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‘If you are teaching, you must be active.
You must not give the impression of activity.
You must be active…
Try to speak as if from your whole being.’


Michael Chekhov,
Lessons for Teachers




Preface


This book is for those youth theatre leaders, schoolteachers or lecturers teaching non-vocational theatre courses or programmes who want to help their students to develop their voices, either as a component in theatre training, for a short time when they embark on a play, or for the benefit of their everyday lives.


If you have done some voice work, either on short courses, or through speech and drama, and are open to new exercises and new ways of teaching, this book is for you. It should give you some ideas to help with vocal challenges, and innovative exercises mixed in with the tried and true.


Whilst this book is not a substitute for a training course – to me, experiential learning is always the best way to learn this process – it sets out some pathways to give you the confidence and basic tools to begin working on voice with your young people.


Voice work is vital for well-being. It improves relaxation, communication and self-confidence. It is helpful in job interviews, presentations, or if the young person is entering a profession in which she has to talk a lot and convey ideas and feelings. So it is a vital part of the wider educative ethos to give your students ‘a voice’.


It is not only for acting.


How to Use This Book


I am well aware that there will be many readers who need structured support in order to make ideas meaningful for the young people they are teaching, so I have tried to provide that by creating a course of nine sessions, followed by a series of micro sessions, and concluding with two sessions for more advanced work.


However, because seven of the sessions are very much themed, there is nothing to stop the more experienced of you cherry-picking sessions and basic work.


It all depends on your own level of experience, the type of group you are working with and the circumstances under which you are working.


First Steps


The Introduction explores why it is so important to help our young people work on their voices, and the crucial part that voice, and especially breathing, plays in their health, development, and ability to express themselves.


It also includes an exercise programme for you. Depending on your skill level and interest I hope you might find this useful, to develop your own skills and confidence around the subject. Teaching voice requires an experiential knowledge which is found through your own observation, your own practice and your own body.


The Two Core Sessions


Part 1 features two full plans for ninety-minute core sessions: basic voice introduction sessions where you will lay the foundations for the other work. Roughly speaking, they explore breath, diction, resonance and relaxation. They include some fun exercises as well as the basic floor work. Schoolteachers or those with less time available may need to split each session into two. These sessions focus initially on practical, exercise-based work and then move towards the more imaginative approach.


What works for your group depends very much on what kind of group they are, how many there are, their ages, and where you are working with them. These sessions are fundamental to the other work.


The Seven Themed Sessions


Part 2 sets out seven themed workshop plans of roughly seventy-five minutes’ duration, each on a particular aspect of voice work: projection, rhythm, the power of language, voice in realistic drama, emphasis, working with experimental sound work, and exploring Shakespeare. You might find any or all of these useful, particularly in terms of the kind of work your youth theatre, school group or college might be intending to tackle.


The Micro Sessions


Appreciating that time is sometimes of the essence, Part 3 contains a series of micro sessions which serve the same kind of purpose as a short session in a yoga book. They keep your group alive to the importance of voice and give them an exercise or two to explore. Micro sessions assert the value of voice within the structure of any session, however restricted your time frame might be. They may be good for the less experienced teacher/facilitator also, as a place to start.


The Further Sessions


Part 4 concerns incorporating voice work in rehearsal for production in either a school or youth theatre setting, and then on developing the work further.


And finally, the appendices feature a bibliography, a list of organisations and individuals you might be interested in contacting, and a basic voice warm-up sheet you might want to use as a template – and which is also available as a downloadable resource on the Nick Hern Books website: www.nickhernbooks.co.uk/teachingvoice


I hope you find this book useful and fun, and that it may lead to more young people opening, exploring and developing the power of their voices.


Please note: In respect of the fact that people will use different entry points for this book, I established this rule: I have not repeated the full instructions for exercises which I describe in full in the early workshops, then recur later, as it would have made the book rather long. So I will refer you back to when the exercise first appears. The only time I have broken that rule is with the micro sessions, where there is a basic explanation, in case you decide to go there early on to get your group familiar with voice work.
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Introduction


Why Do Voice?




