Hal 

Leonard, is geared more toward singers performing musical theater in a strictly classical, 

“legitimate” fashion.114  There are four volumes, one for each voice type (soprano, 

mezzo, tenor, and baritone/bass), and come with CD accompaniments.  The belt voice is 

not approached in these volumes.  Only the popular musical theater standards from the 

golden age of Broadway are found in this collection.  The emphasis with this collection is 

allowing young singers to sing familiar songs without compromising their classical 

technique.  This is acceptable for those students who would like to improve their voices 

and perhaps have a solo to sing in a choral variety show.  However, those students who 

are serious about performance and having a career in the theater will need to explore 

other areas of the Broadway repertoire that this collection does not feature.    

 Those career-minded students who venture to do community and professional 

theater auditions often find that they must demonstrate their full vocal and acting ability 

within the span of a sixteen-bar excerpt.  Rather than hastily attempt to make cuts and 

splice together an appropriate musical passage that the audition pianist may not be able to 

decipher, a resource is available to the singer called The 16-Bar Theatre Audition, edited 

                                                           
113  Ibid., Musical Theatre Anthology for Teens, (Milwaukee: Hal Leonard, 2004). 
114  Joan Boytim, ed.  First Book of Broadway Solos, (Milwaukee: Hal Leonard, 2001). 
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by Michael Dansicker.115  There are four available volumes and they cover the newer 

Broadway and Off-Broadway musicals as well as the classic standards.  Each volume 

contains one hundred sixteen-bar excerpts, including belt selections, that demonstrate the 

voice at fullest potential, and the extensive variety allows for there to be something for 

singers at just about every level of experience. 

Summary  

 The selection of repertoire is an important aspect of vocal instruction, whether the 

chosen song is a classical art song or a show tune.  When teaching young, beginning 

singers, a musical theater song in English can be just as valuable as one of the standard 

twenty-four Italian arias for technical work, including legato phrasing, breath control, and 

basic musicality.116  The goal is to ensure the young singer approaches singing more 

popular repertoire with a sound and safe technique, and does not engage in potentially 

damaging activities like over-pushing, excessive loudness or glottal attacks, and carrying 

the belt voice too high.  As long as these unhealthy practices can be avoided with the 

supervision of the teacher, there is no reason a student cannot successfully sing a musical 

theater piece and have it be a benefit to their overall vocal technique.  In addition, with 

                                                           
115  Michael Dansicker, ed.  The 16-Bar Theatre Audition: 100 Songs Excerpted for 
Successful Auditions, (Milwaukee: Hal Leonard, 2004). 
116  The Twenty-Six Italian Songs and Arias anthology series, issued in 1991 by Alfred 
Publishing and edited by John Glenn, contains much of the same content as 1992’s 
familiar yellow-bound Twenty-Four Italian Songs and Arias anthologies from G. 
Schirmer Publishing.  However, the former contains Baroque era-appropriate 
accompaniments, as well as the additional benefits of IPA pronunciation guides, 
historical context, and word-for-word translations.  
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the variety of editions and anthologies available to the private voice teacher, there is an 

even greater possibility of finding an appropriately arranged song to fit just about any 

voice type and skill level.   
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Chapter Four 

 

Review of Literature 

 

 The literature that discusses the teaching of contemporary genres, including 

musical theater techniques, has expanded in recent years, as these genres have become 

increasingly popular with developing vocalists.  Yet there are few books and articles on 

the specific subject of teaching musical theater styles.  These references often include 

complicated debates on the benefits and pitfalls of the belting process, which has led to 

that particular issue becoming the defining point of contention as to whether teachers 

approach musical theater repertoire with their students or not.  One thing that has 

changed is the increased use of computer technology in voice study.  Studies utilizing 

state-of-the-art otolaryngological and spectrographic software have revolutionized the 

understanding of the vocal folds and how they move and react.  Using such new scientific 

tools, one can visually determine the toll improper vocal habits (such as the incorrect use 

of the belt voice) can have on the folds and the development of adolescent larynxes that 

participate in such vocal practices.  However, even with the growing interest in musical 

theater technique shown by this current, technology-savvy generation of vocal 

pedagogues, there is still a surprising dearth of material on the subject of teaching 

