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Preface to the Expanded Edition



WELCOME TO the new, expanded edition of Set Your Voice Free.


The world has changed massively since this book first appeared in 1999, and shifts in technology, the music industry, and our understanding of the true power of the voice have opened amazing new possibilities for people who know how to control the way they sound.


Today, any of us can potentially reach millions of people almost instantly, and start the process of getting our audience to trust us, believe us, like us, and connect with us. Based on what people hear as soon as we begin to sing or speak, they decide whether they want to listen to our music, hand us money, be moved by our message, or fall in love with us and what we have to offer.


Your new SoundCloud track, your Kickstarter campaign, your TED Talk, your audition, your big break—all that opportunity hinges on the power of your voice. Scientists tell us that we have one second to make the vocal impression that determines the way we’re received, and in the time since this book first appeared, I’ve developed new techniques to help you ensure that your voice carries the precise sounds that will make people want to stay with you, rather than immediately tuning you out.


By using the classic exercises and the new material in this book, you’ll be able to showcase the best of yourself—your talents, your passion, your originality, your authenticity. The techniques at the heart of the book are the ones I’ve been refining for decades in my work with artists such as John Mayer and Gwen Stefani, as well as with actors such as Reese Witherspoon and Jeff Bridges, who didn’t consider themselves to be singers before they worked with me, and these techniques will give your voice the power and resonance you’ve always wanted.


If all you do is focus on these techniques, you’ll be way ahead of almost every other singer or speaker competing for the attention of your audience. But I hope you’ll take advantage of the additional exercises and advice you’ll find in this edition to go beyond simply sounding good. I’d like to plant the seed of the idea that you can use your voice to become a master influencer. The most profound discovery I’ve made in the past fifteen years is this: If you know how to control the pitch, pace, tone, volume, and melody of your voice—the elements that form the core of this book—you can consciously use them to guide the emotions of your listeners and magnify the impact of every communication you have.


The link between music and emotion has always been clear to us—a song can make us weep or rage or dance for joy—but we rarely carry the power of music into the way we speak. By marrying music and speech, I can help you become a much better singer and speaker at the same time. I’ll show you how the best communicators use the intimate, musical power of sound to control people’s perceptions of them and move their listeners to action. That’s what real influence is, and I’ll give you the tools to develop it.


New Tools for Singers


It’s odd to think about, but when this book originally appeared, there was no American Idol or America’s Got Talent or The Voice. Idol debuted in 2002, AGT in 2006, and The Voice didn’t sing out in America until 2011. When the book came out, not even 50 percent of Americans were using the Internet regularly. iPhones weren’t even a glimmer in someone’s imagination. That time looks almost like the Dark Ages.


But I was busy on the front lines of the transformation of the music industry into a place where reality singing competitions, music-centered programs like Glee, audio streaming, and live performance became the new kingmakers. So in new chapters of this edition geared to singers, I’ll share what I learned.


[image: image] I’ll give you a firsthand look at what it takes to live through the whirlwind of a show like Glee, or an Eminem or Gwen Stefani tour, managing the demands of performing on insane schedules and keeping your voice in top shape. When it’s time to hit the stage, where the profits are made in today’s music industry, you need to be able to count on your voice. You can’t just hide in the studio and order takeout. I’ll show you how the hardest-working people I know do what they need to do, put shows together, and make sure their voices keep working for them.


[image: image] I’ll show you how stars such as Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon, who weren’t singers before they worked with me, prepare for singing roles with techniques that will help you get ready for any demanding new role that’s at the outer limits of your comfort zone.


[image: image] I’ll tell you exactly what you’ll need to do to stand out in an audition or a reality competition, and keep impressing the judges and audiences who are your gateway to opportunity.


[image: image] I’ll also show you how to master the art of being truly original—by writing your own material, even if you “can’t” or “aren’t musical.” If you want control of your career, especially today, that’s the step you’ve got to take, and I’ll guide you through getting started, and making the most of your unique vision.


New Tools for Speakers


Because of the work I do with voice and emotion, I’ve become known as an influence expert and vocal strategist, and students pay thousands of dollars a day to learn what I know. I’ll introduce you to the basics of what I teach them and show you the next steps you can take to turn your voice into the vehicle that connects you in an intimate, powerful, and persuasive way with your listeners.


We live in a world now that’s all about the elevator pitch. How fast and efficiently can you tell a group of strangers about yourself or a passion project? How fast can you move them emotionally and get them to take action in favor of you and your project or idea?


[image: image] I’ll show you the four key emotions you need to evoke in your audiences to make them like and believe you, and I’ll show you exactly how to create the sounds you need to deliver those emotions convincingly. With this foundation, you can begin to infuse your speaking style with a new layer of connection and feeling.


Then I’ll give you a close-up look at how the masters do it, focusing on two of my students who happen to be among the most influential people on the Internet.


[image: image] My student Bethany Mota, a young woman barely out of her teens, has parlayed a love of fashion and a magnetic presentation style into a YouTube channel with 10.3 million subscribers, her own fashion line, and a fledgling singing career. I’ll break down the elements that make her so believable and make her fans so ready to follow her anywhere.


[image: image] My student Brendon Burchard, who was primarily known as a motivational speaker, woke up one morning and decided to shoot some YouTube videos. Almost overnight he became one of the Top 100 Most Followed Public Figures on Facebook. His weekly YouTube show is the most-viewed direct-to-camera personal development series in YouTube history. His motivational podcast, The Charged Life, debuted at #1 on iTunes across all categories in the United States and several other countries, and his blog posts rank as the most liked and shared in the history of the motivational genre. All of this success started with an idea, a dream, and, most of all, a voice to carry his message to the public. I’ll show you how he creates that powerful presence.


Special Help for People with Speech Disorders


Finally, in a new chapter, I’ll share techniques I’ve developed to help individuals with speech disorders for which effective treatments have been hard to find: stuttering and a condition called spasmodic dysphonia, in which the voice becomes choked off, making it almost impossible to speak. There’s no cure for these conditions, but by starting with basic vocal technique and tweaking the tools in my teaching toolbox, I’ve been able to offer relief to many of the people who come to see me.



What I Believe about the Power of the Voice


I think the public has a different kind of respect for the voice than it did back in 1999. Singing competitions and videos that go viral have changed the landscape for singers, offering them new opportunities, feeding their dreams, and opening the public’s imagination to the possibilities of where our voices can take us.