‘The voice is the most intricate mixture of what you hear, how you hear it and how you unconsciously choose to use it.’


Cicely Berry





This introduction outlines the challenges and reasons for teaching voice, and offers support and suggestions to the facilitator/teacher. There is also some discussion of the Michael Chekhov Technique and the connection of voice, imagination and body. In addition to explaining the mechanics of breath, the chapter also offers a short preparation session for the facilitator to touch base and enable them to go more slowly and deeply.


Setting the Scene


If there’s a temptation to skip on to the workshops, tips and exercises which make up the main part of this book, I would suggest you don’t surrender to it, because this Introduction is going to help you engage with the exercises and workshops within a certain context, and I would suggest it may make the workshop plans even more useful.


When we consider all the other important things we could be doing with our groups in the thin window of time in which we see them each week, what makes voice so important?


I am a strong believer in having an ethos for any training. It gives our facilitating and teaching focus and strength. I would like to talk here about some of my own influences, and why I think they are important, so you will understand my ethos and viewpoint. I would also like to discuss some basic breathing theory so I do not need to spend too much time on it during the core session plans.


Finally in this Introduction, I suggest a short programme for you to start with on your own, exercises using a somewhat slower, more internal approach for your own development so that you can be more confident when you teach.


The Wider Issues


There are broad challenges to exploring voice work, especially for young people.


The idea that sounds and voices can take you anywhere and are keys to the opening of worlds is evaporating. With abbreviation and the spoon-feeding of our imaginations with someone else’s commercial ready-made images in films, TV and on the internet, words and language seem to be less and less important. We need to awaken or remind young people of the power and beauty of the spoken voice; what you can do with it; how it empowers you; how it is an instrument of your personality, your feelings and your very essence. The voice work we do with our young people has to have this as its aim.


But change can be challenging. Cicely Berry, the iconic voice teacher, revolutionised voice training by asking us to consider the social and psychological pressures on us all to speak and breathe a certain way. She wrote, decades ago in her seminal book Voice and the Actor: ‘Because it is such a personal statement, criticism of your voice is very close to criticism of yourself, and can often be seen as destructive.’


So we have to be very sensitive in our approach.


A crucial aspect of voice training is relaxation, or I would prefer to use Michael Chekhov’s expression, which is to inhabit a feeling of ease. Initially we are going to put a lot of focus on breathing.


We should consider the power of the diaphragmatic breath, which is scientifically proven to promote relaxation. It is a useful tool for young people, who are frequently tense and stressed – and should be taught to them, whether they are going to act or not. Learning about this breathing from the diaphragm may also stimulate them to practise at home, even if they do not imagine they will ever act professionally. Being aware and in control of the breath makes a person feel more confident.


The voice that is well articulated, relaxed and connected to the body, imagination and feelings is vital for well-being. Voice work improves our capacity to communicate. Let us consider for a moment the pantheon of jobs that require a clear and expressive voice: teacher, lecturer, lawyer, solicitor, shop assistant, care worker, youth leader, phone worker, canvasser, bus driver, ticket collector, tour guide, politician, anyone who works for the public service (and on and on)… and that’s before we get to actors.


When it comes to acting, though, you are your instrument. When you go on stage you are playing upon your body, voice, imagination and feelings. Everything. No young person can do adequate justice to how they feel, or their ideas (especially in some of the acoustically challenging venues in which youth theatres and schools find themselves playing) without some voice work.


Voice ought to be considered as part of the wide social and educational remit of youth theatre, schools or any liberal-arts course. By doing voice work, you are literally giving the young person a ‘voice’.


Practical Challenges


The Clock


Most youth theatres meet for two to three hours per week. In that time you have to warm up, rehearse or devise, have fun, and involve yourself in some kind of pastoral caring exchange when required. Schools and many college courses do not have much time either. Of course, the occasional workshop can be fun and will hopefully give your young people a feeling of release. Crucially though, the basis of much early voice work involves a lot of practice and repetition. How can we inspire them with the idea that voice is important to them and get them to practise when we are squeezing the voice work in?


