
Conducting Techniques  - HU2015                  Pre-Test 

1) What is my primary responsibility as a director? (One word please)_____________________ 

2) My personal philosophy as a director:  I direct because_______________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

3) The mission for my men/women: (What do you want your chorus to experience on a weekly 
basis?) ________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

4) What are my strengths as a director?_____________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

5) What are my weaknesses as a director?___________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

6) Personal Assessment (“There are no bad choruses, only bad conductors” -RS): 
a) How often do you refine you skills as a teacher and conductor? 
b) How often do I listen to recordings of choruses outside of barbershop? 
c) How often do I observe other conductors? 
d) How many resources (books, videos, etc.) do I own? 
f) On a scale of 1-5 how am I as a: 

o Leader: 
o Teacher: 
o Conductor: 
o Musician: 
o Communicator: 
o Planner: 
o Learner: 
o Risk Taker: 



7) Performance assessment (as a compelling, entertaining entity): 
a) Did it sound natural, inevitable or contrived? 
b) Once we create a special moment, can we replicate it? 
c) How do I affect the chorus and/or the music? 
d) Can I make the music compelling for the audience AND the singers? 
e) Is there an understanding of the text? 
f) Is there a connection to the text? 
g) Is there communication between the performer and the listener? 

8) Please check the 3 most important things on this list: 
a) Know standard musical terminology and use it with your chorus 
b) Be able to find and set a consistent tempo 
c) Sight read regularly in order to be able to help other parts 
d) Never run out of time 
e) Understand the basics of vocal technique 
f) Know your boundaries, don’t act like an expert if you are not 
g) Recognize intervals and chords by ear and on paper 
h) Do not snap, clap, or click the stand to rehearse a rhythmical problem 
i) Keep a well marked copy of all music 
j) Prepare the chorus to function independently 
k) Analyze your music regularly 
l) Attend the rehearsals of other conductors (better or worse) 
m) Do not rely on recordings 
n) Practice your conducting gesture 
o) Know the capabilities of your members. 
p) Conduct meter, not rhythm 
q) Do not sing while conducting 

9) How to assess your chorus: 
a) Do I have a contract with my chorus? 
b) Does the chorus utilize section leaders and assistant directors? 
c) Does the chorus have a music team of some sort? 
d) How is attendance?  Is anything done to encourage it? 
e) How is the relationship between the music team and the board? 
f) How often does the chorus produce chapter shows? 
g) How often does the chorus participate in other performances? 
h) Does the chorus compete and/or have a competition philosophy? 
i) Does the chorus hold auditions? 
j) Does the chorus hold sectional rehearsals? 
k) How often does the chorus bring in coaches, go on retreat? 
l) How often does the chorus learn new music 



10) Please check the three most important things on this list: 
a) look forward to the rehearsal, it is a privilege.  
b) develop an environment of trust and security in the rehearsal  
c) always have a pencil  
d) try not to count in a song unless it requires a jazzy start, use a prep beat instead 
e) start rehearsal with a non-verbal cue  
f) end rehearsal on a positive note  
g) be organized and have a plan for each rehearsal.  This plan need not be extensive.  List 

the pieces to be worked on, include an estimated time allotment for each piece and let the 
singers know that thought and care have gone into planning the rehearsal  

h) be prepared for rehearsal by knowing your arrangements inside and out  
i) admit when you make a mistake!  
j) conduct as if you were in a concert, with passion and emotion  
k) always involve some kind of warm-up routine  
l) pace the rehearsal and keep things moving along  
m) know what you want to say before stopping the chorus, and always give a reason for 

repeating a section.  
n) keep your talking to a necessary minimum, show what you want with your hands  
o) speak clearly, positively and with conviction.  Don’t talk in a condescending manner to 

your singers.  
p) insist on a high level of concentration  
q) know when to stop and when to sing  
r) criticize lovingly  
s) make as much eye contact with your ensemble as possible  
t) be patient, not tense or angry  
u) be efficient with time, it is not necessary to start at the beginning of each piece, begin 

where there are problems to be corrected.  
v) observe and sing under many different conductors, analyze and evaluate their procedures  
w) be uninhibited about displaying emotion and personal feelings for the music, especially 

when it is truly beautiful.  Enjoy making music and have fun, that’s what it’s all about!  
x) keep a smile on your face and a song in your heart and you can’t go wrong!  