The revolution came when The Voice asked its judges to do blind auditions, in which they faced away from the contestants who were performing for them. The voice alone did the selling, and if a short, chubby barista had a voice like Amy Winehouse, we and the judges were ready to fall in love. All of us realized that no matter what you look like, no matter what your age or background, if you can create the right sounds, people will see the beauty, kindness, intelligence, and uniqueness in you. We were ready to see all that based entirely on the voices we heard.


That is the power of the voice, your voice. And with this new edition, I hope you’ll find every reason to discover it, and Set Your Voice Free.















[image: image] 1 [image: image]



Your Best Voice


YOUR VOICE is an intimate part of you. A breath of air travels through your body, taking on the colors of your thoughts and emotions, and when it re-emerges it’s filled with your essence. Something that intimate should be as strong, sweet, pure, seductive, funny, and commanding as you are. But words like strong, warm, sexy, and powerful may not be the ones that pop into mind when you listen to the voice you’ve recorded on your outgoing message, or the one you made of yourself plodding through a chorus of “Happy Birthday.”


In fact, when I ask most people to describe their own speaking voices, the typical list is full of brutal assessments: thin, harsh, gravelly, hoarse, weak, nasal, tinny. And when it comes to singing, they couldn’t be tougher on themselves: “I’m no Beyoncé, that’s for sure.” “Can’t carry a tune in a bucket.” “Tone deaf.” “Fingernails on a blackboard.” “I don’t sing. Can’t sing. Don’t ask.”


I believe that many of us are trapped in voices that don’t begin to convey who we really are. We think we’re shy, but actually we feel beaten down by the way other people have reacted—or failed to react—when they’ve listened to us. In our minds, James Earl Jones or Scarlett Johansson is speaking our thoughts, but too often what comes out of our mouths is anything but. Maybe your voice is hoarse or strained; maybe it’s more like Pee Wee Herman’s. Maybe you’re soft-spoken, like a librarian, but you’re ready to unleash the vocal exotic dancer. You’d be surprised at how often the voice just doesn’t convey our passions, our convictions, our affection, or our intentions. And you’ll be amazed to see what happens when you learn how to let it.


A Powerful New Tool


I’d like to show you how to find your true voice, the voice that is as rich and full and beautiful and exciting as you are. I’ve spent more than three decades developing specific techniques for enriching every voice and helping speakers and singers solve the problems, both common and rare, that stand between them and the voices they were born to have. The tools I’ll share with you in this book and the audio exercises and examples on the book’s new website (www.setyourvoicefreebook.com) are the same ones I’ve used with clients such as John Mayer, Gwen Stefani, Maroon 5, Selena Gomez, the Beach Boys, Def Leppard, Chicago, Matchbox Twenty, the Jacksons, Earth Wind & Fire, Wilson Phillips, and Phish; as well as actors such as Angelina Jolie, Keira Knightley, Rooney Mara, Jeff Bridges, Reese Witherspoon, Joaquin Phoenix, and Jennifer Lawrence; and speakers such as Tony Robbins, Brendon Burchard, and John Gray (Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus). These are people who depend on their voices—and will do anything they can to protect and develop them. Often, when they call, they need help fast. So, as you’ll see, the lessons in this book are designed to show dramatic results in minutes, days, and weeks—not years. Many of my clients can afford to go anywhere they want and to study any technique ever devised, but they come to me because I have developed the most specific, effective exercises that exist for opening up the voice to all its possibilities. They know that in one lesson I can give them access to parts of their voices they’ve never been able to reach and that they might not have known existed.


Let me give you a few examples of just how powerful this technique is:


[image: image] John Mayer called me, stressed because he had run into a problem as he was recording the song “Say,” which was to be the theme song for a Jack Nicholson movie called The Bucket List. The verses fell into a great vocal spot for him, but the choruses sat in a less-than-comfortable part of his range, and he couldn’t get a good take of the song.


I flew to New York the next day, and headed to the studio, where I asked John to sing what he had. I realized, as I listened and watched, that his Adam’s apple was going up when he tried to sing the chorus, making it impossible for him to hit his high notes. I gave him exercises that would lower his Adam’s apple, the same ones I’ll tell you about later in this book, and the results speak for themselves. We finished the song during my visit, and it made it into the film, playing over the end credits. But it had a bigger life than that: “Say” became a huge Top 40 radio hit and went on to win the Grammy Award for Best Pop Male Performance in 2008. All of this started with a song, a great artist—and the vocal techniques that let him deliver his best work on deadline.


[image: image] A highly successful prime-time TV star (to protect his privacy, I’ll call him Larry) developed a throat infection. He lost his voice and went to an ear, nose, and throat specialist, who advised complete vocal rest for several weeks. Larry took that news like a death sentence—the entire show would have to come to a halt while he recovered, and the network was pressuring him to meet deadlines for new shows that were scheduled to be taped. But because he was a pro and a perfectionist, he followed doctor’s orders and spent his weeks in silence, communicating only with a pencil and a pad of paper.


At the end of this time, Larry was almost afraid to talk. He was terrified to find out what he’d sound like when he opened his mouth again. And he was also afraid that the voice that had let him down once would do it again. Larry didn’t even recognize the sounds he was making when he began to speak. His voice didn’t have the thickness and power he remembered. It sounded almost wispy—and it didn’t sound like him. He was agitated, and extremely nervous, when he arrived at my studio.


After less than an hour of vocal exercises, Larry’s voice had regained its resonance, and we’d actually built on the strengths of his old voice to give it more power. Larry was back on the air two days later—receiving rave reviews for the greater amount of character and personality that came through when he spoke. His newfound vocal prowess gave him so much confidence, it translated effortlessly into a positive change that radiated through both his personal and his professional life.


I’ve found that by using singing exercises to help people improve the way they speak, I can make bigger leaps much more quickly than even a speech pathologist might. That’s because singing helps you bypass the logical, skeptical left side of the brain. Instead, when you take a chance and sing sounds for me, you tap into the creative, playful right side of the brain—the side that’s ready to believe you can fly.


[image: image] Finally, I’d like to tell you the story of someone you’ve never heard of. He’s never won a Grammy or appeared on TV, but I consider my work with him to be among my proudest achievements. Owen, a young college student, wanted to sing. He had an exuberant personality, and you couldn’t help but be happy to be around him, but when he tried to sing along with the radio, people would cringe. All his life, people had told him he was tone deaf, and to hear him, you might have said so too.