Broadway repertoire to high school students as a supplement to classical training.   
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 The literature review will be divided into two sections.  First, I will discuss the 

books and materials that address the pedagogical aspects of musical theater vocal 

techniques.  This will include a brief introduction to the literature addressing the 

pedagogy of classical singing, in order to explore the current methods and opinions of 

teaching proper technique in both musical styles to young voices.  The second section 

will examine the literature that surrounds performing non-classical repertoire and the 

effects this particular genre has on the vocal cords.  In this section I will also address the 

new technology that allows us to actually see the vocal folds at rest and in action.  This 

has become immensely helpful in determining whether an individual’s folds are vibrating 

normally or are compromised, either by improper technique such as extensive breathiness 

or forceful glottal attack, or by the presence of pathology such as a contact ulcer or 

nodule.  Together these two sections will provide an overview of both the practical 

pedagogical resources currently available to teachers on the subject of musical theater 

techniques and the active research being done to supplement those resources. 

Teaching Musical Theater from a Classical Background 

Before discussing musical theater, I would first like to briefly examine the sources 

available on classical pedagogy, and specifically what that material says on teaching 

adolescent singers.  Pedagogues have varying opinions regarding the young, immature 

larynx.  For example, how young is too young to begin classical training?  Barbara 

Doscher (1994) devotes a small page to discussing the young voice, specifically “junior 

high school and high school voices,” which covers the age group between 11-19 years of 
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age.117  Doscher cautions about the limited endurance of the adolescent voice, and the 

irregularity of muscle development which accounts for much of the instability common in 

both males and females during the onset of puberty.  Even after puberty ends, the voice 

continues to mature.  Richard Miller (2004), in Solutions for Singers, answers specific 

questions geared to teaching the adolescent singer, such as addressing breathiness in 

young females.  One of the appendices also provides repertoire suggestions for beginning 

students, though he does not recommend much musical theater outside of simple pieces 

included in suggested source collections.  He says, 

Although I have not had a great deal of experience in teaching very young 

voices, I can confidently affirm that breath-management techniques based on 

natural processes are applicable to singers of all age groups.  Onset and agility 

exercises (the foundation stones for building the appoggio) can be used with 

children in either individual or group situations just as readily as with grownups… 

Of course, range extremes, registration factors, and extended periods of 

instruction are delayed.  A child deserves the same genuineness of information as 

other people do.  The style of presentation must be adapted to appeal to young 

minds, but the content must remain solid.118 

                                                           
117  Barbara M. Doscher, The Functional Unity of the Singing Voice (London: Scarecrow 
Press, 1994), 241.  
118  Richard Miller, Solutions for Singers: Tools for Teachers and Performers (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 208-209, 263-271. 
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Miller takes great care to note that the basic premise of vocal teaching applies to even the 

youngest of students.   Of course, one would not expect a nine-year-old child to make the 

same sort of sound as a seasoned singer in his or her thirties, nor should they expect such 

a thing.  However, what the child lacks in volume, range, and maturity of timbre, he or 

she can make up for in consistent breath support and resonance. 

Much of the existing pedagogic literature specializing in contemporary vocal 

styles is geared to college-level students and teachers, working in some of the burgeoning 

musical theater programs in universities throughout the country.  Many private studio 

teachers approach musical theater no differently than their operatic or art song literature, 

but with little or no understanding of pedagogic or stylistic differences resulting from the 

music’s unique demands of the voice.  Karen Hall (2007) reveals the need for instructors 

with a classical background to adapt their teaching techniques to suit the peculiar 

demands of popular show tune repertoire.  There is also widespread confusion regarding 

definitions of music theater terms.119  Hall further expounds on her research in her 

doctoral dissertation from Columbia University (2006) with a paper structured as a 

teaching guide for classical voice teachers, providing some basic guidelines for musical 

theater instruction.  The two-part guide focuses on describing musical theater pedagogy 

and comparing it stylistically to classical singing, and also provides listening examples 

                                                           
119  Karen Hall, “Music Theater and Classical Singing: at Odds Personally and 
Professionally,” Journal of Singing 63, no. 5 (2007): 569-572. 
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and introductory repertoire for each music theater voice type.120  While targeted toward 

teachers of singing, Hall’s guide does not fully address the issues surrounding the training 

of adolescent voices that may or may not have had an extensive background in classical 

singing to begin with. 

