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In the audition process at the beginning of the school year, I determine not only the voice 

part each singer will sing, but I also determine reading ability, intonation difficulties, 

vibrato type, volume and strength of the voice, and overall color or tone quality of each 

individual voice. 

 

During the first week or two of rehearsal I allow students to stand where they feel 

comfortable within sections.  At the end of that time period, I will begin the voicing 

process.  I usually keep the ladies one day for about 20-30 minutes and then on another 

day I will keep the men for about the same length of time for the voicing process.  I feel 

that it is important to wait for a couple of weeks to voice because it allows new members 

of the ensemble to adjust to the group and this allows you to hear their real tone quality 

during the voicing process. 

 

I.  Placement of Voices: 

 

1. Place like voices together: 

 Front Row – reserved for the softest or mellowest voices which are 

secure in pitch.  This row sets a tonal front for the choir and allows 

these softer voices to sing to their best audible advantage. 

 

 

 Second Row – place the more vibrant voices in this row.  Be sure that 

these singers have secure pitch and a well focused tone.  They should 

also be good blending voices and have the ability to listen to those 

around them. 

 

 

 Third and Fourth Rows – place the most vibrant voices of the choir.  

These include solo voices, overly bright or heavy voices, loud voices, 

and voices with wide or unusual vibratos.   

 

 

 2.  Placement of “problem voices”: 

  Problem voices include uncertain singers or singer with wide vibratos,  

  insecure pitch, or tone colors that cannot be modified. 

 

 Do not place these voice types on the very end of a row, but towards the 

outside edges of a row.  When these voice types are on the very end they 

tend to stick out and the audience will hear them more readily.   

 

 Do not place these voice types in the very center of the choir.  This also is 

an area that tends to stick out to the audience as well. 



 Do not place these voice types on rows 1 or 2 if possible. 

 

 Place voices with wide or unusual vibratos towards the back of the choir 

 

        One drawback of placing all of these voices in a couple of rows is matching   

        vibratos and timbres in a pleasing way.  With a little work and some trial and 

        error on your part, most voices can be placed in a satisfactory manner. 

 

II.  Voice Placement Procedure at Colorado State University – Pueblo: 

 

 I begin by working within a section (alto, soprano, etc.).  I start by having the 

entire row sing a vocalizing exercise together to get an overall feel for the sound.  

I may have some preplanned voices to move at the outset.  I will then work down 

the row, usually in groups of 4 or 5 singers until I have moved voices into the 

most advantageous placement for the singer as well as the choir. I follow the same 

procedure for additional rows and then move on to another section.   

 

 I use the following vocal exercise that Anton Armstrong, director of St. Olaf 

Choir, uses: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 This is a great exercise because it uses open vowels and allows the singer to sing 

 with ease.  It also allows you to place the exercise in the voice to determine how 

 singers make adjustments going into the upper register.  For sopranos and tenors, 

 I have them sing the exercise in the key of E Major.  For altos and basses, I have 

 them sing the exercise in the key of C Major. 

 

 

In conclusion, should you decide to incorporate choir voicing into your vocal ensemble, 

be prepared for some initial resistance.  All choir members, whether old or young, have 

definite ideas about where they like to stand within the ensemble.  Some insist on 

standing on the front row or on the outer edges of the row or simply want to stand by 

their best friend.  You will need to do some preparation work with them and assure them 

that this is for the benefit of the entire ensemble.  No one voice is better or worse than 

another, but each has unique characteristics that can contribute to the ensemble in a very 

important way.  Each individual has a place in the choir where they can sing and sound 

their best.  After students try this a few times, they will truly be excited to find that place 

where they can sing and be comfortable within the ensemble. 

 