Owen’s was one of the most difficult cases I’ve ever encountered. When he tried to sing anything higher than his regular speaking voice, he could hardly make a sound. His face would turn bright red, and only a tiny wisp of sound would come out. His larynx, the housing for the vocal cords, was so high that it was blocking his throat, and he was holding his stomach muscles so tightly that it was as if he were holding his breath the whole time he was trying to sing. I showed him a very simple set of low-larynx exercises—the same ones I’ll show you—and in thirty seconds his larynx moved to a normal position, the back part of his throat opened up, and the pressure in his head and throat disappeared.


Next I taught him some simple breathing exercises, and suddenly he wasn’t holding his breath while trying to sing. Those two simple techniques allowed him to experience the freedom of letting his voice travel unrestricted out of his body. Now I had to get him on pitch. Here we were starting from ground zero. When I hit a note on the piano and asked him to repeat it, he’d blast out a pitch that was way off in left field. People waiting for their lessons would hear his attempts through the door and comment on them after he left. “Why does that guy want to take singing lessons?” they’d ask. “You’re stealing his money.”


But Owen persisted. It took him a while to realize that when he was hitting a wrong note he could steer his way back to the right one—while he was singing. Like a lot of people, he had the tendency to stop, or worse, plow on in the wrong direction, when his sound went sour. We worked on simple pitch-correcting exercises for several weeks, and a month later people were standing with their ears pressed to the door to hear the fabulous singer who was practicing with me. It was Owen. Once his throat was open and he’d learned to correct his pitches, he could open his voice to all the life that was in his heart and let his true personality come through. The result was incredibly moving.


Great speaking and singing is not about being the best. It’s about being unique. It’s about expressing who you are and what’s particularly special about you. If you learn to use your own instrument with confidence, people will open their ears to you and recognize what sets you apart from everyone else. Whether you’re singing a lullaby to your baby, saying a prayer, making a toast, spontaneously bursting into song, or giving the presentation that can make or break your career, your voice will reveal what you most genuinely want to convey. That’s the best kind of success there is. It’s my pleasure, and my mission, to help you find it.


Voice Lessons? They’re Not about Talent


People tend to be afraid of the term voice lessons because it makes them think of being locked up in a room with a stuffy old guy who has a metronome ticking in the background, a perfectionist who will crack the whip over something as natural as the sound that comes out of their mouths. “Who needs voice lessons?” we ask ourselves, certain that the answer doesn’t include us. “I know how to talk, and I can’t sing, so what’s the point? Lessons are for people with talent!”


But using your voice well isn’t always about having special gifts, or performing or being the star of your church or family or community production. At the deepest level, the reason we need to develop the voice is to allow it to be as expressive and flexible as possible, because when you do that, you’re setting your voice, and yourself, free.


What Your Voice Says about You


The sounds coming out of your mouth set up a whole range of expectations about how you’ll behave, how accessible you are, what your sense of humor is like, and how high your energy level is—to name just a few of the qualities we encode in our voices. Think of the times you’ve “met” someone over the phone and created a whole visual picture of him or her, just from the vocal personality that slides into your ear. (Ever set up a meeting by phone with someone you were sure was “tall, dark, and distinguished,” only to find yourself shocked to be shaking hands a couple days later with the nerdy-looking little guy who owns the great voice? That mental image-making, based solely on sound, is the power of speech and the literal vibrations, positive or negative, that precede us.)


We absorb the information packed into a voice almost intuitively. I have spent many years detailing exactly how we telegraph information through sound, independent of the words we use. Whether you realize it or not, your voice hits a lot of pitches as you speak. A friend and student of mine, who happens to be a former rocket scientist, took an interest in the relationship between voice and occupation. For several months, as he traveled the world on business, he carried a small musical keyboard. He’d pull it out during conversations, and he’d use it to figure out what the other person’s voice was doing, musically, as he or she spoke. (As we’ll see throughout this book, there’s a short, easy leap between speaking and singing.) Our voices, at their most expressive points, swoop around, rather than confining themselves to a monotone, and with a little practice, you can hear the various pitches you hit while you’re speaking. (You can try this by sitting down at the keyboard and saying the word hello with a lot of enthusiasm, as though you’re greeting someone you’re surprised and very happy to meet. If you hold the o as though you’re chanting it, you might be able to pick out the note that you’re speaking/singing by touching the keys on the keyboard until you find the note that matches the one you’re making.)


My friend became adept at listening to the pitches (the familiar “do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, ti, do” that we’ve all learned to sing) that people were hitting as they spoke, and he became interested in the intervals between those pitches. Were they making tiny steps with their voices, or were they striding (or flying) up and down? My friend collected information about hundreds of voices, noting the exact intervals the speaker used and the speaker’s occupation.


Among his findings: Musicians and singers, not surprisingly, used the widest range of notes. In the course of a conversation, they’d use many thirds (moving from do to mi), fourths (do up to fa), and fifths (from do to sol). Engineers used mostly thirds and tended to stay within that small range. And bankers used only seconds (do-re), which are very limiting and almost monotonous. After a while my friend had no trouble guessing what a person did for a living, based simply on the intervals used in speech. He also identified the odd, dissonant intervals (minor seconds and flatted fifths) that cause us instantly to back off from someone we think might be emotionally off—the wackos and crazies we sometimes come across.


Does your way of speaking mirror the patterns of other people in your profession? Probably. The colors of your voice might be different, but you might still be using the same intervals that everyone around you does. And actually, you don’t have to walk around with a keyboard to figure that out. Our voices so clearly reflect our personalities, our souls, our mind-sets, and our characters that our vocal habits hand our dossier to everyone we meet. That may be wonderful, but it may also be as confining as a pair of pants that’s two sizes too small.


The factor that’s most important here is that you have some choice in the way you use your voice. If you have access to a whole palette of color and hue when you speak and choose to toe the narrow banker’s line and limit yourself to just a couple of musical tones, that’s great. If it fits you, wear it with gusto. Or, choose a voice that gets you where you want to go. If you’re an expansive, arm-waving salesperson whose voice covers a lot of territory, you might make a conscious decision to talk in an engineer’s more limited cadence—because you’re selling widgets to engineers and you want them to trust you as one of their own. The more awareness you bring to your voice and the more you know about its true capacities, the more choices you have about how you come across and the more you can use your voice to your advantage, rather than letting it (or misconceptions about it) limit you.


