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Spring Online Event

Teaching Voice Students from East Asia

Sunday, May 16, 2021  2:30--4:30 PM EDT

Voice teachers today are often working with students for
whom English is their second language. It is increasingly
helpful for them to understand the linguistic tendencies of
represented languages. This presentation, followed by Q&A,
will explore specific examples for speakers of Mandarin,
Cantonese, Korean, and Japanese, where these languages
present both challenges and advantages to vocalists
compared to American English speakers. The goal of this
presentation is to help voice teachers become more
acquainted with these languages and to provide them with
practical tips to apply in their studios. Through examining
linguistic perspectives and providing specific exercises, we
aim to advance vocal teaching for East Asian singers.

Ryu-Kyung Kim

Understanding the Linguistic Challenges and Advantages Unique
to Native Mandarin, Cantonese, Korean, and Japanese Speakers,
with

Ryu-Kyung Kim  /  Stephen Ng  /  Sahoko Sato Timpone

New From NYSTA
NYSTA’s Updated

Professional Development
Program launched on

April 30, 2021

Stephen Ng

Sahoko Sato Timpone
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Elizabeth Saunders

Dear Colleagues,

I hope you will take the time to read this long message, because it is
a window into the people behind the names you see volunteering
their time to run NYSTA. Everyone here is working hard for your
benefit, and I am so grateful and fortunate to be able to gather with
such a dynamic, on-point team at every board meeting.

Felix Graham, Vice-President: Felix brings his 10+ year involvement
in NYSTA to weigh in on crucial matters, particularly as we transi-
tion to the revamped PDP and get acquainted with our new website.
I am deeply grateful for his continued assistance and for the detailed
knowledge that he brings to bear on many matters of import.

Diane Aragona, Registrar: What started as bi-weekly meetings for
me to support Diane while she transitioned to Registrar over a year
ago has continued, allowing us to tend to membership and website
needs and to brainstorm for ideas that may be useful to NYSTA,
among other things. Diane has been a valuable sounding board at
our regular breakfast meetings and her input, thoughtfulness, and
friendship have been of great support and encouragement to me in
this first season as president.

Ben Berman, appointed Incoming Treasurer: When our elected,
incoming Treasurer stepped down at the start of this new tenure,
I was concerned about filling this officer’s position with the right
person. After much careful consideration—and thanks to Diane
Aragona’s thoughtful, strategic brainstorming—Ben was asked if he
would be able to take on the Treasurer’s duties, leaving his position
of Secretary to another board member. Thankfully, he said yes. The
organization, professionalism, attention to detail, and excellent commu-
nication skills he brought to the Secretary’s duties will be well-used
in his new position.

Peter Ludwig, Outgoing Treasurer: Peter’s longtime service to NYSTA
as Treasurer has served the organization so very well. When I took
over the presidency last year, Peter let me know that due to issues
with the site build, he had recently stopped paying bills from the
company that was hired to build our new website, and that they had
continued billing beyond the contracted amounts. This put me in
an extremely difficult, unexpected circumstance right at the start of
my presidency. Communications with the website company relating
to this issue were tedious and time consuming and there were
extraordinary amounts of information to review before I was able
to complete each email communication with them. Between Peter’s
refusal to pay and input from Peter, Felix, Matt Hoch, and Diane
surrounding the history of the project and enumerating NYSTA’s
concerns, I was able to painstakingly craft communications to the
website company in an attempt to resolve the issues in NYSTA’s
favor, all without going to the expense of hiring an attorney. These
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emails not only resulted in the company dropping all future billing
but they reimbursed us over $600 in charges that we contested as
well. If Peter hadn’t rejected these bills and spoken up, this boon to
our accounts never would have been able to happen.

Amanda Flynn, PDP Director: I can’t even begin to describe the
fantastic work that Amanda is doing to revamp the Professional
Development Program. NYSTA is so lucky to have her lively,
positive spirit, intelligence, attention to detail, exhausting work ethic,
and excellent vision to guide this updated PDP. Please, when it is
finally released this spring, do endeavor to take the courses.
Additional courses are planned for past graduates as well, so there
will be something for everyone. I just can’t recommend them
highly enough.

Jared Trudeau, PDP: Jared’s joyful, enthusiastic spirit and equally
exhausting work ethic as he assists Amanda with getting the PDP up
and running are nothing short of heroic. By the way, he and Amanda
are also a remarkable team to watch work together. The PDP is in
fantastic hands.

Jennifer D’Agostino, VOICEPrints: One of the heroines of the
NYSTA board is Jennifer. She brings intellectual acuity and fastidi-
ousness to the massive undertaking that is her job as new Editor-in-
Chief of VOICEPrints, finding, writing, and editing content to be
compiled for each journal.