Arabella Hong-Young (2003) provides an outline of beginner, intermediate, and 

advanced musical theater singing technique in Singing Professionally: Studying Singing 

for Singers and Actors.  The section for beginning theatrical singers examines breath 

support, voice placement as the range ascends and descends, placement of the chest voice 

and belting, and strengthening the middle register in the classical or “legitimate” voice.121  

This is one of the rare resources that actually draws a connection from musical theater 

technique to classical technique, allowing for the possibility of ready adaptation from one 

medium to the other.  Donna Sotto-Morettini (2006), on the other hand, starts her book, 

Popular Singing: A Practical Guide to: Pop, Jazz, Rock, Country and Gospel, from a pop 

artist’s point of view.  While not specifically about singing musical theater, the styles 

addressed in the book are many of the same ones present on the melting pot that is the 

contemporary Broadway stage, such as gospel, rock, R&B, and country.  The discussion 

of the various vocal qualities (twang, belt, etc.) implemented in popular singing, as well 

as suggestions for exploring these qualities in one’s own voice, make this a sort of do-it-

                                                           
120  Karen Hall, “Music theater vocal pedagogy and styles: an introductory teaching guide 
for experienced classical singing teachers,” (New York: Columbia University, 2006).   
121 Arabella Hong-Young, Singing Professionally: Studying Singing for Singers and 
Actors (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2003). 
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yourself guide, rather than the potential textbook for a seminar in contemporary 

performance practice.122   

Other sources address the hybrid of the singer-actor, bringing musical 

interpretation as well as vocal production to the forefront of the performer’s training.  

Oscar Kosarin (1983) actually engages in the “legitimate versus pop sound” debate in 

musical theater, stating, “Both the legitimate and the popular singer need to have 

technical command over their vocal apparatus; both are primarily concerned with human 

values and the expression of those values and try to communicate to the listener the 

unique, personal thoughts and feelings that the song evolves in them.”123  He also 

includes suggested exercises in phrasing, diction, movement, and lyric and interpretive 

analysis in the chapters.  Many of these exercises, such as those for breathing and neck 

and shoulder tension, are used in the average voice studio.  But there is also a great deal 

of emphasis on song interpretation and how the emotion of acting affects voice 

production.  Gillyanne Kayes (2004) approaches the musical theater form with a more 

pedagogical viewpoint, giving diagrams for the various positions of the larynx 

experienced when producing those aforementioned pop qualities like belt and twang, and 

providing exercises to achieve those laryngeal positions.  She includes “opera quality” in 

her discussion of the various qualities of voice, though she differentiates between the 

operatic timbre and the legitimate musical theater sound, maintaining that the latter is 

                                                           
122  Donna Soto-Morettini, Popular Singing: A Practical Guide to : Pop, Jazz, Blues, 
Rock, Country, and Gospel (London: A & C Black, 2006). 
123  Oscar Kosarin, The Singing Actor: How to Be a Success in Musical Theater and 
Nightclubs (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1983), 76. 
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rooted in the “cry quality.”  While similar to the operatic sound, Kayes asserts that the 

larynx is slightly higher in this quality. 124 This is what gives a legitimate theater voice its 

ability to hit higher notes, and yet not possess the timbre and extensive vibrato of an 

opera singer.  For an untrained voice, especially a high voice, the cry quality is often the 

natural default sound; a fourteen-year-old soprano is able to naturally produce a sound 

much closer to that of Judy Kuhn’s voice than of Renee Fleming’s.  As vocal maturity 

and technical improvement develop, the sound naturally evolves, and the more 

experienced singer can produce either a theatrical sound or a real operatic sound as their 

repertoire demands. 

In most of the pedagogic literature detailing the basics of proper classical 

technique, there is usually at least a paragraph devoted to musical theater, or to be more 

specific, the belt voice.  Likewise, the information regarding the teaching of adolescent 

singers is touched upon, but not expansively.  This is observable in both the Miller and 

the Doscher resources.  Older adolescents are easily capable of receiving the same 

technical information as beginning college students; the younger teens, especially boys in 

the pre-pubescent vocal stage, may need a slightly modified approach to their singing of 

both classical and contemporary music, given the instability of their instrument at the 

moment.   