I would suggest that after one or more full voice sessions you might like to run ‘micro sessions’: short periods within your workshop which consciously concentrate wholly and fully upon voice. This is why I have, after the programme of themed sessions, created a number of micro sessions, on roughly the same topics. It will mean you will be able to mix, match and adapt to your own and the group’s needs.


It might also be important for you to provide basic workout sheets for support and encouragement, should the group want to practise and pursue the work in their own time.


Age


Voice work can be practised by any age group, you just need to adapt the work. The exercises in this book are primarily for groups aged between fourteen and twenty, but many of the exercises can be used for a younger group with adaptation, time adjustment, or by changing the teaching goal. I use many of the same exercises with adults but with a slightly different focus or vocabulary. More on this later.


Focus


Voice might not be the main focus of your group at this time. We need to balance the issue of meeting the participants where they are, with the skills and opportunities that the setting (be it youth theatre, school or college) allows them. Offered at the wrong moment, too much voice work might frighten them off. I don’t want to overemphasise this fear, because young people can also be very nervous about using their bodies in anything other than the most inhibited fashion. In other words, the young person’s inhibition is not just a voice issue.


By including some structured voice work, you are in fact freeing the young person to express herself more effectively. Of course, the timing for your group has to be right for it to be really beneficial. Only you can know when that is.


Within the school setting this fear of being judged and therefore remaining inhibited is incredibly strong, and in this environment I would suggest you move very slowly indeed. Floor work might be challenging in this context, for instance, but I will provide guidance on this later.


Different Settings


Anyone who has run the same youth theatre for some time has had the experience of the organically changing needs of the group. A fluctuation in the needs of the group is something we need to consider in our decision to teach voice. It needs to be the right time.


Youth theatres seem to fall into four distinct types. These types can be fluid, as different facilitators and participants come and go and projects and interests develop.


The Shows-and-Skills Youth Theatre


This is the youth theatre that puts on regular plays and is looking for traditional theatre skills to support them. They may do scripted plays or devised work. They tend to be more production-based, rather than process-based. The participants are usually pretty motivated, and often a number of them have their sights set on an artistic career. The process and production ought to be of equal importance, because whenever we do plays or drama, issues inevitably develop for the young people.


The Devised-Work Youth Theatre


This type of youth theatre is very much focused on process, exploring the views of its young people and helping make those views into theatre. They tend to be less focused on traditional skills, but focus more on making work that expresses their ideas and feelings. They frequently get round their lack of traditional skills by presenting powerful work in smaller non-theatre venues. They are totally engaged with the creation of the work. Finding both their collective voice and the individual voices within them is paramount.


The Social-Space Youth Theatre


The primary aim of this group is to give support in a myriad of ways to young people and give them a worthwhile activity. Their agendas for being there are usually social and the drama is very much a sideline activity, even though they might enjoy it. Here the process is the primary aspect of the interaction. A production, however, can often focus the group in a way nothing else could.


Schools or Colleges


These groups present quite a different set of opportunities and challenges to the above. In school, you are wrestling with the requirements of the curriculum, the issues in the institution, the way the young people feel about school, the fact that some people will be very hard to win over, the peer pressure (which, whilst it can be strong in the other sorts of group, is even more acute in schools). Some of the more expansive exercises might be challenging, so you need to tread cautiously. You are asking people to be brave and a saboteur can be extremely destructive. Depending on your group, I might suggest sticking to technical elements, relaxation and games initially, until you have the group ready to go into other areas.


Speaking ‘Proper’


Voice work for youth theatre does not equate in any way with the ‘speech and drama’ approach or, even worse, elocution. There are some similar goals because we want people to achieve clarity, but these elements need to be taught and experienced completely differently. Our work needs to be enjoyable and liberating, and as imaginative as it is disciplined. Whilst voice work can seem tedious and repetitive, it is essential we find ways to make it interesting and dynamic, and relate it not only to acting but to the demands of the participants’ everyday lives. Much of the way this can happen is by using the body, imagination and movement to explore the voice fully. It can be fun.