Eileen Cooper-Sedek, Secretary and Social Media: In addition to
making huge strides in our Social Media outreach, Eileen graciously
agreed to take on the Secretary’s duties so that Ben could move into
the office of Treasurer. Her gentle manner, thoughtful consideration
of ways to bring visibility to NYSTA, and excellent attention to detail
are on display in every meeting, email, and phone call.

Tessa Romano, Events Committee Chair: When I met Tessa upon her
joining NYSTA as an Apprentice Teacher Member several years ago,
I asked Matthew Hoch, our president at the time, if I might invite her
to join the board, and he said yes. Then when we needed a new chair
for the Events committee over a year ago, I encouraged her to step
in. She and I share the same goals for musical and cultural diversity
in programming—as well as a deep love of Indian Classical music!—
and I am so excited about the offerings that we are planning for
future seasons with her at the Events helm. That, and the fact that
she is willing and able to head the committee from the other side of
the planet in New Zealand, is a real coup for NYSTA.

Patricia Sheridan, Events: We are so fortunate to have Patricia
Sheridan back on the board after a number of years away. In addi-
tion to assisting with Events tasks, her generous and gracious spirit
has prompted her to cover the costs of upcoming advertising in
Classical Singer Magazine. This advertising is geared to highlight
the PDP roll-out around the time of the Classical Singer Convention,
among other things. We owe her a debt of gratitude for her years of
enthusiastic support to NYSTA.
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Elizabeth Southard-Mau, Events: Beth’s years of assisting with the
planning and execution of Events activities has been a constant for
much of the time I have been on the board. Her dependability,
conscientiousness, professionalism, and cheerful energy are never
ending and we are so lucky to have her.

Charlotte Surkin, Book Chair: Charlotte presented last year’s event on
teaching singing to people with vision loss. I was so taken with her
work in the area and how little information on the subject is available
to teachers of singing, that I asked her if she would be inter-ested in
creating a small book that NYSTA could see to publication. (By the
way, if you haven’t seen it yet, I highly encourage you to go to the
archives and watch it.) She is hard at work beginning that process,
and I am very excited that people will have an opportunity to learn
from the work that she has been doing and that NYSTA will be able to
offer something of this type to the greater singing teacher community.

John Ruppi, Hospitality: John has been responsible for extending
hospitality in the form of cards of gratitude to each presenter and
other, more social communications within the organization, as well as
keeping certain advertisements going with The Voice Foundation and in
the NATS Journal among others. His kindness infuses all of it.

Janet Pranschke and Judith Nicosia, Archives: Past-presidents Janet
and Judith are also doing heroines’ work. Theirs is in the form of
regularly archiving countless documents from NYSTA’s long history
and trying to keep the rest of us in NYSTA leadership in line as we
upload new documents to the files. NYSTA owes a debt of gratitude
to these two ladies who have given so much to support the efforts and
goals of NYSTA—in their tenures on the board, then as presidents,
and now in their continued work maintaining and improving the
NYSTA archives.

Josephine Mongiardo, Past President: Josephine offers continued
generous support of NYSTA programming each year with the “Great
Coaches Series” of masterclasses. In addition, her extensive history
and efforts on behalf of NYSTA—Josephine has served on the Board
and in all elected capacities except Treasurer—give her a wealth of
knowledge and perspective that brings me great comfort. From my
first years on the board to the present, I have always been impressed
by her intellect, conscientiousness, honesty, and ethics—really,
what a force of nature she is. I am grateful for her continued presence
with NYSTA.

Manoj Govindraj: As NYSTA’s newest board member, Manoj is
still learning about the organization in each meeting and with each
NYSTA email that gets sent around to the board. I look forward to
next season when you will be able to meet him and experience
his beautiful spirit, voice, and artistry yourselves at his event on
Hindustani Classical music.

Elizabeth Saunders
President, New York Singing Teachers’ Association (NYSTA)
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Jennifer D’Agostino

Jennifer D’Agostino
Editor-in-Chief, VOICEPrints

Colleagues,

We conclude this cycle of issues with the May/June edition of
VOICEPrints. What an incredible year of learning it has been!
Personally, I relocated during the COVID-19 pandemic, started a
new job, (took on way more than I should have,) and have made it to
the end of the school year! I love collaboration and I could not have
gotten to the end of the tunnel without the various people I am hon-
ored to call “my team.” The associate editors of VOICEPrints are truly
a trio of diverse talents and skills. I whole-heartedly thank Elena
Blyskal, Nico de Villiers, and Andrea Wells for the time they have
dedicated to the journal. It’s important to surround yourself with
colleagues who can support your efforts and make up for your own
short-comings, and their editing skills prove to assist me in the latter!
Thank you, Elena, Nico, and Andrea.