 

 
                                                           
124   Gillyanne Kayes, Singing and the Actor (London: A & C Black, 2004), 153-159. 
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Spectrographic Research Utilizing Musical Theater Techniques 

 With the recent advent of naso-pharyngoscopy and spectrographic software, 

which provides a visual image of the larynx, more studies have been developed to 

examine the action of the vocal folds in various forms of use. The visual component has 

added a new dimension to the understanding of the voice over the past dozen years or so; 

therefore, it allows for a clearer, more thorough, comparison of musical theater and 

classical singing. In one such study, Björkner, Sundberg, Cleveland, and Stone examined 

the variant vocal registers females use when singing music theater styles.  The goal was 

to identify voice source and subglottic pressure resulting from that source production, the 

study said, because 

In classical singing, the head register is mainly used by the singer, whereas 

in nonclassical styles, like pop, jazz, and blues, chest register is more common.  

The repertoire in musical theater, on the other hand, demands an excellent control 

of both registers… Knowledge and better descriptions of [subglottal pressure] and 

the register function in the female singing voice should therefore be valuable in 

vocal training and therapy.125  

The language of this excerpt is misleading: we discussed in chapter one that the 

distinctive quality of belting results from carrying the speaking register into the upper 

middle voice, not the chest register.  Though it is true that musical theater requires a 

                                                           
125   Eva Björkner, et al., “Voice Source Differences Between Registers in Female 
Musical Theater Singers.”  Journal of Voice 20, no. 2 (2006): 187-197. 
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seamless vocal blend of chest and head registers, the same is also true for both pop and 

classical idioms.  Therefore, the authors’ vocabulary is oversimplified, as these writers 

are primarily voice scientists and not singers or pedagogues. The participants in the study 

were women between the ages of 17 and 43, all with classical backgrounds.  The results 

reveal that modification of subglottal pressure and glottal adduction is present during the 

change from one register to another.  This demonstrates the need for female singers to 

develop significant control over the musculature involved in respiration and phonation, to 

enable a seamless switch between chest and head voice.  The study’s youngest participant 

was 17 years old; though her voice would not be fully mature until her late twenties, she 

had passed the age of puberty, and had training in both musical theater and classical 

singing.  Additional research would be beneficial to see the register shift in younger 

females who have only just begun honing their solo voice.   

Further examination of the female belt voice was done by Scott McCoy (2007), 

using an electroglottograph . His participants were also considered “adults,” ranging in 

age from 17 to 38 years old.  The study found that in 75% of the subjects belted with 

closed quotients, meaning the amount of time the glottis is closed during each vibratory 

cycle.  McCoy also speculated as to the source of the brightness, or “twangy” quality 

found in the belt voice, giving three possibilities: a.) the narrowing of the pharynx, b.) a 

shortened vocal tract with a narrow vowel sound or slight elevation of the larynx, or c.) a 
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high ratio for the closed glottis, which produces a glottal buzz in the high harmonics, 

giving them higher amplitude.126 

Beverly Smith-Vaughn’s dissertation on the impact of certain singing styles on 

the laryngeal tension of adolescent singers (2007) includes musical theater in its 

parameters of discussion.  The vocal folds of 20 students aged 11-17 were studied in 

motion to determine the tension found in certain vocal activities.  The classical style was 

shown to demonstrate the least amount of tension when measuring supraglottic activity, 

while gospel singing and musical theater showed more compression.  This results from 

elevating the larynx and then thickening the vocal folds.  However, other parameters like 

mucosal wave, amplitude, and vertical level of vocal fold approximation showed no 

significant difference between any of the three styles.127  While specifically addressing 

the vocal production of both male and female adolescent singers, the paper as whole is 

more focused on the negative side effects that can result from improper vocal use, though 

avoiding those negative effects are, or should be, the primary concern for a voice teacher.  

Smith-Vaughn cautions teachers not to push the physical limitations of a young larynx, 

but does not give suggestions or technique advice to circumvent the development of 

vocal fold tension.   