At no time should we be trying to eradicate the natural accent of a young person, nor is it in our remit to deal with a speech ‘impediment’. The goal must be for the participant to find an open voice that is clear, relaxed, confident and expressive. If they practise, of course, their voices might well change, and nothing delights me more than when a young person whose voice is whispered and weak discovers she can make a rich loud sound.


When working on Shakespeare scenes or full productions with young people in Ireland, I have many times been asked, ‘Should we speak in an English accent?’ This goes to show that the feeling that one does not speak ‘properly’ is alive and well, and that there is some kind of proper way to speak. I always assure them that what I want them to do is connect with the words, characters, story, sensations, feelings and ideas, and that their breathing, bodies and imaginations need to connect to the language in order that they might share all that with their fellow actors and the audience, rather than worry about their accents.


If you as a facilitator have some ambivalent feelings towards the idea of teaching voice, you need to start considering them. Perhaps you are concerned with how your group might receive this kind of work. Certain groups I have worked with would not have thanked you for anything you might have even loosely called voice exercises. I remember one particular group in working-class Dublin whose work was incredibly authentic and involved powerful site-specific work set in their own community. I felt I managed to convince them by explaining that they were a group with ideas, valuable ideas which they wanted to share through theatre, but that without some vocal skills they were not going to be able to promote their ideas effectively. These ideas could also be explored through their voices, and we did a whole weekend on writing, rap, soundscapes and speaking chorus. But we also did a lot of regular voice work which introduced them to clarity, breath and relaxation.


Owning and Adapting Exercises


Recently a teacher told me that while she personally got a lot out of doing a facilitators’ weekend workshop with me, she felt afraid or uncomfortable using the material we had worked on with her own group. This fear can partly be a nervousness around the whole subject of voice, or can be an idea that exercises you learn elsewhere do not somehow belong to you. Let that idea go.


In addition to my own original exercises, I use many which were taught to me as a student, or I have learned them from fellow professionals and adapted them as I’ve gone along. The exercises become yours the more you use them. This is perfectly natural. Own them and change them. Many of my own original exercises are now used by ex-students of mine.


Once, whilst working at MIT in Boston, I was asked to do some outreach work with an LGBT youth theatre group. I was doing warm-up exercises with them. One of the voice and movement exercises began, and their facilitator who was there to help me, suddenly cried out, ‘That is one of Paddy Swanson’s exercises!’ I was amazed to hear him use the name of someone who had taught me decades before, and whom I had not seen since the seventies. I did not think for a moment that this was not my exercise because I had developed and refined it for years. It was totally my own: I actually met Paddy later and told him what a great influence he had had on my work. It was a lovely opportunity to thank him.


Adapting exercises can be an extraordinary journey. Good exercises are multilayered and have many different aims. You need to decide what the main focus of the exercise might be for your group – this may not be the focus for which it was intended.


When we adapt an exercise, we need to decide what we feel it teaches or opens for the young person, and then do what we need to do to make it work for the group. This aspect of inclusion is absolutely crucial. For example, once when I was running my pre-professional course in Voice, I wanted to use a particular breathing exercise, which started out with each student kneeling on the ground. It was based on a yoga exercise and was quite strenuous. I had a very committed and amazing young woman in the group who had a disability and used a walking frame, so I adapted the exercise to have the students seated astride chairs. The movement involved a similar spinal movement and a feeling of a core of breath beginning from the very centre of being and rising to the ceiling. It worked for the whole class. Now I use it often with chairs because it is easier for all less supple people and is much more relaxing.


Michael Chekhov Technique


Though he was not a voice teacher per se, Michael Chekhov has had the most impact upon me, both in terms of my voice work and my directing and teaching in other fields, principally because of his faith in the body and the imagination to plumb the creativity of the human being.


Michael Chekhov (1891–1955) was one of the most innovative actor/director/teachers of the twentieth century. A nephew of the great playwright Anton Chekhov, he acted in the Moscow Art Theatre with extraordinary success, occasionally coming into conflict with the director Stanislavsky and others that worked there. His journey across Europe and eventually to the United States – where he acted in Hollywood movies (most notably in Hitchcock’s Spellbound) and taught and influenced a whole number of famous and less famous actors – is one of both frustration and triumph. His belief in the creative imagination and use of the body to find sensations and feelings for the character makes acting into a truly magical art of extraordinary potential. Whilst he was not a voice teacher, he was very interested in the work of Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) whose creation ‘Eurythmy’ involved a whole physical language to correspond to sound.