There are three other individuals who have added greatly to this year’s issues of VOICEPrints.
In her short time as President, Elizabeth Saunders has prioritized initiatives to create an inclusive
space through innovative programming. Her support as I transitioned to Editor-in-Chief was
incredibly helpful and generous, and her President letters are always on time! I look forward to
seeing the joy on her face during board meetings when we all collaborate and discuss future
plans for NYSTA. Her infectious smile and energy are at the heart of the organization. We are in
good hands. Amanda Flynn has gone above and beyond creating and overseeing content for the
Professional Development Program and in providing interviews to include in VOICEPrints. These
interviews have made me extremely excited to take the courses, and I love the extra insight into
the program. Lastly, these issues would not exist or look nearly as fancy without our designer,
John Ostendorf. John’s support, insight, and knowledge in designing VOICEPrints makes my job
exponentially more enjoyable. I am always excited when I see the first draft come my way, and
I am thankful for his humor and virtual friendship!

In this issue’s feature, Authentic Expression Using the Alexander Technique, Darci Balkcom highlights
the principles of Alexander Technique as a pathway to gain heightened emotional awareness
and access deeper expression. The article walks through common scenarios a singer might/will
encounter and recommends how to respond to your sensory feedback loop. Elena Blyskal’s
book review is of The Musician’s Mind: Teaching, Learning and Performance in the Age of Brain Science
by Lynn Helding. This text is an eye-opening account of the newest theories on brain science and
Elena wonderfully connects Helding’s text to the many roles we play as artists and educators.

Our next issue will be in September/October. I am incredibly excited for the new season of articles we
have lined up. It has been my pleasure to interact with colleagues, both old and new, and to develop
content for VOICEPrints. Perhaps you have worked on a new line of research? If so, please reach out.
I’d love to hear about it and see if you are interested in writing a feature for VOICEPrints. Please
send questions, comments, or article submissions to me directly at voiceprints@nyst.org or through
the website at https://nyst.org/submit-an-article/.
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2021 EVENTS CALENDAR
Ryu-Kyung Kim highlighted her recent seasons with
performances of The Consul and Madama Butterfly at Dayton
Opera, Prokofiev’s Alexander Nevsky with Dayton Philhar-
monic, and was alto soloist in Messiah with Helena Symphony.
She has performed major roles in operas and concert works
throughout the world with many prestigious companies
and orchestras, including Santa Fe Opera, Baltimore Opera,
Cleveland Opera, El Paso Opera, Virginia Opera, Opera
Orchestra of New York, Caramoor Music Festival, Korean
Symphony Orchestra, Seoul Philharmonic Orchestra, Sapporo
Symphony Orchestra, and Staatskapelle Halle in Germany. She
received her DMA from SUNY in Stony Brook, Artist Diploma
from Academy of Vocal Arts, MM and BM from Manhattan
School of Music. She joined the voice faculty at the University
of Dayton in 2013.  www.RyuKyungKim.com

Heralded for his “powerfully expressive voice” (Washington
Post), Stephen Ng is known as an opera, oratorio, recital, and
new music performer. His portrayal of the Evangelist in Bach’s
Passions has received much acclaim, and he has performed as
soloist with Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra, De Nederlandse
Opera, Washington Bach Consort, and the Lucerne, Tangle-
wood and Aspen Festivals, working with conductors such as
James Levine, Nicolas McGegan, and Pierre Boulez. His CD
Janácek’s The Diary of One Who Vanished was released by Clear
Note Publications. His second CD, titled A Soft Florida Rain,
was released in 2013. Stephen Ng graduated from the Chinese
University of Hong Kong in 1995, and he subsequently
received his MM at New England Conservatory and DM at
Indiana University. He has served as Associate Professor at
Florida’s Stetson University, and he is currently Associate
Professor at West Chester University in Pennsylvania.
www.sng@wcupa.edu

Sahoko Sato Timpone, mezzo-soprano, is a native of Tokyo
who grew up in Japan, Germany and the US. She made her
Carnegie Hall debut with the Academy of St. Martin in the
Fields and has since performed in many operas and concerts
throughout the US, Europe and Asia. She is a graduate of New
England Conservatory and Manhattan School of Music and
received her DMA from Rutgers University. She is assistant
professor of voice at Florida State University and has also been
invited as guest artist and faculty member at the Alion Baltic
International Music Festival in Estonia and at the Lunigiana
International Music Festival in Italy.  www.sahokotimpone.com
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N Y S T A ‘ S

NYSTA sadly reports the passing on March 13, 2021 of Kenneth Cooper,
longtime beloved spouse and colleague of our former president Josephine
Mongiardo. The celebrated New York City harpsichordist, pianist, and
musicologist was, according to The New York Times, “acclaimed for perfor-
mances of Baroque music that balanced historical insights with engaging
spontaneity...his nearly 100 recordings included forays into contemporary
works and ragtime.”