Comments_____________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________



CONDUCTING PATTERNS
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(1.1) This course is designed provide an understanding and mastery of the following skills: 
o Eye contact and facial engagement 
o Clarity of the beat patterns 
o Patterns showing Point of Emphasis, Distance and Weight 

o 1, 2, 3, and 4 pattern 
o Preparation beats 
o Downbeats and entrances on beats other than 1 
o Releases or cutoffs 

o Posture of a singer/conductor without distractions such as bending the knees or scooping 
the elbows or shoulders 

o Positive approach to rehearsing 
o Avoid mouthing word sounds, occasional vowel shaping is acceptable 
o Identifying the primary vocal issue providing at least one solution 

(1.2) Skills will be better understood through: 
o the use of natural and expressive body movement in music through principles of non-

verbal communication 
o relating body movement to expressive vocal phrasing, text, beat patterns, structure and 

character of music 
o demonstration of the integral linkage of conducting with rehearsing.  The significance of 

physical and vocal warm-up, developing a vocabulary, exercises and vocalizes for 
rehearsal, and maintaining a healthy voice. 

o Determination of pulse, starting and ending technique, changing tempo, aspects of 
breathing and breath control in relation to gesture 

o conducting patterns of 1, 2, 3, and 4 
o conducting styles such as preparations, fermatas, and dynamics. 
o rehearsal strategies: motivation, pacing, and vocal modeling 



(2.1) In the book Conscience of a Profession, the choral conductor and teacher Howard Swan 
endorses and outlines the varying functions and roles of a choral conductor: 

He is an organizer of time and activity, a technician as he works with the tonal and 
musical resources of his choir, a communicator of musical ideas to the performer and auditor, a 
listener to all kinds of live and recorded performance, and educator as he attempts to make those 
about him understand and appreciate musical values, a scholar and an interpreter of that which is 
found in the score. 

(2.2) A conductor will develop in each of his/her performers: 

o a desire to belong to the group. 
o a pride of membership when accepted. 
o the willingness to practice the music on their own time and to keep their technique as 

well as themselves in top shape. 
o the willingness to attend all rehearsals regularly and punctually, despite conflicts and 

inconveniences. 
o the willingness to work hard at rehearsals, and not just have a pleasant time running 

through the easy parts. 
o the desire to give the utmost, technically and emotionally in concert as well as in 

rehearsal. 
o a feeling of accomplishment through individual and ensemble improvement 

(2.3) Face and Mouth 
 Facial expression is a significantly important part of leadership and musical 
interpretation.  Often in moments of intensity, some conductors make wild facial grimaces, which 
can sometimes be disturbing to the performers and make it difficult to keep the jaw and neck 
properly relaxed.  Beginning conductors should guard against forming this habit.  Many 
conductors also find relief in mouthing the words though this often accomplishes little.  By all 
means feel as though you are singing, but be still and silent.  Pierre Monteux once said, “Do not 
sing when you conduct.  You cannot hear when you are singing.”  The mouth is ill equipped to 
indicate precise signs at a distance, outside of the occasional vowel shaping.  Why use lips for 
something which can be better done by the hand? 

(2.4) Wrist vs. Forearm 
 The wrist and forearm are vital fulcrums in conveying different styles to your ensemble.  
In a fast or quiet portion of a song, the hand might move while the forearm remains still, however 
in a slower, legato portion of a song the forearm plays a more important role than the facility of 
the wrist. 

(2.5) Shoulders 
 Keep your shoulders down in a relaxed and normal position.  When they creep up, the 
effect is much the same as grimacing.  Singers may tense their shoulders in subconscious 
imitation. 

(2.6) Hand Positions 
Be sure to constantly ask yourself whether your hand contributes to or detracts from the 

overall mood.  Does it show power, grace, precision, delicacy, or elegance where required?  Does 
it change with the mood of the music?  On the other hand, does it contradict the mood of the 
music, such as by making a mighty fist in a delicate passage? 