Michael Chekhov Technique makes the connection between voice, imagination, body and feelings. Why is this so very important? It makes us into whole people and whole performers. It gives us an awareness, and opens doors. This should be one of our prime aims when working with young people, if it is at all possible. Our body should be our friend, and it can be, if we loosen it up and make it porous to all the sensitive influences of which it is capable. Young people tend to have very polarised views about their bodies, from freedom and elasticity, to tense, uneasy and closed. This can be a challenge for them and for us, but using the body to free breath, feelings and language is healthy and positive. Along with the body, the other actor’s friend is the imagination.


The Power of the Imagination


Whilst facilitating a voice and relaxation course for the Blue Teapots Theatre Company in Galway, Ireland, a training and performance programme for young adults with learning difficulties, I discovered that in order to get the participants to exercise meaningfully and with energy, I needed to use images rather than instructions to stimulate them into using their voices and bodies in expressive ways. For instance, instead of saying, ‘Exercise your fingers,’ I might say, ‘Pretend you are playing the piano.’ When I used this approach they were much more free.


Previously with youth theatre or drama students I had primarily used energy and playfulness to encourage an intellectual and muscular understanding of the body, the voice and breathing. It involved a lot of physicality, but not so much imagination. With the Teapots it was the imagination that was key and it began a big shift in my approach.


Words and images react within you when you read a novel and you create your own world prompted by them. It is a charged reaction. When you see the movie of the same novel it is frequently disappointing because the images presented are not your images. The film is simply not the way you imagined it. What’s worse is that those movie images can never change, whereas when you re-read a book the images can change.


A useful Chekhov exercise is to imagine a character in a fairy story in every detail, then consciously imagine it differently. Your own images can help you speak with more feeling and power.


Exploring through imagination sometimes involves a risk, especially for teenagers who often consider themselves above such childlike processes and for whom taking that risk might expose them to looking or feeling foolish. Working imaginatively can remind some young people of primary school, and they might feel they are beyond it. Work with the imagination demands they let go of this fear. Reminding them that acting has its roots in ‘Let’s Pretend’ can often be reassuring. Still, for some, working primarily from the imagination is not intellectual or ‘adult’ enough for them and smacks of an esoteric, ‘hippy-dippy’ exploration. We can observe this fear of using instinct/imagination regularly in workshops when groups are under pressure to produce a piece of work and then spend the whole of their preparation time discussing the possibilities rather than getting up and exploring them.


If they dare to imagine and try, the results can be easier to achieve and more groundbreaking than purely muscular and intellectual practice and understanding.


However, voice is movement so there are a lot of plusses to drills and routines. Some people respond well to them, and because much voice work is involved with technical prowess, drills are essential and need to be made fun. Some young people love set warm-ups; they give that feeling of ensemble, focus and togetherness which is one of the massive wider learning arcs of engaging young people in theatre. They are always a mainstay of my own work. But they are not everything.


I have learned to vary the exercises, some using the physical energy trigger, and some which use imagination as the key. Try to keep this balance and you will not only be helping the participant to understand the mechanics of voice, but to explore imaginatively and powerfully their inner potential. For example, you can ask your group to put their voices in their chests, or you can ask them to imagine they are filled with brown and make a ‘brown’ sound. Both approaches are important, the mechanical and the imaginative.


Breathing: The Key to Everything


It may be that you are a youth theatre worker or teacher who has done some training, but much of your voice training has been made up of an occasional workshop here and there. You have done some practical theatre and maybe some speech and drama. Maybe you have done some singing training. What you have not done most likely is a consistent professional voice training. Whilst this book is not a substitute for that training, it can help to give you the confidence to teach some basic voice, and then develop and make your own discoveries.