Cooper collaborated with countless American musicians, cellist Yo-Yo Ma principal among them.
In 1993 he founded the Berkshire Bach Ensemble in Great Barrington, MA which he directed for
more than 20 years. Cooper estimated that he had presided over some 200 Brandenburg Concerto
performances for the group: “I’ve enjoyed every single one of them...”

Kenneth Cooper was born in 1941 New York City to parents who were painters and art collectors.
He studied at Mannes, then attended Columbia University where he earned a bachelor’s degree,
a master’s and, in 1971, a doctorate in musicology, and where he met and collaborated with and
married young soprano Josephine Mongiardo. The couple performed together for decades.
Josephine and their son Nicholas Mongiardo-Cooper survive Mr. Cooper.

In a glowing review in the Times, critic Allen Hughes described Kenneth Cooper as  “a virtuoso
of apparently unfaltering precision, rhythmic security and tone color sensitivity.”

IN MEMORIAM:  Kenneth Cooper

In our ongoing efforts to bring the best and most innovative programming to our members,
we invite you to consider how the many cultures of music-making contained within the
United States are left out of Western academy-style teaching and how knowledge of these
different ways of knowing, learning, and performing can improve our own teaching, no
matter the genre.

In our 2021-2022 NYSTA events season, we continue to broaden our workshop topics in
order to reflect the range of musical cultures and uses of the voice within the state of New
York. It is not just opera and musical theater that flourish within the 141,000 kilometers
that we call home. In addition to a workshop on Western opera, our events season will also
feature lectures on beatboxing, Hindustani classical singing, and more.

It is our hope that this expanded programming, highlighting a broader exploration of the
astonishing capabilities of the human voice, will delight your eyes and minds while continuing
to inspire, inform, and enrich your teaching, whatever the genre.

2021-2022
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NYSTA Professional Development Program

Spotlight on the PDP

Amanda Flynn is currently on
faculty at Pace University and
is also the owner of a private
studio with clients performing on
Broadway, Off Broadway, national
and international tours, regional
theater, and with careers as
recording artists. Amanda was
Production Vocal Coach for The
Lightning Thief and Be More
Chill, both on Broadway. She also
served as a Vocal Consultant for
the regional premiere of Love in
Hate Nation.

She holds a MM in Vocal
Performance with a Musical
Theater concentration and an
Advanced Certificate in Vocal
Pedagogy, both from NYU. She
completed the Vocology
Mentorship at Mt. Sinai, the
Distinguished Voice Professional
certificate from NYSTA, and
completed her Certificate in
Vocology from NCVS. A recipient
of the Van Lawrence Fellowship,
Amanda is a voice researcher and
has presented at conferences across
the country.

www.amandaflynnvoice.com

As we wrap up the year with VOICEPrints, I’m thrilled to
introduce Jared Trudeau. Jared has been my research partner
for a few years and is currently on the Board of Directors for
NYSTA. Jared is teaching the musical theater portion of the
Developmental Repertoire course and brings his extensive
knowledge of musical theatre repertoire to the program. Jared
also serves as the Content Manager for the PDP and has been
busily inputting all of our new courses onto the website. We are
excited to announce that the program officially launches April
30, 2021! If you’re interested in being on the PDP mailing list,
please email Amanda Flynn at PDPDirector@nyst.org.

Amanda Flynn: Tell me a bit about your background as it pertains
to the class you are teaching.

Jared Trudeau: I absolutely love developmental repertoire. I
took a course while completing my MFA which was amazing,
yet terrifying; I sat down for two hours each week with two
professors and discussed repertoire that was appropriate for
specific vocal tasks. I had to determine whether or not the
song was beginning, intermediate, or advanced for the singer
from a vocal standpoint, a musical standpoint, and an acting
standpoint. Then I had to create a huge document of songs
and explain what scenarios in which they would be helpful or
challenging. I was always a bit of a repertoire nerd, but this
course, along with watching all of my teachers be so thoughtful
with assigning material that was both beneficial to and exciting
for the singers, really solidified how much of a responsibility
it is to guide a student to become their most expressive self
through the repertoire in their chosen genre.

AF: Can you tell us a little about any considerations you took in
putting this course together for NYSTA?