I’ve often noticed that singers, who you’d think would be continuously aware of their voices, put aside all their vocal prowess and insight when they step away from the microphone and into their “civilian” lives. One striking and familiar example of this phenomenon was Michael Jackson.


At the height of his career, when Thriller was on the charts and the moonwalking wonder was touring the world, Michael worked with my partner at our vocal studio, and frequently we’d have a chance to sit and talk. One afternoon I was looking out my office window and spotted Michael doing a triple twirl in the parking lot as he left his car. I was amazed at his energy—the man was a comet. But when he sat down in a chair across from me and began to speak, none of that energy seemed to be available. He whispered, as though he were afraid to let a sound come out. I had to strain to hear him, and he seemed tentative and shy—though I knew he had the power to fill a stadium with his presence.


A lot of singers, and many of the stars, seem to have two distinct energy levels, conveyed by their voices, that don’t seem to intersect: onstage, where they give it a thousand percent, and offstage, when they switch into conservation mode. To many of them, “conservation” seems to mean whispering, or speaking with an airy voice. Are there other vocal choices for people who don’t want to operate at a zillion watts in everyday life? Sure. But every day I hear them falling into the same traps the rest of us do, thinking that if they turn the vibrations and power in their voices all the way down in their off hours, they’ll “fit in” better. In fact, though, they just seem to disappear.


So might their singing voices if they’re not careful. Whispering and soft, airy speech happen to be murderous for the vocal cords. That alone is reason enough for me to encourage you to broaden your repertoire of “approachable” voices to include something a little easier on the pipes. A full 80 percent of all singers who develop physical problems with their vocal cords do so because of the way they speak, not the way they sing. If you’re a singer, I urge you to pay attention to the way you talk and to all the information about speaking that you’ll find in this book. Even if you’re not interested in using your speaking voice more expressively, do it to safeguard against inadvertently damaging your ability to sing.


Whether you’re interested in speaking or singing, I’d like to help you replace your unconscious habits with choices. Once you can set your singing voice soaring or speak with nuance, strength, and color, you may decide that you want to walk through a new sonic door now and then. Maybe you’ll try on a new persona, or branch out from pensive melodies to show tunes or opera. Once you see the possibilities, it becomes tempting to sample a few.


The Truth about Your Voice


It’s time someone leveled with you about what your voice can really do and what’s reasonable to expect from your basic set of vocal equipment. I know old beliefs die hard, and what I’m about to tell you may sound counterintuitive (that is, impossible, silly, or fictitious), but the statements below are absolutely true.


[image: image] The human voice is set up to speak or sing twenty-four hours a day without getting hoarse or strained or creating any physical problems.


If yours can’t, it’s because you’re doing something wrong.


[image: image] The average (not the exceptional) person should be able to sing smoothly through two and a half octaves with no breaks, squawks, or squeals in his or her voice.


It’s a myth to think that high and low notes are for someone else, or that you’re doomed to sound like a wet alley cat when you sing the national anthem. Training, perseverance, and the techniques I’ll teach you can make every note of those octaves come to life.


[image: image] Less than 2 percent of the population is tone deaf.


Contrast that with the 40 or 50 percent of the people I meet who are sure that they “can’t sing” because of some inherent defect. Actually, tone deafness is a relatively rare condition that results from damage to the ear, for instance from a high childhood fever. If you’re truly tone deaf, you can’t sing on pitch because you can’t hear the pitch accurately to begin with. If you’re one of those people who cringe at their own, or others’, missed notes in talent shows or at karaoke bars, you’re not tone deaf, you’re just tone shy. I’m happy to report that your hearing is just fine, and even if you sing like an untrained Owen, the young man I spoke about earlier, we can fix the pitch problems. Allow me to introduce you to the voice you’ve been dreaming of.


Some Basic Equipment


You’re probably wondering just what it’ll take to start shifting your voice toward the part of the spectrum that you, and other people, might label beautiful—or even just strain-free. Actually, there are just three main requirements:




1. Stay in touch with your desire to improve your voice.


2. Be willing to play, and to fake it till you make it.


3. Be willing to put yourself first—even if it’s just for a few minutes a day.




In your heart of hearts, what is it that makes you want to improve your voice? Maybe you have a fantasy—that you’re singing in a community theater, or telling stories to kids at the library, or inspiring the troops at your workplace like Patton. As we start out, I hope you’ll make a note to yourself that completes two fill-in-the-blank statements:




[image: image] I want to improve my voice because ____________________ _________________________________________________.


[image: image] If my voice were as strong as I want it to be, I would __________________________________________________.




I hope you’ll consider speaking those answers into the recorder app on your smartphone, or any other recording device you have, because I think you’ll find it to be a valuable record of where you are and, eventually, of how far you’ve come. As you complete the statement, and later begin practicing with all the exercises, you’ll need to silence the harsh critic who lives inside you, the voice that makes wet-blanket statements like “It sucks”; “It’s embarrassing”; “It makes me sound stupid.” It’s fine to keep a critical ear, but don’t be too hard on yourself at the beginning. Just gather information and use it.


The second statement is important because it’s essential, as you begin, to put some of your desire into words. That’s a way of keeping your eye on the prize. No one wants to take voice lessons for abstract reasons. It’s always something personal. There may be a specific song you want to sing or a feeling of confidence and satisfaction you want to walk away with at the end of a meeting where you and your voice have done your best. Or you may have a feeling that’s more like an intuition—that improving your voice will change your life in some way you haven’t yet imagined.


This work may feel scary to you. It may even feel silly and out of character. But your desire is real, and powerful. And once you’ve spoken that desire, like a birthday wish or a mission statement, it can work for you. It’ll help keep you motivated when you feel stuck and inspire you to keep exploring your vocal possibilities when you’ve realized that your voice has hundreds of colors, instead of just a couple.


How to Use This Book


Throughout the book, I’ll direct you to specific audio samples that I’ve recorded and placed on a special website just for you. The address is: www.setyourvoicefreebook.com. You’ll hear clear demonstrations of the sounds I’m referring to, and you may also be asked to make the sounds yourself. Don’t skip that part! Imagining what you’d sound like doesn’t count—you need to try copying what you hear. That’s where the lights go on and the learning begins to happen in your body and mind.


