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Introduction

This book is a collaboration between a professional singing teacher and a highly specialist speech and language therapist and provides informed advice on the physical aspects of voice production, including vocal health, along with a range of useful exercises to develop breath control and strengthen tone. The material is presented in two sections, the first providing information and guidance and the second featuring a selection of practical exercises. The book is suitable for singing students and anyone who aims to improve their understanding of voice use and develop safe, effective strategies to improve and enjoy their own instrument.

We believe in celebrating each individual voice and encouraging individuals to develop an understanding of how healthy singing should both feel and sound so that they are able to practice and perform independently. Aspects of vocal technique can be shrouded in mystery and are often communicated in a highly individual way by teachers through imagery and analogy or tactile cues (touch). While imagery and analogy can be useful in communicating features of musical interpretation it is also important to encourage an understanding of how effective breath control or technique should feel for the individual. Furthermore, a reliance on tactile approaches can result in students being uncomfortable in lessons and unable to practice effectively without the support of the teacher.

This book provides useful information and guidance on aspects of posture, breath control and tone production and includes a range of useful tips, tools and exercises to help support safe, sustainable and fulfilling voice use. The exercises are tried and tested with singers of every age and ability and can help to develop and enhance stamina, control and tone quality, thereby improving confidence. These exercises can also be used with individuals or groups, either in isolation to improve and develop specific technical aspects of singing or in combination as part of a regular warm-up sequence.





Part One


The Voice

 Voice is a multidimensional concept. In music, the voice is an instrument to express thoughts and feelings and manipulated for artistry effect. It’s the most personal and versatile musical instrument, unique to everyone. Physiologically, its viewed as a complex system involving the brain, the respiratory system, larynx, vocal cords, and articulators to enable communication and maintain homeostasis. Psychologically, voice reflects and influences emotional states, identity, and self-concept. It enables us to connect to others. Lastly, at a spiritual stance, voice is viewed as a mode for spiritual energy and connection such as, healing, meditation and chanting. These dimensions of voice can be interconnected. For example, singing is connected to artistry which is impacted by manipulation and control of the physiological system.

An important part of achieving success as a singer involves getting to know the strengths and weaknesses in our voice and finding ways to develop technically so that we can feel confident that we are using our instrument properly and effectively. In this first section, we explore the physiology of the voice and the way in which vocal sound is created.



How Does the Voice Work?

 Making a musical sound requires a generator (air from the lungs), a vibrator (vocal folds, in the larynx) and a resonator (the articulators; tongue, soft palate, lips) (Figure 1). The generator causes movement; that movement, in turn, causes the vibrator to vibrate. The resonator enhances vibrancy and sound and creates words. The musculature relevant to singing includes the intercostal muscles, diaphragm, pelvic floor muscles (pelvic diaphragm), lumbar muscles, laryngeal muscles and neck muscles.

[image: Illustration of the respiratory system, showing labeled parts: nasal cavity, pharynx, larynx, trachea, bronchi, lungs, and diaphragm, with a neutral tone.]

Figure 1: Generator, vibrator, resonator system

In singing, the generator is the breath as voice is generated by air from the lungs. The main structures that help generate breathing and breath control in singing include the lungs, intercostal muscles, diaphragm and pelvic floor muscles (pelvic diaphragm). The pelvic floor diaphragm looks similar in shape to the diaphragm. In our daily lives, we tend to use only a small proportion of our lung capacity. As we explore breathing techniques for singing, we can enhance and develop existing breath control and this, can have a positive impact on other aspects of life.

Through the inhale phase of singing, air quickly enters the lungs, filling the alveoli sacs. This is also achieved with the help of the diaphragm. The diaphragm is a dome shaped muscle. It is shaped like this to accommodate the liver and stomach. The liver and stomach are located just below the diaphragm.

During inhalation, the diaphragm contracts and flattens. This downward movement increases the thoracic cavity’s volume, thus drawing air into the lungs. Since the diaphragm is connected to the lungs, the diaphragm’s downward movement also pulls the lungs downward, allowing them to expand. At the same time, the abdominal organs, including the liver and intestines, are displaced, causing the abdomen to push outward. This results in the belly bulging slightly as the lungs fill with air (Figure 2).

The breathing out phase in singing (exhalation) is crucial, as this facilitates sound production. During exhalation, the diaphragm relaxes and moves upward. This upward movement happens as the diaphragm releases its contraction and returns to its resting dome shape.

A lot of emphasis is placed on having a “relaxed abdomen,” but relaxing the abdomen doesn’t mean relaxing everything. The abdomen consists of four layers of muscles (transversus abdominis, rectus abdominis, external obliques, and internal obliques). These muscles need to be engaged appropriately to aid in exhalation. When exhaling, intra-abdominal pressure increases, which pushes the diaphragm upward, closing the thoracic cavity and helping to squeeze air out of the lungs with effective pressure and force. Proper engagement is achieved through correct posture, which is discussed later in this book.

Overall, additional muscle activity and force are not required during the inhalation and exhalation phases in singing, and attempting to use them can be dangerous, as it may lead to laryngeal and neck muscle tension.

[image: Diagram of the breathing mechanism showing two lungs. The left illustrates diaphragm contraction, with lung expansion and negative alveolar pressure, while the right shows diaphragm relaxation, with lung compression and positive alveolar pressure.]

Figure 2: Diaphgram movment during inilation and exhilation

Often, there is a desire to suck in the tummy for aesthetic reasons, which causes tension in the abdominal wall. As a singer, if the waist is sucked in, the abdominal muscles are contracted, restricting the outward expansion of the abdominal cavity during breathing. This restriction creates resistance during the descent phase of the diaphragm as it contracts and fills the lungs with air. As a result, the individual may run out of breath due to insufficient air intake. Singing without enough air also leads to increased tension in the neck and larynx. Therefore, it is crucial for singers to understand and relax the abdominal muscles, allowing sufficient space for the passage of air and reducing unnecessary tension.


Posture and sound production

Although the abdomen should remain relaxed, singers must ensure that the rest of the body stays engaged and that proper posture is maintained. The pelvic muscles should be engaged to support good posture. This can be achieved by keeping the pelvis in a neutral position. Anatomically, women tend to have a natural forward pelvic tilt compared to men. Standing in a hyper-arched position (Figure 3) can compromise the exhalation process, as the lower back muscles are more likely to be locked in an extended position. In this posture, when attempting to contract the abdominal muscles during exhalation, a dead-end point has occurred because the back and abdominal muscles cannot contract simultaneously.

To reduce this tilt, engaging the gluteus muscles (the bum muscles) can help. By contracting the pelvic muscles, the abdominal area can remain relaxed. To assess whether the pelvic floor muscles are engaged correctly, one can try wearing a horizontal belt or focus on the waistline.



[image: Illustration showing side views of a woman in two postures: left with arched back labeled "BRIDGE," and right with straight posture labeled "NORMAL."]

Figure 3: Posture

Common posture mistakes to watch out for:


	Overcorrecting the spine: Making the back too rigid and straight can be just as harmful as poor posture.


	Slumping: Allowing the spine to slump exaggerates the natural curves in the neck and lower back, which can lead to discomfort.


	Knee locking: Standing with locked knees and braced thigh muscles pushes the knees backward.


	Leaning on one leg: Putting all or most
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