JT: While building this course I wanted to give people a frame-work
to come up with their own specific system to assess repertoire.
This is, ultimately, more effective than simply giving someone
a list of songs that are “good for vocal development.” The

For information on NYSTA’s
updated PDP website, visit:

https://nyst.org/professional-
development-program/

or scan the QR Code:
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musical theater canon is expanding to include different styles,
different life experiences, and different vocal demands every day.
I wanted to honor this. I also think it’s important to have a clear
soundscape when discussing repertoire, because it can feel
abstracted from the actual music we are creating. While I chose
to provide some professional singing examples, I include mostly
developmental singers so those taking the course can hear the
skills that are being worked on in a given song.

AF: What are you most looking forward to in being involved with the
Professional Development Program?

JT: I am so excited to be contributing to one of the most thorough,
exciting continuing education programs for vocal pedagogy
around. The teachers involved are inspiring in how clearly they
communicate and help others develop into better teachers. Help-
ing people become better teachers is one of the things I am most
passionate about. NYSTA has always been at the forefront of
providing amazing content for voice teachers to learn and I’m
thrilled to play a small part in that legacy. Also, many people I
know and hugely respect completed the past version of the PDP
and loved it. They grew because of it and I believe that many
people in the community will become better teachers because of
this new program. I am also excited to read the student assign-
ments! I always find myself learning something new from the
reflections of my students, so I’m eager to interact with them.

Jared Trudeau is an Assistant Professor of Voice at The Boston
Conservatory at Berklee, teaching in the undergraduate and
graduate Musical Theater programs as well as both graduate
Voice Pedagogy programs. He maintains an active private studio
in New York City. His musical theater and cross-over students
can be seen in Broadway, off-Broadway, national tour, and
regional productions. He is a graduate of Penn State's MFA
program in Voice Pedagogy for Musical Theater. He graduated
summa cum laude from Tufts University with degrees in music
and psychology. His honors thesis, “Belting Beauties and Soaring
Sopranos: Voice Pedagogy to Address the Wide-Ranging Needs
of Women in Musical Theatre,” received highest thesis honors.

Trudeau has served on the voice faculty of Molloy College’s
CAP21 Theatre Arts Program and as a visiting faculty member
at Penn State. His work as a researcher and guest clinician has
brought him all over the US. He has presented research at the
Musical Theatre Educator’s Alliance (MTEA), Pan-American
Vocology Association (PAVA), Fall Voice, NATS, and Voice
Foundation conferences. He also is on the faculty for the Vocal
Pedagogy Professional Workshop at The Boston Conservatory.
He has been published in the Journal of Voice and his current
research with Amanda Flynn (recent Van Lawrence recipient)
and Dr. Aaron Johnson (NYU) is funded by The Voice Foundation
and a faculty development grant from Berklee.

Jared Trudeau
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Authentic Expression Using the
Alexander Technique

By Darci Balkcom

Alexander Technique is a study of whole-body coordination that
explores how we can use our own bodies efficiently in any task
or craft. The Technique’s creator, Frederick Matthias Alexander,
noticed an increase in tension and vocal fatigue when trying to
remedy habits with a fixed posture alone. Alexander then realized
he could create a form of self-directing that resulted in more
integrated physical coordination. These directions became
guidelines to cultivating dynamic coordination between the parts
of the body. One of his most notable discoveries is how much
the relationship between the head and spine affects overall
coordination. When applied, these principles of conscious
directions have been proven to create greater ease and capacity
in vocal performance.

Alexander Technique is known for heightening singers’ physical
awareness, but it can also be used as a doorway to emotional
expression. Many of us can recall a special performance when
everything worked: the body, the voice, the communication
between ourselves and others onstage, and the magical feeling
where we become one with the character. Using principles of
awareness and constructive directions for the body and mind,
Alexander Technique allows singers to express with greater
emotional and dramatic depth. It invites us to understand our
psychophysical patterns, which increases self-awareness, hones
sensory perception, and releases excessive tension. We are often
conditioned to repress emotions in everyday life, which creates
tension in the body. This article will explore bypassing this habitual
response, instead using emotion to create flow in the voice and
movement in the body. Through this study, singers can open the
door to new possibilities of profound expression with singing that
feels authentic and embodied instead of superficial.