What we’ll be doing is as simple as follow the leader. I’ll make sounds and you’ll copy them. There’s not a lot of complicated theory, just a wide variety of playful experiments. As you follow my voice through the exercises, you will be automatically placing your mouth, jaws, stomach, breath, and vocal cords in positions that make it nearly impossible, over time, to produce weak, strained, or “bad” sounds. This is not an intellectual exercise. All you have to do is be willing to let go of a little fear and self-doubt, and duplicate the sounds you hear. To work with me, you’ll need to listen carefully, copy what you hear me doing, let yourself have a little fun, and give up the misconceptions and bad habits that have kept you stuck in an ill-fitting voice. You may not feel that you’re doing everything right, so just fake it and have a little faith. Make the funny sounds. Giggle if you need to. There’s no need to worry about looking dignified, because that’s going to be impossible anyway. Just listen and repeat after me and you’ll be fine.


The easiest way to ensure that you’re getting the same benefit from this material as the students who come into my offices is to do what they do: set up a regular weekly voice lesson. When you’re through reading this chapter, I’d like you to get out your calendar and block out some time for your private sessions with me. Plan one session of at least half an hour or forty-five minutes during the week for reading and listening to each chapter. Consider that to be lesson time, during which you’ll learn about and experience different parts of your voice. I suggest that you take the lessons a week at a time to give yourself a chance to assimilate the material and let it “soak in.”


I may ask you to practice simple exercises between the weekly sessions. Practice sets in motion a physical training process that reshapes the way you make sound. You’re learning to control the voice-production muscles, and even a little regular practice will go a long way toward building the physical strength that will make your voice more powerful.


Please remember that you’re doing this for yourself. You have a lot of demands on your time, and chances are you spend most of your time thinking about what you need to do for other people. You’ve got a to-do list that’s full of pragmatic questions: How can I earn more money? How can I take care of my family? How can I squeeze in sleep and exercise and the job and the kids and the parents and romance and everyone who wants something from me? Maybe there doesn’t seem to be a lot of room left for more dreamy items like: I want to be a singer. I want to speak better.


So, you’ll have to be bold and just take the time to learn and to practice. My most successful students are the ones who can tell themselves: “I’m finally going to do this for myself, even though the choir director laughed when I mentioned wanting to be a soloist. Even though my friends think I’m nuts. Even though I’ve sung in a joke voice for years and pretended I didn’t care that I sounded like a cartoon character. Making this change is my gift to me.”


You’re taking a risk, making this investment in yourself. You may well have to give up a lot of comfortable ideas about your limitations and what a person like you can dream of doing. But if the experience of my students over the years is any indication, it’s a risk you’ll be glad you took.


Do It for the Joy


Having a voice you can count on to reflect who you are and express the ideas, emotions, and soulfulness you have inside is a gift. And it’s one of the wonderful secrets of my business that those who seek the voice they deserve find benefits they never expected. I’m not talking just about money or fame or even confidence—I’m talking about joy. Students who sing with me, whether their ultimate goal is to improve the way they speak or to ensure that their voices hold up on a year-long album tour, find that singing makes them feel better.


“When I’m done with a lesson,” my client Bill told me, “I feel happy. It must be something about making those sounds. It makes me feel a lot better than going to therapy—and it’s a lot less expensive.”


I hear comments like this all the time, so I wasn’t surprised to see that science is beginning to pay attention to the effects of sounds on the body. It’s long been known that sound is incredibly powerful (think of all the savage beasts that have been soothed by music), and that it lifts the soul (spend time singing or chanting in any house of worship and you’ll see what I mean). And it doesn’t feel like that much of a stretch to expect that it can work some kind of healing physical magic on the body. The results are still coming in, and I’ll share some of them with you later. Meanwhile, try making some of the sounds I’ll teach you—I’m almost certain that, like Bill, you’ll feel the joy.


My Story


Working with the voice isn’t just a job for me—it’s a lifelong, life-changing passion. And the power of the voice isn’t something I think of as an abstract concept. It’s a vital force I’ve seen again and again in my life.


I’ve always loved to sing. Some of my earliest memories are of interrupting my parents’ dinner parties just as the food was being served and singing my heart out until someone would pick me up, put me under his or her arm—still singing away—and place me in another room. From the time I was seven or eight, I begged for singing lessons, and though my mother believed I didn’t need lessons until I was thirteen, nothing kept me from belting out songs at any opportunity.


I was a healthy, happy, active kid, but at the age of ten I developed osteomyelitis, a bone condition that required major surgery. I was in a wheelchair and attending a school for handicapped students for a year, then in a walking cast for six months. I couldn’t exercise, couldn’t walk, couldn’t play as I used to—it was the biggest hardship of my life to that point. But I could sing, and I clung to my voice like a lifeline. I began giving concerts at lunchtime, and I realized that I could fill a gym when I sang a song. At twelve and a half I was an overweight, awkward kid trying to fit back into a regular school, and I used singing to rebuild my ego and my life. It was my first genuine lesson in balancing the good and the bad in life, and my journey to wholeness was made possible by the love I had for singing. To this day, in working with my clients, I believe that finding and developing the voice is an amazing tool for rebuilding self-worth.


At thirteen I finally got the singing lessons I’d longed for, and in a short time I was winning vocal competitions and performing as a baritone in operatic productions around Los Angeles. A couple of years later I also began teaching professionally. My voice teacher was offered a temporary out-of-town position, and he asked me to take over his studio and work with his clients, a roster that included the Beach Boys, Stevie Wonder, Earth Wind & Fire, Luther Vandross, the Jacksons, and many more of the biggest recording stars in the world.


I continued my training and established myself through competitions as the number one voice in the state. But at twenty, two years into my college career, my voice went through another change, and it was an enormous shock to me. Suddenly I was a tenor, and I couldn’t perform the baritone repertoire I’d been working so long to perfect. I was dropped from the competitions I was used to dominating—my voice had betrayed me. I felt like a huge, in-transition loser.


That bend in the road led me to a world of vocal adventures I wouldn’t trade for anything, and to the most rewarding work of my life, both teaching and performing. I’ve traveled the world and the country, performed with and shaped the vocal sounds of thousands of top artists, and written and recorded my own music. My voice has given me some of my greatest joys, but I’m also acutely sensitive to how it feels when, even temporarily, we can’t count on this part of our self that’s so closely tied to the breath of life.


