Recruiting for the Choral Ensemble by
Emphasizing Skill and Effort

By Christopher W. Peterson

Encouraging

students to join a

choir is often a uring the one and only vice-presidential debate in the
' fall of 2000, Dick Cheney and Joe Lieberman both

matter of » vowed to keep the discourse on a higher level than
some had expected. After Senator Lieberman stated his

convincing them intentions, Secretary Cheney announced, “I too am
going to avoid any personal attacks. I promise not to bring up your

that anyone can singing.” After brief laughter from Cheney, the senator affirmed

with a laugh, “I promise not to sing.” This exchange illustrates a
view that many people hold regarding singing: you either “have it”
or you don't.
. A belief that they don't “have it” keeps numerous people from
and that choir pursuing singing activities throughout their lifetime. People who
have been criticized for their singing, or worse, who have been
isa gr eat PIOCG ' told that they should stop singing for the benefit of those around
them, often carry the emotional scars of this disapproval for many
to learn. years. They have been convinced that their unfortunate lack of
innate ability is insurmountable and unchangeable, and they tend
to avoid situations that have anything to do with singing. Even
though research indicates that a large majority of these people
match pitch well enough to sing a recognizable melody, the last
thing they desire is to have someone publicly humiliate them one

learn to sing
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more time for their singingl As a
choral director and educator, 1 often
wonder how many people there are in
the world who would enjoy singing
and who would contribute well to a
choir if only they could be convinced
to participate. The purpose of this
article is to apply the concepts of attri-
bution theory and present a method of
recruiting for the choral ensemble,
This approach supports all potential
singers by emphasizing singer skills
and effort over talent and ability.

Attribution Theory

Numerous studies of student moti-
vation have focused on attribution the-
ory, which centers on students’ beliefs
about why they succeed or fail.2 The
degree of persistence that students
demonstrate in the face of failure and
the degree to which they are willing to
undertake similar activities are influ-
enced by causal attributions (i.e., the
reasons students believe they succeed-
ed or failed). Self-perception of causes
for success and failure, as well as the
pride and shame associated with task
performance, are greatly impacted by
the feedback and reinforcement stu-
dents receive from others.3

According to attribution theory,
there are four general causes to which
people attribute their success and fail-
ure: luck, effort, ability, and task diffi-
culty. As illustrated in figure 1, these
attributions are divided into four cate-
gories: internal and external, and sta-
ble and unstable. Internal attributions
(ability and effort) are generated from
within the person, while external
attributions (luck and task difficulty)
originate from outside the person.
Stable attributions (ability and task
difficulty) are perceived to be
unchangeable, while unstable attribu-
tions (effort and luck) are believed to
vary with each attempt at a task.

To illustrate how causal attribu-
tions affect a person’s choices to pur-
sue an activity, consider the following
scenario: A student decides to audi-
tion for a select choral ensemble and
prepares a solo audition piece. After
the audition, the singer learns that she
was not accepted into the group. If she
believes that the reason for her failure
was ability (internal, stable), then she
will be less likely to attempt the same
task in the future. She believes that
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Figure 1. Attribution theory
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her ability will not change with
repeated attempts at the task, and she
“knows” that another failure will like-
ly result. Attributing failure to a lack
of sufficient effort (internal, unstable)
will likely produce future attempts at
the task, because the student believes
that working harder and practicing
more might change the outcome of
the audition.

What if the student found that the
sight-reading piece selected by the
judges was more difficult than some of
the other pieces selected for singers in
the same audition? This kind of infor-
mation might cause her to attribute
her failure to luck, because she might
draw an easier sight-reading piece at
the next audition. A belief in luck
(external, unstable) will encourage
future attempts, but only for a limited
number of trials, unless success is
experienced. Finally, the student
might believe that task difficulty
(external, stable) was the reason for
her failure. Future attempts are

unlikely with this attribution, because
the student believes that the task is
not going to change and that no mat-
ter how many auditions are undertak-
en, the result would be the same.

Attribution Theory and
Singing Participation

Attribution theory helps music
educators understand why some stu-
dents choose to participate in singing
tasks while others do not. Virtually all
students have experienced failure and
success in singing activities, often in
music classes in elementary school. At
some point in their lifetime, people
decide within themselves if they have
singing ability or not; they conscious-
ly or unconsciously assign their suc-
cess or failure to ability, effort, luck,
task difficulty, or a combination of
these. Such perceptions are shaped
and reinforced through time, and how
students attribute their success and
failure seems to be more important
than their actual ability to sing, espe-
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cially as far as choices to participate
are concerned. Experiences in which
students were told to not sing, to
mouth the words, or to stand with the
nonsingers strongly reinforce attribu-
tions in the direction of lack of ability
to sing. Once students perceive that
they lack singing ability, changing
this belief can be difficult. Because
stable attributions (ability and 1ask
difficulty) are perceived as unchang-
ing, lack of ability and insurmount-
able task difficulty become com-
pelling arguments by the self-pro-
claimed nonsingers for nonparticipa-
tion in singing activities. These stu-
dents “know™ that they do not have
the ability to sing, and they “know”
that they will not be able to change
the circumstances surrounding the
difficulty of the task. These people
may regret that they don’t “have it” as
far as singing ability is concerned.
They are likely to avoid opportunities
to enjoy singing activities that could
help them sing better and enrich their
lives. '

Recruiting: All in a Day’s Work

Whether they like it or not, recruit-
ing for the choral ensemble is an activ-
ity that most choral directors are
required to perform in some capacity.
While instrumental educators start
teaching the majority of their students
in the lower grades and retain them
through the years, choral ensemble
conductors can, and must, continue to
find participants of various ages and
abilities for their choirs. The responsi-
bility for finding potential singers usu-
ally rests firmly on the shoulders of
the choral leader, and experienced
directors eventually adopt the style of
recruiting that works best for them.
An approach that emphasizes singer
skills and effort over talent and ability
can greatly enlarge the pool of poten-
tial singers available to the choral
recruiter. The first step is to determine
who the possible recruits are. and the
second step is to convince them to
participate.