Tune Your Senses
For a performance to be expressive, several elements must
already exist: singers must have learned the music, prepared
background information for the character or song, and be actively
working on stimulating their sensory perception. Learning to
perceive the body with multiple senses at once—visual, aural,
and kinesthetic—is useful for both spatial awareness and stage
presence. I will often hear students comment about their preferred
learning style (visual, aural, or kinesthetic)—however, despite
having a preferred style, they can still learn to utilize all their
senses. The human nervous system is brilliantly designed to learn
and provide information, and we can learn to use senses of which

Frederick Matthias Alexander
(1869-1955)
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we are not as habitually aware. It simply takes practice. For
example: while you read this and see the words on the page,
feel the temperature of the air around you, feel where your
feet are resting, and hear the sounds around you. If it feels
overwhelming to notice all of these at once, pick two senses to
notice simultaneously and slowly work up to more. Next time
you are on stage, try a variation of the previously mentioned
exercise: you can feel the stage under your feet, sense the
people and space around you (including behind you), see your
surroundings, and hear the music and sounds of the stage.
Again, start with practicing two of these and gradually see
what more you can include in your awareness. Consciously
developing our sensory awareness increases our sense of
spatial awareness, which is a valuable tool for stage work.

It should be noted that sensory perception can give false
feedback to the nervous system. As we each have our own
perceptual habits, different or new sensations may feel strange.
In Alexander Technique this is known as faulty sensory
awareness. As you expand your sensory awareness, when
something feels strange or different, you can rest assured that
you are probably no longer moving unconsciously. This is a
critical moment when you can choose whether this new
sensation is useful to your singing and acting. It is important
to explore different sensory feedback loops so our system
keeps learning and rebalancing.

Create a Safe Space
Sensory awareness is also important to ensure performers feel
safe to express freely. Performers must know they are safe, so
that any intensity does not startle the system and shut down
expression. A simple way to practice this is to look around
your space and find a sensory stimulus that feels revitalizing
or comforting. An example of this is looking at a comfy chair
and imagining resting in it. The nervous system will respond
to this comfortable idea, which creates an anchor or touchstone
that can be grounding while working with emotions. Give it a
try: look around your space, pick a place in the room that looks
revitalizing to you, and notice how your body responds. This
is important to apply before working with intense emotion.
Safety is paramount for emotion and expression.1

Sensing Emotion
As Alexander teacher Bob Lada once stated, “The more you
can sense your body, the more you can sense your emotions.”2

We each have a unique experience of the body’s physical
response to emotion. The order in which we experience
emotion is interchangeable, whether the physical response
comes before our perception of the emotion or vice versa. For
example, the chest could soften and then the brain recognizes
that as a happy feeling. On the other hand, the brain could
recognize happiness as a thought, and then the chest softens

1 Bob Lada (Alexander Teacher)
in discussion with Darci
Balkcom, October 22, 2020.

2 Lada, Bob. “Journeys with
the Vagus Nerve.” October 19,
2020 ATI Annual Meeting.
Zoom, 90 minutes. Recording
access via Alexander Technique
International.

The author (right) at work.
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in response to that thought. When sensing our body’s natural
impulse, it is useful to experiment with both orders. Many
people habitually prevent or resist a physical response to
emotion, which creates tension. When developing expression
for a performance, we can replace this habit with direction.3

Emotion into Direction
Once we understand the body’s response to emotion, the
next step is allowing that emotion to follow a full physical
trajectory. As a foundation, it is important to have an
awareness of whole body coordination and use learned from
Alexander Technique. When we allow for a full emotional
gesture, the energy of that emotion distributes through the
body and offers fuel for expression.4 This is a practice. If an
emotion is truly allowed to flourish through physical gesture,
the result may be overly dramatic and not all that practical for
performance. Depending on the venue or genre being sung,
it is up to the performer to determine what the right amount
of movement is. If we first practice the overly dramatic
movement, we can then make it consistently smaller in space
until it becomes the preferred size for performance. However,
the freedom gained from the original, emotionally-charged
gesture remains learned in our memorization of the song and
in our kinesthesia. Lynn Helding writes brilliantly about this
phenomenon: “When strong emotion accompanies experience,
the resultant episodic memory is impressed deep within our
brain.”5 To fully immerse ourselves in character, it is effective
to first understand the physicality of emotions.

Alexander Technique enhances our body’s ability to function
efficiently. To encourage this efficiency, we use conscious
directions instead of postures to create integrated, dynamic
coordination between the parts of the body. An example of a
common Alexander direction is “let the neck be free,”6 which
consciously releases excess muscle tension in the neck. Again,
we often respond to emotional stimulation with the impulse to
block or resist it. This generally creates excess muscular tension
in the neck and body and causes a lack of coordination.7 Even
when embodying intense emotion, we may find ourselves
in unusual movements and positions that can compromise
vocal production.