(3.1) Marking the Score 
 Conductors sometimes feel that there is something amateurish about putting marks in 
their score and using it during rehearsal.  This is of course untrue.  Sheet music is a maze of 
hieroglyphics, and frequently the most significant marks are quite small.  When the conductor is 
looking up and down frequently as he/she should when using music, it is easy to miss something 
important.  Therefore you should mark such treacherous spots clearly in colored pencil, so that 
they may be seen at a glance. 
(3.2) The Metronome 
 Do not underestimate the power of the metronome, they are consistent and accurate.  
Many musicians are horrified at the thought of practicing with one for fear their interpretation 
might become mechanical.  In cases where strict time is desired, it helps greatly in developing the 
ability to maintain a steady tempo, and it is a ruthless critic.  Set it to a tempo that seems right for 
the song you are working on, and conduct.  You may be appalled at how the ticks seem to run 
ahead or drag.  
(3.3) Conduct in front of a mirror 
 Much practicing should be done in front of a large mirror.  Violinists listen to their sound 
when working, conductors, who work in silence, must observe their technique in a mirror (or by 
videotape). 
(3.4) Conduct in Silence 
 Conductors should often practice an increasing amount in silence.  This will develop the 
ability to keep the music going on in their heads, and of course it is the only way to practice 
tempo changes, rubato, fermatas, etc., without live performers. 
(3.5) Slow Motion 
 When a difficulty occurs, practice it in slow motion.  This is not necessarily the same as 
conducting a slow piece.  You must do the exact motions you will eventually use, only moving 
very slowly.  This allows the time to think, speaking aloud often helps to keep your thoughts 
straight. 
(3.6) 

Low-magnitude conducting 
involves…

High-magnitude conducting involves…

Never looking at singers Maintaining eye contact throughout the rehearsal 

Remaining behind the music stand  
away from the singers 

Keeping close proximity to your singers 

Using an unenthusiastic voice Using an enthusiastic variation in voice volume 

Using restricted conducting gestures Using a great variety of gestures 

Keeping a neutral facial expression Using appropriate and contrasting facial 
expression 

Keeping the rehearsal slow and methodical Keeping the pace rapid and exciting 



(4.1) A Conductor’s gesture will: 
1.  account for time and place within music.  This is achieved by the use of conducting  
     patterns indicating music through measures. 

2.  prepare performers for musical action.  Ensemble members are forewarned of attacks  
     and entries by conducting cues. 

3.  coordinate and regulate the technical aspects of performance.  Dynamics, articulation,  
     and changes in tempo are delineated by controlled arm and hand movement. 

(4.2) General Characteristics of Conducting Patterns 
1.  Patterns are generally conducted with the right hand.  The left hand is utilized for  
     other activities such as cueing and shaping of musical phrases. 

2.  The initiation of a pattern requires a preparatory beat.  This extra stroke readies the  
     performers for their attack.  For singers, this is the moment of inhalation.  To  
     encourage adequate breathing, open your mouth and inhale while conducting the  
     preparatory beat. 

3.  The size of the conducting pattern is affected by the tempo and dynamics.  Generally  
     speaking, the pattern size decreases as tempo increases; the louder the music, the  
     bigger the pattern, and vice versa. 

(4.3) The Dynamics of Movement 

Movement Psychological Effect Musical Message

Downward Quieting Sing softer

Upward Climactic Sing louder

Side-to-side Smoothing Maintain same dynamics

Palm out Restrictive Controlled Intensity

Palm in Permissive Project Intensity

Angular Disruptive Percussive Articulation

Circular Continuity Legato Articulation



(5.1) For the conductor who experiences nervousness during performance 
 Excellent training and superb talent are useless if the performer is too nervous to use 
them in public.  Though you may be comfortable doing your work in the privacy of a rehearsal, 
the concert artist must sooner or later walk out and face the sea of faces.  Nerves are nothing but 
organized energy, so if you can organize that energy into focus for the ensemble and emotion to 
the music, your performance will be that much more effective for everyone involved.  Here are a 
few suggestions that might help: 
  

1.  Remember a certain amount a nerves are healthy and expected and only add to the  
     spontaneity of a performance. 

2.  Arrive at the performance venue with enough time to become comfortable with your  
     surroundings. 

3.  Be sure to run through the program with your chorus so that there are no surprises. 

4.  Don’t worry about minor errors.  Performances are never perfect.  The audience rarely  
     notices little mistakes and understands that in a live performance they are bound to  
     occur. 

5.  Act to one and all as though you are not nervous, the feeling can easily transcend to  
     your ensemble.  The more you tell everybody what a wreck you are the worse you’ll  
     become.  The steadier you pretend to be the sooner you’ll calm yourself down. 

(5.2) Observe the Basic Principles of Leadership 
1.  Be consistant.  Yet consistence should not be confused with inflexibility or      
     stubbornness.  The person who refuses to change a decision in the face of contrary     
     evidence is a fool. 