Please believe me when I tell you that I know how you feel if you are frustrated, discouraged, hopeful, or filled with secret dreams for your voice. And I know the heights to which your voice can take you if you let it. Let’s begin the journey now. I’d like to take you there.
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How Do I Sound?


WITH YOUR goals and dreams firmly in mind, you’re ready to take what I know will be an eye-and ear-opening trip toward your best voice. Let’s start by addressing the questions that I know are at the front of your mind, the very personal questions that every student I meet, beginner or professional, wants answered: What’s really happening in my voice? If it’s already damaged, can it be fixed? And my favorites: On a scale of bad to excellent, how’s my voice? How good is my voice? How far can I go with it—really?


I try not to think in terms of “good” and “bad,” and I’d like you to put those judgments aside too. For one thing, I’ve learned that they’re too subjective to be useful. Over the years, I’ve asked some of the biggest stars the same question: Putting ego aside, do you like the sound of your voice? And I’ve never found one famous singer who bragged about the way he or she sounded. Generally they admit to me that their voices are full of flaws—and luckily, the public hasn’t picked up on them yet. People who aren’t professional speakers or singers often think that once you reach a certain level, you have great confidence, but the truth is, the voice is always a work in progress, with higher levels to achieve. So instead of good and bad, I’d like to shift our orientation to the two primary questions we’ll be working with in this session:




[image: image] What is actually going on in my body when I make sounds?


[image: image] How does that translate into the qualities I hear in my voice?




With the diagnostic tests and exercises in this chapter, we’ll get to know where your voice is at this moment. This will be our starting point for your vocal makeover. The idea is not to accentuate the negative but to get an honest sense of what you’re doing, to get a clear picture of your vocal strengths, and to pinpoint your weak spots—so that we can fix them. Don’t worry—in the course of this book, I’ll give you concrete ways to solve every problem we highlight here.


How Your Voice Works


It will help a lot, as we begin, for you to have a basic idea of how your voice works. We all know that to play a violin you have to press down the strings on the neck with one hand and draw a bow over the lower part of the strings with the other. Playing an oboe involves blowing over a vibrating reed into a tube with holes we cover to create different tones. But the voice is often a mystery. For one thing, we can’t really see our vocal apparatus, and there’s no orchestral equivalent of the strange combination-wind-and-string instrument that resides in our throats and uses our whole bodies as a resonating, sound-shaping container. All we know is that we open our mouths and out comes our sound.


The relationships and dynamics that go into making music and words flow effortlessly from our throats are complex and fascinating. But for our purposes right now, you just need to know the bare-bones basics, which will help you visualize what’s going on as you run through the exercises.


[image: image] You’ve got a stringed instrument that you blow through. Inside your neck, two passages run side by side. At the front is the one that carries air from the nose and mouth into the lungs. And at the back is the tube that carries food and liquid to the stomach. Resting at the top of the air passage is the cartilage box called the larynx, which contains the vocal cords. The pair of cords responsible for producing the sounds we make are strong, fibered bands of mucous membranes. They move apart and together and vibrate in response to the air we push through them, making this odd little voice box a bit like a violin that you need to blow through to manipulate its pitch, tone, and volume.
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TOP VIEW OF VOCAL CORDS








The cords have a unique way of vibrating. Small amounts of air build up behind them, and when the pressure of that air becomes greater than the air pressure above the cords, the cords open to release the air, then close. This process happens an astonishing number of times, creating the cords’ vibration. For example, when you sing the note A above middle C, the cords open and close 440 times a second to produce that frequency.


[image: image] The quality of your voice depends primarily on the way you position the cords and the amount of air you move through them, and great singing or speaking happens when the right amount of air meets the right amount of cord. Remember that phrase because it’s the basis of just about everything we’ll be doing together.


You’ll find that I’ll be explaining many of the sounds you make, particularly problematic sounds that cause you (and your listeners) discomfort, in terms of what’s happening in the crucial relationship between the vocal cords and the air passing through them.


The Spoken You


Whether you’re mainly concerned about your speaking or your singing, I’d like to look first at the speaking voice, because even if we’re professional singers, we spend far more time talking than we do singing. We draw sharp distinctions between what’s spoken and what’s sung, but interestingly, our brains don’t. To the brain, speaking and singing feel almost like the same thing. They use the same body parts, the same muscles, and when you sing, your brain simply thinks you’re speaking but sustaining words an unusually long time and using more pitch variation. Speaking is the jumping-off point for larger leaps into song, so it’s vital to be sure that this foundation is strong.


If you are primarily interested in singing, please don’t skip the tests that focus on how you speak. As I’ve mentioned, one of the greatest dangers to the singing voice isn’t singing but using your voice badly when you talk. By taking time to listen carefully to your speech habits, and correcting any problems, you are protecting your voice against some of its most insidious enemies.


Let a Recording Be Your Second Set of Ears


I strongly recommend that you get out your smartphone and record each of the tests and exercises we do here. Why record? The voice that other people hear doesn’t sound like the one you hear when you speak and sing because you’re feeling the vibrations in your tissues and bones and hearing sounds as they bounce around the “cave” of your body. Your own voice rings and vibrates inside you. But a listener hears only what emerges into the air, and that version of your voice may seem stripped down or flat compared with the richness you feel yourself producing. On top of that, sound traveling away from you actually sounds different from sound traveling toward you. Because of the gap between our inner perception and the listener’s, it helps many students to give themselves an “objective” ear by recording some of the exercises they do.


Take out your phone or other convenient recording device and get ready to make part one of your progress recording. This will be an example of where you began and a powerful motivator along the way, allowing you to look back periodically and see how far you’ve come. It will make your growth visible to you, and especially as you start out, it will be the easiest way for you to listen to your own voice and assess it.


The Overview


Please read the preceding passage aloud into your recorder.


As you read the paragraph, you may have noticed a number of things happening with your voice, if not at the beginning of your reading, then as you got closer to the end. Get out a pencil, and as you play the recording back, look through the following list and mark the items that you think apply to you. Did you




[image: image] Start strong but peter out by the end, feeling strained?


[image: image] Have to clear your throat frequently?