Psychophysical coordination and its effects on vocal
production has been studied for several decades. One of the
first researchers to examine this phenomenon, Frank Pierce
Jones, published an article, “Voice Production as a Function
of Head Balance in Singers,” on this subject in 1972. In Jones’s
research, the singer being observed felt more ease, breath
control, and resonance in her singing when releasing neck
muscle tension and balancing the head on the spine. The
spectrograms mirrored her observations by showing increased
overtones and fewer aspirated sounds.8 Such studies are done

 3 Sarah Barker (Alexander
Teacher) in discussion with
Darci Balkcom, October 24th,
2020.

4 Bob Lada (Alexander Teacher)
in discussion with Darci
Balkcom, October 22, 2020.

5 Helding, Lynn. “Memory, hither
come." Journal of Singing 69, no.3
(January-February 2013): 337-344.
Accessed on November 5, 2020.

6 Commonly used direction in
Alexander Technique.

7 Sarah Barker (Alexander Teacher)
in discussion with  Darci Balkcom,
October 24th, 2020.

8 Jones, Frank Pierce. “Voice
Production as a Function of
Head Balance in Singers.” The
Journal of Psychology, no. 82
(November 1972): 209-215.
Accessed September 14, 2020.
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with a neutral upright body posture and an Alexander
teacher assisting the subject of the study.

To ensure optimal vocal production, we can create our own
physical directions that follow the body’s emotional response.
For example, if our character is experiencing a moment of
overwhelming grief, we may notice a contraction in the chest,
and when following the continuation of that contraction, may
fall to the ground in a fetal position. Once we recognize this
response, we can then create individualized directions. For
example, the chest draws inwards, the spine rounds into a
primary curve, and arms and legs fold towards the axial
skeleton. Once we have practiced our own physicalized direc-
tions, we can also apply Alexander directions to maintain vocal
coordination and ease. For example, allowing the neck to be
free can be applied to any physical gesture and can encourage
vocal ease. Then as previously mentioned, we can make the
movement appropriate to the genre. As we practice this, we
continue to free the neck and use our senses, feeling if any
excess tension has appeared in an effort to repress the emotion.

These directions can be repeated once they are created, which
offers useful predetermined gestures for the stage. However,
the importance of this practice is in noticing the sensation of
emotion each time it arises. Our physical experience of
emotion, even within the same piece or character, may change
with practice. The example I used above with grief could take
endless physical trajectories. In one instance, grief could
appear as throwing the head back, spreading the arms
horizontally to the sides, and dropping to the knees. On the
other hand, the same performer could experience grief as face
widening and body freezing. To experiment with this idea,
pick any emotion you currently express in a piece of music.
Notice the physical sensation of that emotion, and allow the
body to move in a direction that feels like a natural response.
Do this same motion and think about releasing the muscles
of the neck as you do that. Then repeat the same two steps
experimenting with different or similar gestures as they
organically occur. While we can experiment with changing the
gesture each time, we continually allow the body’s natural
response to emotion—which makes the gesture authentic.

Authentic Expression and the Audience
Finally, for authentic onstage expression, it is important to
truly feel these physical and emotional responses. This will
spark natural empathy from an audience, and emotion and
empathy are inseparable. When we witness a performer’s
deep emotional experience, we both recognize and share an
understanding of that experience. Emotion that is portrayed
with gesture, but not truly felt, will come across as superficial
and will not trigger an empathetic response. On the other
hand, when our movements are coordinated and freely
respond to emotional stimuli, they are empathetically felt by
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an audience. This applies not only to opera and musical
theater but also to recitals and auditions. Using principles of
Alexander Technique, the whole body moves efficiently so we
can sing and express with ease. While Alexander Technique
does not directly try to create empathy, it can encourage
more authentic and integrated expression. This empowers
performers to connect more deeply with themselves and
with their audiences.

Symphony, New Mexico Philhar-
monic, University of New Mexico
Opera, Santa Fe Desert Chorale,
and St. John’s Bach Project. In 2009,
she had her international debut with
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Pinkerton in The Old Maid and
the Thief.
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In her introduction to The Musician’s Mind, Lynn Helding
describes the human brain as the “superstar of the new
millennium.”1  Like many superstars, the brain is characterized
by complexity and intrigue—it’s often claimed how little we
still know about the brain compared to all that’s left to be
understood. Helding dedicates this work to bridging these
gaps, providing a rich and thorough perspective into how
humans learn and how we can optimize this learning in
our music-making. By illuminating how the brain processes
information, Helding has contributed a unique and valuable
resource for music teachers, students, and performers. While
the material is presented through the lens of cognitive science,
one need not be a neuroscientist to immediately relate. As a
voice teacher, I found countless “aha” moments that will shape
my work going forward. As a singer and lifelong learner, I was
inspired with ways to strengthen my practice, creativity, and
internal motivation. Indeed, there is something for everyone
in this book.