                                                           
126   Scott McCoy, “A Classical Pedagogue Explores Belting.”  Journal of Singing 63, no. 
5 (2007): 545-549. 
127   Beverly Smith-Vaugh, “The Impact of Singing Styles on Tension in the Adolescent 
Voice.”  (Greensboro: University of North Carolina at Greensboro, 2007).   
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Modern spectrographic research is still very much in its infancy.  Between that 

fact and the relatively limited parameters of the available studies, there is still a great deal 

that is unknown about the larynx and singing in general.  More studies on the effects of 

contemporary singing must be done with adolescent participants (ages 11 to 18 years) in 

order to evaluate and understand the effects of such singing on an undeveloped voice.  

Are there significant laryngeal differences between classical singing and musical theater 

singing in a voice that is basically untrained or in the process of beginning their training?  

Would these differences be present if the teacher approached both genres with the same 

technical basis?  Hopefully, the answers to these questions will be available in the near 

future.  Then, combined with the growing literature on working with adolescent singers, 

the subject of musical theater instruction will seem less foreboding and mysterious. 

Summary 

 Popular musical theater as we know it is still a fairly new genre, only becoming 

prominent in the last 50 years or so.  Musical theater degree programs that specialize in 

the teaching of this genre are even more recent, the oldest ones developing at universities 

and colleges in the past 20 years.  With such a “young” field of study, and one that is a 

melting pot of contemporary musical styles, there is understandably more information to 

be learned, not only about the changing demands of the voice, but also teaching the 

musical theater style.  In addition, more needs to be written addressing the use of the 

mixed belt as a viable vocal technique.  Teachers should know, for example, how to 

instruct their students to effectively produce a mixed belt register.   
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Further research is needed on the effects of the teaching of popular music to 

adolescent voices, especially in comparison to classical choral singing.  After all, these 

two ways of using the voice are the ones most commonly encountered within the 

educational system: performing in high school musicals and participation in high school 

choirs.  Students in this age range have their own unique set of advantages and problems, 

and it would be beneficial to pedagogues to have more literature that discusses these 

issues.  Additionally, as the various technological tools become more readily available to 

studio teachers, immediate biofeedback of vocal production can help in the growth of a 

proper singing technique, as well as expedite the recognition of vocal problems and their 

resolutions. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Conclusions 

 

 The aim of this treatise is to encourage the teaching of musical theater to high 

school vocalists and to provide vocal instructors with the tools to approach that 

instruction with the same foundational elements as with beginning classical singing. It 

also provides teachers with appropriate repertoire choices. In my first chapter, I explained 

the important role the belt voice plays in defining this genre, and how the physicality of 

that technique can be problematic when used incorrectly or to the extreme in a young 

voice.  I addressed some of the most serious vocal pathologies that can arise from 

improper singing or speech habits.  While these disorders are directly related to the 

misuse of the voice, they are treatable should they occur, but also entirely preventable.  

For high school students, who often do not consider their vocal habits on a day-to-day 

basis (examples include shouting at sporting events, talking loudly with peers, and of 

course, improper singing, whether inside the choir room, their cars, or in their own 

homes), this emphasis on proper use of the voice is beneficial even for those who do not 

plan to sing in a professional capacity. 

The mixed belt is a reasonable substitute for the traditional belt, as it carries less 

risk.  By having the larynx only slightly elevated and keeping the sound resonating in the 

mask and pharynx, the resulting voice quality is still strong and brilliant, but without 
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being forced or pushed such as with the true belt.  Using the mixed belt also allows for 

easier transitioning back and forth to the classical, or legitimate, head voice.  Of course, 

the primary concern with any singer is the safety and preservation of the voice, and the 

mixed belt lessens the risk of vocal injury.  I say “lessens” and not “prevents,” because 

as with any vocal behavior, overuse can have negative results, as can using this 

technique in conjunction with other bad habits, such as singing in extreme ranges or 

shouting, which this demographic tends to do.  By teaching a mixed technique, not only 

will the young singer be using their voice in a safe manner, they will also be able to 

make that connection between the classical sound and the theatrical sound without 

compromising their technical foundations to achieve those sounds. 

Resonance and laryngeal position are the main factors that separate the belt voice 

from the classical voice, and it is the mixed belt that is the compromise between the two.  