[image: image] Sound too soft?


[image: image] Notice that your voice felt too low, and gravelly, especially at the ends of sentences?


[image: image] Hear your voice breaking in spots?


[image: image] Sound nasal?


[image: image] Sound monotonous?


[image: image] Sound squeaky?


[image: image] Sound breathy?




Did you hear anything else that sticks out or bothers you?


I believe that people generally have a sense of what they don’t like about their voices, but they may not be able to put it into technical terms. Don’t worry—this is as technical as it gets. Look over the list and notice how many checks you made. It’ll give us a sense of how you hear yourself now and where your problems might be.


Now let’s take a deeper look by doing some specific tests for the most common vocal “flaws”—qualities in the voice that detract from its power by drawing attention to themselves rather than to what’s being said. As you do the tests and exercises, have fun with the interesting sounds that pop up. Some of them may seem a little funny to you, but believe me, I have a specific reason for asking you to make each sound.


It’s All in the Nose


There are a lot of misconceptions about how and why our voices sound nasal. Many people imagine that too much air being expelled is going into the nose, echoing around and giving their voices a nasal quality. And that’s partly right. As you go higher in the range, a certain amount of air is supposed to be directed below the roof of your mouth, and a certain amount is supposed to go above the soft palate into the sinus area. (Anatomy lesson: Put the tip of your tongue right behind your front teeth and run it over the roof of your mouth. The hard section you feel in the front is the hard palate, and the softer area toward your throat is, you guessed it, the soft palate.)


Some nasal sounds come about when a speaker tightens the back of his or her throat, which keeps the air from freely flowing into the mouth. With that escape route from the body blocked, unnatural amounts of air are directed toward the nasal area. That produces the rather harsh, trebly nasal sound of the Nasal Professor. Listen to my demonstration on audio 2 on the website (www.setyourvoicefreebook.com). The sound is blatantly obvious here, but many people are painfully close to it without knowing.


Could that be you? Try this test. Begin to count slowly from one to ten. When you reach the number five, gently pinch your nostrils shut and keep counting. How do you sound on numbers six through ten? Did the sound drastically change?


It might surprise you to learn that there should be no severe change after you pinch your nose. Just listen to how I sound on audio 3. There’s no huge shift when I reach the number six. Why? If you’re speaking correctly, only a tiny amount of air goes into your nose. So when you pinch your nostrils, the amount of air you’re restricting should barely affect the way you sound, though you may hear a slightly blocked sound on the numbers that contain ns—that’s normal. If you noticed a drastic change, it’s a sure indication that you’ve got too much air going toward the nasal area.


The Other Nasal Voice


There’s another very common cause of the “too nasal” voice, and it’s the opposite of what we just saw: too little air in the nose. Think of Sylvester Stallone as Rocky, with a low, blocked nasal sound that was most certainly the result of one too many run-ins with a boxing glove.


Listen to the demonstration on audio 4 on the website. Once again, my examples are extreme because I want you to recognize easily what I’m after. Unless you currently have a severe cold, your voice probably doesn’t sound like this. But toward the light end of this nasal spectrum, you might recognize something of yourself.


It’s entirely possible that you have mild, unwanted nasal tones in your voice and won’t be aware of them until you hear your voice played back to you. So right now, go back to your recordings and listen specifically for the two nasal sounds I’ve demonstrated. If you’re hearing them, you’re not alone. Nasality is common because it’s so easy to send too much or too little air into the nasal passages until your voice is completely aligned.


Once your voice becomes nasal, for whatever reason, it may get stuck in that nasal place. Why? One prominent reason is “sound memory.” Your brain remembers what you sound like every day, and it’s constantly reassessing what the qualities of “you” are. It hears the sounds you make and tries to duplicate them the next time you speak.


Say you spend a couple of weeks with a cold. The brain begins to associate that plugged-up sound with you and subtly prods you to hold on to that sound—even when you can breathe again. The cold ends but your voice stays nasal. Your brain is misguidedly telling you that this is what you sounded like yesterday, so this is what you should sound like today.


Fortunately, you can use the same sound memory to help lead you out of the problem. Practicing new ways of making sounds not only teaches you how to do it—it also tells the brain, repeatedly, this is how I sound. This is the voice I want, and when I get off track, this is the way to get back.


The Sound of Gravel


You may have noticed that as you were reading the text for your progress recording, the quality of your voice varied. Sometimes it felt smooth, and at others the smooth, mellifluous tones seemed to break up into particles that crackled like a creaky old door hinge. I describe this sound as gravelly, and to be sure we’re on the same wavelength as we try to diagnose it, please listen to audio 5 on the website.


You’ll notice that as I read, using my gravelly voice, I seem to fall into a consistent pattern. I start out strong at the beginning of a phrase, as full of fuel and power as a jet at takeoff. But as I go on, the sound seems to peter out and get harsh. This tonality can actually take on a dark, even sinister, edge. If I use it through the entire course of a sentence, it’s about as appealing as the sound of paper being crumpled. It’s problematic, too, because the process of producing it makes the vocal cords red and swollen.


What’s happening here? It’s fairly accurate to compare a voice at the beginning of a sentence with a car that’s just had the gas tank filled. As you begin to read aloud or speak, you take a breath—the fuel of the voice—and the words ride out on a solid cushion of air. At that moment, the vocal cords are wonderfully content, vibrating beautifully and evenly. But just as a car sputters to a stop when it runs out of fuel, when you are speaking and run out of air, the cords continue to vibrate without their air “cushion,” and as they do, they rub together aggressively. If you push on anyway, they become irritated, and the voice creaks to a stop.


Listen to the demonstration once more and imitate me. Close your lips, say mmmmmmm,… and feel vibration in back of your throat. Now read a couple of sentences on your own and see if you notice that same type of vibration as you reach the end of your breaths. Try it one more time, this time holding your hand about a half inch from your mouth. Pay attention to how much air you feel hitting your fingers. If your sentences end in that gravelly sound, you’ll notice that almost no air is reaching your fingers. Read again and try to keep a consistent flow of air hitting the fingers; when the air stops or greatly diminishes—take another breath.