Helding begins with a history of modern psychology to
explain how humans have traditionally been taught and
motivated (and in many cases, still are). Behaviorism eventu-
ally gave way to the study of cognitive science and emotion—
that is, from what we do to what we think and feel—and with
that, Helding examines the mind-body relationship (spoiler
alert: they’re more connected than we assume). Myth-busting fans
may take particular joy in Helding’s exploration of popular
theories with which many of us were raised. Is the Mozart
Effect actually possible? Can people really be right-brained
or left-brained? Does one truly have an innate learning style—
visual, auditory, kinesthetic, etc.—or is this simply a prefer-
ence? (While the enthusiastic teacher in me wants to share
everything she’s learned, I’ll take a page from this book,
cautioning against cognitive overload and let you discover
for yourself.) Most importantly, Helding explains not only
the “what” but also the “why” and the “how” behind these
answers—a promise she keeps throughout the book.

Next, Helding devotes two chapters to how we learn and,
in turn, how we can optimally teach. She breaks down the
cognitive processes common to all learning—attention,
learning itself, and memory—and explains the qualities
needed for learning to be successful. For every scientific
concept explained, Helding presents a wealth of practical
information—how to set meaningful goals, what motivates
humans the most, and how many bits of new information we
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can actually juggle at once (to my surprise, it’s only four!) Just
one reading of these explanations could well inspire students
to change their practice habits, or teachers to refocus their
content delivery. On that note, Helding’s motor learning
research challenges teachers to reconsider how they can best
help their students. What’s the most effective way to practice
and to give feedback? Is it detrimental to offer praise?
How should one change their approach when guiding a
student through learning or performance? And how can we
resolve what she calls “master class syndrome,” when one
experiences “instant success upon a first or second trial...that
then vaporizes moments later”?2 As a teacher, I was inspired
(and humbled) by new ideas to reshape my instruction; as a
learner, I was impressed by her apparent anticipation of my
every question. Leaving no stone unturned, she skillfully
balances scientific theories and research alongside practical,
real-life applications and the occasional colorful anecdote. As
she navigates us through this material, she appears to question
and explore right along with the reader. In doing so, she guides
this discussion with an empathy that becomes particularly
resonant in the final chapter.

While successful teaching and learning are critical, the
ultimate goal is performance. Helding dives into this topic as
well, again addressing questions many of us have already been
asking: Is there something to that “10,000 practice hours” rule?
What does it take to bridge the gap between training and
success? Is there really such a thing as talent? Serious musi-
cians will appreciate Helding’s unpacking of deliberate prac-
tice: effortful at times, with difficulties to be embraced as
“desirable,”3 and undeniably essential for our accomplishment.
Furthermore, Helding explores the causes, symptoms, and
coping strategies for music performance anxiety (MPA), as
well as psychological theories behind why professionals choke
under pressure. Her thorough analysis of this topic is a much-
needed normalization of MPA, which she asserts almost all
musicians have experienced4 —and which can even potentially
be unlearned.

In the penultimate chapter, “The Digital Brain,” Helding
presents the realities of music-making in the digital world—
most memorably, the troubling implications of multi-tasking
during practicing.“As musicians, we become what we practice,
yet on which side of plasticity’s double-edged sword is up to
us.”5 Far from being preachy, this chapter is similarly backed
by research evolving almost as rapidly as the technology
itself. Thankfully, Helding presents possible solutions for
these challenges.

Finally, The Musician’s Mind concludes with a stirring call
to action. Far from a dry summary of the book’s scientific
theories, Helding leads the reader through a line of reasoning
linking music with empathy and in turn, society. While not

3 Helding, p. 192.

4 Helding, p. 209.

5 Helding, p. 280.

2 Helding, p. 103.
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out of character with the rest of Helding’s approach, this
reasoning is nonetheless unexpected and profound, and
may well answer the question nearly all musicians have
asked: “Why am I doing this?”

The Musician’s Mind is a one-of-a-kind resource, curating a
breadth and depth of knowledge which until now has been
lacking in our field. As such, the book is rich, thorough,
and detailed—it may be best digested in frequent small
sessions.  (Remember, we can only focus on four new
chunks of information at a time!) As the information can be
dense, Helding redefines key terms often, and she provides
helpful recaps at the beginning of each chapter to reorient
the reader. Particularly in the later chapters, she illustrates
scientific explanations with vivid quotes and stories
from performers, psychologists, and others. Finally, for
those who wish to dive down a research rabbit hole, her
exhaustive footnotes at the end of each chapter will
provide hours of further reading.

It is neither a pun nor an exaggeration to say that The
Musician’s Mind made me think: not only to evaluate my
teaching and learning, but also to reflect upon my role
as an artist. The life of a musician can be rife with
uncertainties, but Helding answers a great deal about
our lifestyle while helping us embrace what questions
remain. This book is essential for any who make music,
and for all who are curious.
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