2.  Be fair and impartial, and do not make exceptions 

3.  Be reliable.  Group standards will not be met unless the group’s leader sets an  
     example. 

4.  Be loyal.  If a group feels that its leader cares and is willing to fight for its cause,  
     support will grow for the leader.  Loyalty also means sharing the credit for success  
     and taking part of the burden for failure. 

5.  Be decisive.  The ability to solve problems and make decisions is not always easy to  
     acquire, but it is a responsibility of leadership. 

6.  Keep everyone informed! 

7.  Insist on standards of attendance.  

8.  Require punctuality.  It is your responsibility to begin and end on time! 

9.  Require attention.  Require active participation and concentration from all members. 

10.  Avoid uptight situations.  Sometimes tensions result from the pressure of inadequate  
rehearsal time or differences of opinion.  The best way to prevent such conditions is  
to underplay the apparent seriousness of the issue and continue with an increase in  
your personal awareness of the situation. 

11.  Avoid generalized criticism.  Lengthy lectures to the ensemble rarely pay off.   
       Without losing tact, the director must pinpoint mistakes and make spot corrections.      
       This approach allows everyone to make music with minimum interference. 



(6.1) When planning a rehearsal, be sure to: 
o know where the group is coming from. 
o know where the group needs to go. 
o have a clear idea of what needs to be accomplished. 
o pace and organize yourself by remembering “preparation, execution, and culmination.” 

(6.2) When choosing effective warm-ups consider: 
o Before the voice itself can be awakened, the body should be readied for action.  Our body 

is our instrument, physical exercises contributing to good posture and active readiness 
should be included. 

o Proper singing depends on getting clear signals from the brain.  Mental exercises which 
challenge aural perception and musical response will help your singers get in “the mental 
swing of things.” 

o Vocal exercises must adhere to fundamentals of proper singing.  Consider ranges and 
proper dynamics for those ranges during the early stages of warming up. 

o Exercises must be applied clinically.  An exercise is like a prescription, it must be chosen 
as a remedy for an individual group at a particular time. 

o Whenever possible, exercises should be taken from actual music.  The primary reason for 
exercising the voice is to prepare for performance.  By modifying, modulating, 
sometimes disguising a small portion of repertoire in isolation, the ensemble will have 
less difficulty when it comes to actually performing it. 

o Good exercises accomplish more than one objective.  The warm-ups cannot take up an 
inordinate amount of rehearsal time, and good exercises save time by meeting primary 
and secondary vocal needs. 

(6.3) Choral Ensembles are usually evaluated vocally according to the following criteria: 
1.  Intonation 
2.  Attacks and Releases 
3.  Blend 
4.  Balance 
5.  Tone 

 6.  Other aspects such as diction, interpretation and musicality are also considered. 

(6.4) Here are some of the most common warning signs of improper vocal production 
to be aware of: 

1.  Poor Posture, especially in the chest 
2.  Tight Jaw 
3.  Closed Throat 
4.  Tense Tongue 



(7.1) General Suggestions that might improve a rehearsal.  BE SURE TO: 
o look forward to the rehearsal, it is a privilege. 
o develop an environment of trust and security in the rehearsal 
o always have a pencil 
o try not to count in a song unless it requires a jazzy start, use a prep beat instead 
o start rehearsal with a non-verbal cue 
o end rehearsal on a positive note 
o be organized and have a plan for each rehearsal.  This plan need not be extensive.  

List the pieces to be worked on, include an estimated time allotment for each piece 
and let the singers know that thought and care have gone into planning the rehearsal 

o be prepared for rehearsal by knowing your arrangements inside and out 
o admit when you make a mistake! 
o conduct as if you were in a concert, with passion and emotion 
o always involve some kind of warm-up routine 
o pace the rehearsal and keep things moving along 
o know what you want to say before stopping the chorus, and always give a reason for 

repeating a section. 
o keep your talking to a necessary minimum, show what you want with your hands 
o speak clearly, positively and with conviction.  Don’t talk in a condescending manner 

to your singers. 
o insist on a high level of concentration 
o know when to stop and when to sing 
o criticize lovingly 
o make as much eye contact with your ensemble as possible 
o be patient, not tense or angry 
o be efficient with time, it is not necessary to start at the beginning of each piece, begin 

where there are problems to be corrected. 
o observe and sing under many different conductors, analyze and evaluate their 

procedures 
o be uninhibited about displaying emotion and personal feelings for the music, 

especially when it is truly beautiful.  Enjoy making music and have fun, that’s what 
it’s all about! 

o keep a smile on your face and a song in your heart and you can’t go wrong! 