Various research studies suggest
that over 95 percent of the popula-
tion can match pitch if given the
environment to succeed and the
proper training and encouragement;
however, less than 50 percent of the
population hold a beliefl in their abil-
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ity to sing in public or to participate
in a choir.* A choral director who
believes that ability and talent in
singers must precede their member-
ship in a choral ensemble can draw
only from the pool of people who
already have a firm beliefl in their
innate ability to sing. While all direc-
tors would welcome talented and
experienced singers into their
groups, a fair number of these people
may already sing in choirs, and they
may already be overcommitted. In
contrast, a conductor who believes
that nonsingers can become valuable
choir members by acquiring teach-
able skills and making a personal
effort will be able to find potential
recruits everywhere.

An approach that
emphasizes singer skills and
effort over talent and ability
can greatly enlarge the pool
of potential singers available |

to the choral recruiter.

Emphasizing Skill and Effort

With attribution theory as a refer-
ence, it is not difficult to determine
what people believe about their
singing ability. The question “Are you
a singer?” will provide information to
help in assessing what the causal attri-
bution might be. People who have a
causal belief in their own singing abil-
ities will be likely to pursue a singing
activity if presented with an attractive
opportunity to do so. Convincing
these people to join a choral group
will most often center around avail-
able time and their interest in the
singing organization.

When the answer to the above
question is no, then attempting 1o
change this attribution away from
ability and toward skill and effort is
crucial. Comments heard from these
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people might include *No one in my
family can sing,” “My wife and kids
tell me that 1 am an awful singer,” or
“No, my sister is the singer in our
house.” Start by explaining that virtu-
ally everyone can sing. 1 find that
many self-proclaimed nonsingers perk
up when they hear someone, especial-
ly a music person, tell them that they
probably can sing. Secondly, tell them
that while some people have more
natural ability than others, most peo-
ple’s overall competence in singing is
determined by how many musical
skills they have acquired and how
much effort they have applied while
receiving singing training. Many
potential singers have never even con-
sidered that they might be good
enough for singing training. I find that
comparing singing to other musical
tasks, such as learning to play the
piano, makes sense to many people. 1
point out to them that no one is
expected to be a pianist without years
of practice and lessons, yet some peo-
ple feel that they are expected to have
singing skills before any instruction
has taken place. One of the best places
to begin singing training, 1 assure
them, is in a singing organization.
The next task is to suggest to them
that they could sing successfully in
your group and that you will accept
them with the skills that they already
possess. Reinforce the fact that their
ability is less important to you than
their musical potential. Fxplain that
they will improve as long as they are
willing to apply some personal effort,
although it may take some time 1o see
the results. Inform them that you will
help them acquire the musical skills
that they may lack. Paint a positive pic-
ture of the fun and enjoyment that is
possible through participation in
singing activities. Tell potential recruits
that they could make an important
contribution to your choir, and empha-
size how much you want them to be
there. Be willing to believe in them,
perhaps more than they believe in
themselves. You could also try relating
success stories of singers who
improved their skills in your choir.
Finally, ask them to join your choir.
Because causal attributions are rein-
forced over a lifetime, a response of
“Maybe 1 would be willing to try
singing sometime” is a bona fide suc-
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cess. Even if they don't join your choir,
perhaps they may choose 10 sing at a
fater time. Skillfully chipping away at
the stable attribution of ability is worth
the effort, especially if it gets a seli-pro-
claimed nonsinger to move from “I
cant sing” to "I might be able to sing.”

When former nonsingers decide (o
attend vour rehearsal, it is very impor-
tant to make them leel welcome and to
live up to the promises made during
the recruiting process. Be patient, help
them lind their voice, and he sure they
experience early successes and enjoy
the music-making process. You can
assigh new singers a “buddy”™ in the
chorus who sits with them and makes
sure they undersiand how to [ollow the
score as well as the workings of the
rehearsal. These buddies can keep you
apprised of new singers’ progress and
let you know if extra help will be nec-
essary to make the experience a posi-
tive one. If the resources exist, provid-
ing a few voice lessons for new singers
may help them strengthen some of the
skills they need for the choir. Follow
up with some personal attention dur-
ing breaks or after the rehearsal, and if
singers miss a rehearsal, be sure some-
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one calls them to let them know they
were missed. People who feel that their
presence makes a difference to the

.group will be more likely to come back,

As the skills of neophyte singers
improve, be sure to provide the neces-
sary approval for their progress.

Conclusion

Attribution theory can be useful for
helping choral directors and educators
understand why singers choose to par-
ticipate in, or avoid, singing experi-
ences. The stable attributions of ability
and task difficulty are perceived as
unchanging, while unstable attribu-
tions such as skill and luck allow for
possible task success, with repeated
attempts, after failure. Simply put: peo-
ple who don't think they “have it” are
unlikely to choose to sing. It is proba-
ble that approximately half of the pop-
ulation has attributed a lack of singing
success to a lack of singing ability, and
this self-accepted belief adversely
affects their choices Lo participate in
singing activities. A choral director
who can positively move attributions
away from a lack of singing ability and
toward belief in singing skills will be

able to reach these self-proclaimed
nonsingers most effectively. As the
research indicates, most people belong
to one of two groups: those who sing
and those who haven't sung yer. With a
pusitive belief in everyone’s singing
ability, we can recruit new singers with
exceptional skill with a minimum of
effort.
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as part of Make A Difference Day 2002 at
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