Relaxation classes or yoga are excellent for breathing, and any voice classes or courses you might be able to attend are useful. However, singing classes may be less helpful because, although so much of their training involves listening, diction and breathing, there are some fundamental differences.


The reason for this is that many singing teachers focus on rib breathing first. This is not a good plan with tense young people, who, when they try to breathe into their ribs, will inevitably breathe into their chests and shoulders, tightening their whole upper bodies. You have a very short time with your group so you have to do what you can to find the door that will lead quickly to that open, liberating breath.


Some Theory


Breath is the absolute bedrock of teaching voice. Teachers often talk about breath control. Whilst we might be trying to achieve control, control immediately implies tension, which is the last thing you need to explore with this work. Rather than control, I prefer to say freedom, or power.


Breath is the fuel for everything we do; body movements and functions, even thoughts, and speech. Without breath we are dead. So the more easily and fully we can breathe, the better we can function and most certainly the better we can act and speak. As I mentioned earlier, it has been scientifically proven that diaphragmatic breathing triggers the relaxation response. We frequently notice this change in our own breathing especially after a stressful day when our breathing might be high in our chests. Just as we are falling asleep we feel the breathing deepen and fall into the belly.


So what is this ‘belly-breathing’? We are not literally breathing into the belly, of course, but the movement of the diaphragm downwards makes it feel that way.


The diaphragm is a large muscle attached to the ribs and the spinal column. When we breathe in, the diaphragm muscle extends downwards allowing air to come into the lungs. This makes the tummy move outwards as the organs are pushed downwards. Many teenagers are reluctant to allow this because they fear it will make them look fat, but once they understand the vocal power such breathing gives them and that it makes them feel relaxed, they frequently feel easier about it.


When you breathe out and you push the stomach muscles gently in, the tummy flattens as the diaphragm muscle relaxes up to its original position. Try always to get participants to breathe in through the nose and out through the mouth, as that is what you do when talking. Over the page are two photographs of the facilitator firstly breathing in, with the tummy extended, and then having fully breathed out, with the tummy slightly pulled in.
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You need to reassure your group that it is natural for the ribs to move, but they should not be the focus for the breath. The ribs should not feel like they are the destination for the intake of breath. It is as if the breath passes the ribs and ends up in the belly.


We will explore later in more detail how you can tell whether someone is breathing down, how you observe this and then how to help the young person dissolve any tension that might be making this process uneasy. You will need to consider how they breathe, and who takes shallow breaths and who doesn’t, if you are going to help them.


Let’s forget about the young people for a minute and begin with your own practice. Here is a warm-up specifically tailored to you. You can incorporate exercises from the workshop plans as you get more proficient, but for a few weeks, for your own practice, stick with this.


I have restricted this little practice to about fifteen to twenty minutes maximum. Take it slowly. Do it in the morning three or four times a week, or every morning if you can manage it. It is a space for you to familiarise and calm yourself with a few basics in the work. There is no point in telling yourself the young people should explore voice if you are not prepared to explore it too.


Also, knowing this breathing work intellectually is not the same as putting it into your body. The exercises for you in this section are deep and you should take your time with them.


I want you to try and work holistically, both with yourself and with your group, in order that everyone gets the most out of it. Much of the voice work we will do is very physical, not only because that quickly loosens up the participants and is more fun, but also because what we are seeking is a link between voice, breath, body and imagination, so they become a dynamic whole.


This is not only good for acting, but for life.


Find a room that is warm and comfortable and where you will not be disturbed, with enough room to lie on the floor.






Your Own Warm-up


Breathe Down


• Stand with your legs shoulder-width apart, feet parallel and knees slightly bent, arms hanging by the sides. Notice when you bend the knees it relaxes the lower back. Do not push the pelvis forward, just let it fall a little.


• Imagine you are holding a beach ball between your knees so that they do not collapse in too much. Feel the feet on the floor and imagine your feet are reaching into the earth, getting their nourishment from the earth like the roots of a tree. When I say ‘imagine’, what I mean is invite that image into you. Don’t struggle, just invite the image in. Let it be there.
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