Instead of pushing the larynx up and holding it at an unusually high level as the voice 

travels up the middle range, the mixed belt allows for the larynx to be elevated but 

comfortably relaxed, able to subtly move according to register changes.  The resonance 

of the mixed belt, as mentioned, occurs in the pharynx and nasal cavity, and allows for 

more brightness and overtones than the thin, pressed sound of the true belt.  As described 

in chapter two, the main technical elements of singing remain the same between classical 

and Broadway sounds.  Breathing is still a paramount issue, as it is the element that sets 

the vocal cords in vibratory motion to start with, and maintaining an effective cycle of 

breath should be the first area addressed with beginning students.  Proper breath support 
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is the key to sound technique and it is that support that will help them project their voices 

in a theater.  Along with breath, the singing posture is an important factor in both the 

classical and the Broadway style.  The main difference is the amount of movement and 

the extra demands made on a performer’s body in musical theater.  Choreography during 

musical numbers can alter the ideal singing posture, as well as causing the singer to use 

up more air than singing in a fixed position would.  The alignment of the body will 

thusly affect the breathing and vice versa, so the singer must maintain an expanded 

ribcage, loose neck, and elongated spine throughout their stage movements to allow the 

lungs to fill more readily on inhalation.  Floor exercises, as well as singing while moving 

around in the studio, allow the student to practice what the expanded ribcage and 

appoggio feels like, and he or she can subsequently learn how their breath is affected by 

extra physical activity and changes in posture.   

 While sound technique is being taught in the studio, the student must have the 

proper repertoire with which to practice that technique.  In the third chapter I discussed 

the two main types of show tune, the up-tempo and the ballad, and their respective 

qualities.  The up-tempo song is fast, text-driven, and often lies in the speech range, while 

the ballad is slower, more emotionally driven, and more melodically expansive.  Both 

types of song provide particular vocal challenges to the singer, from articulation of 

diction to breath support and vibrato control over long phrases, as well as acting 

challenges.  I cite some examples that best illustrated these qualities, choosing from more 

recent productions and as well as the popular classic staples, and arranged them 
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according voice type and the student’s level of ability.  It was my goal to provide at least 

two pieces that “defined” the song type for beginning and intermediate students.  For 

advanced students who may wish to audition for productions outside of their school or 

major in musical theater studies in college, I offered three illustrative choices.  Of course, 

my selections are only a small representation of the available song literature.  Therefore, 

in my discussion of repertoire, I also give a brief overview of the available collections 

and vocal anthologies where these songs and more can be found.  The song choice should 

play to a student’s strengths (for example, a soprano with a great high range singing 

Phantom of the Opera or Gilbert and Sullivan heroines) as well as challenge him or her 

(for example, learning the rhythmic and melodic complexities of Sondheim).  

Additionally, of course, the student should be able to “act” the song, not just sing it, and 

the selections I provide offer students a range of acting challenges. 

 As evidenced in the literature review, there is not a great deal of material that 

deals with the teaching of musical theater to high school students specifically.  In 

addition, the ongoing research on the effects of contemporary musical styles on the 

larynx (especially the female larynx) has changed how we as teachers understand the 

singer’s voice. However, the subjects of that research have predominantly been adults.  

While significant laryngeal maturation does occur after puberty, little has been done to 

study the effects of the Broadway sound on the larynx during those developmental years 

of adolescence.  How does the young voice react to learning musical theater techniques?  

Moreover, how significant are the laryngeal variations between beginning musical theater 
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singing and beginning classical singing in an untrained voice?  Does the male belt voice 

truly exist, and if so, what happens in the vocal folds when a male produces a belt sound?  

The answers to these questions will come eventually, especially as contemporary musical 

styles, including musical theater, become more indelibly part of the pedagogical 

environment, and therefore, part of the private voice studio.   

 Musical theater is a wonderful tool to aide in the training of young singers.  Under 

the careful supervision of the studio teacher, I argue that the benefits of teaching this 

genre outweigh the negatives.  The classical approach is important in setting up the 

framework for the singing technique.  The accessibility of musical theater and its 

prevalence in the form of high school musicals will be a cornerstone of the voice 

student’s development in performance, while additionally teaching them valuable lessons 

in interpretation, musicality, and seamlessly transitioning between vocal registers.  The 

Broadway song has much to offer pedagogically to the developing singer. 
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