This incorrect use of the voice affects a large percentage of the population. Fortunately, it’s one of the easiest problems to correct. Simple changes in how you breathe, which we’ll cover in the next chapter, will give you almost immediate relief. Many people are reluctant to breathe more. We have a sense of urgency about getting words out, making us press on instead of pausing to refuel. But there’s an acceptable middle ground, somewhere between panting and talking till we’re blue in the face and gasping for air. We’ll learn how and where to take in the right amount of air and what exactly to do with it.


The Breathy Voice: Sexy but Deadly


I always used to laugh when I called my friend Jeff at his office and got his answering machine. He’d gotten his secretary to record a short message in breathy, Marilyn Monroe–like tones, and when she said, “Jeff can’t come to the phone right now,” it was easy to imagine that the reason had something to do with what was going on in the bedroom instead of the boardroom.


I became interested in studying the effects of using the breathy side of the voice in junior high, when a friend and I decided to make a documentary at a religious retreat in the mountains. As I interviewed the monks, I was immediately aware of how calming their light, airy voices were. They spoke so softly that the sound of my camera often seemed to drown them out, but they still somehow commanded attention.


What is it about this kind of speaking that’s so appealing? Maybe it’s the vulnerability it seems to hint at. Perhaps we find it attractive because instead of asserting itself, it tends to invite us in. In more than a few instances, this quality seems useful and positive, and we choose it because we think it’s the best way to convey certain qualities we want other people to sense. But some people end up breathy because of overcompensation. It’s not unusual for a person who’s been told that his or her voice is harsh, irritating, abrasive, or loud to swing far in the other direction and to tone it down with breathiness. The problem is, no matter how you arrive at this way of speaking, it’s incredibly hard on your vocal cords.


Listen to the demonstration of this sound on audio 6. Now try reading a couple of sentences this way yourself. When you speak like this, only a small portion of the vocal cords is vibrating at all. So much air is pushing through them that much of their natural vibration stops. They begin to move out of the way and begrudgingly let too much air pass. The result is something like windburn. The vocal cords get dry, red, and irritated, and their natural lubrication all but disappears. The irritation makes them swell, a condition called edema, and if you don’t step in to give them relief, it’s possible that soon no sound will come out at all.


I’d like you to keep in mind that while you may find a breathy voice inviting, the lover or mystic who’s flirting with laryngitis is less than appealing, and laryngitis is definitely on the menu if you don’t find alternatives to this way of speaking. You think breathy is the only way to sound sexy, approachable, gentle, or romantic? That’s just not the case. A healthy voice that has command of all the sound possibilities will eventually be more than enough to seduce anyone.


Attaaaaaack of the Brassy Voice


What would a band be without its horn section adding bright, concentrated sound? In the mix of vocal qualities, a little bit of brass provides a jolt of energy that can make you memorable. But when your voice is all brass, the effect can be just a wee bit… irritating.


What exactly do I mean by a brassy voice? Say the word brassy. Now say it again, this time holding the aaa sound. When you do that, you’ll probably get a rendition that has too much extra buzz. Listen to audio 7 on the website and you’ll hear my over-the-top demonstration of various brassy renditions that sound as though I’m hitting a buzzer when I speak. It’s the sound of a bratty kid or a person who can’t, or won’t, soften her sharp edges.


Brassiness happens when your vocal cords are vibrating fully, like the long strings of a piano. Under the right circumstances, that kind of vibration is the basis of a wonderfully resonant tone. Here, however, there’s not enough airflow to produce great resonance. Instead, your body is actually swallowing up the richness before it can come out.


Remember that there are two passages in your throat, one for air and one for food. When you swallow, one function of the larynx, the house of the vocal cords, is to rise, blocking the air passage so no food or liquid gets in your lungs. You can feel this happening if you put your finger on your chin and slide it backward down your throat until you get to the first bump, your Adam’s apple, which is the front part of the larynx. As you swallow, you’ll feel how it goes way above your finger and then back down. At certain times that “swallow, rise, block-the-throat” motion may be a lifesaver—none of us needs food in the windpipe—but when it happens at the wrong time, it cuts off the air passage and stops the production of great vocal sounds.


To find out if your larynx is rising too high, closing up your throat as you speak, try this. Put your index finger back on your Adam’s apple and read the next few sentences aloud. If the larynx jumps substantially above your finger, as it did when you swallowed, that’s too much movement. The larynx is allowed to move up and down between one-quarter and one-third of an inch as you speak, but any more than that places it in a blocking position.


A high larynx is one of the most common problems affecting speakers and singers, but it’s very simple to get the larynx to its proper position with a series of low-larynx exercises. Let me give you a quick hint here of how easy it is to lower your larynx. Listen to audio 8 on the website. The exercise I’m doing here is specifically designed to move your larynx down. As you imitate my sounds, you should feel your Adam’s apple move to a very low spot in your neck. You’ll be happy to know that the larynx is one of the parts of the body that has great sense memory. Once it gets used to sitting in its normal position, it stays there, even if you aren’t doing an exercise. And with the larynx in its normal, healthy speaking position, you will have effectively turned down the excess brassiness of your voice.


The Husky Voice


Less common than the qualities we’ve seen so far, but an occasional standout in the sea of troublesome vocal traits, is the guttural, raspy, Louis Armstrong sound. My demonstration of this sound is on audio 9 on the website. Grating and often unpleasant, it’s produced when the forces that produced the breathy voice and the ones that produced the brassy voice come together. For this sound to happen, the larynx must rise and partially block the windpipe. At the same time, a tremendous amount of air must be pushed through the vocal cords, forcing them apart so that only their outer edges vibrate. As the excess air pushes through, it combines with phlegm and natural moisture and begins to rumble. This sound is a cord killer. When I demonstrate it for even a few seconds, I feel my throat start to hurt and the cords beginning to dry and swell.


But if it’s your habitual sound, you probably don’t even notice the constriction of your throat or the irritation in the cords. It’s a sure bet, though, that you have a little trouble with hoarseness and occasionally lose your voice. If you hear even small traces of this quality in your voice when you listen to yourself, pay close attention to the sections of this book that deal with breathing, larynx work, and reducing phlegm. All of them will move you out of the vocal danger zone that the husky voice places you in.


Too High? Too Low?


It’s always disconcerting to hear someone speaking a range that doesn’t seem to suit the person—like a David Beckham with a high, childlike voice, for example. Our voices naturally want to fall into a particular pitch range as we speak, but often we’ve developed bad habits, or made unconscious choices, that force our voices into uncomfortable areas of the range, the equivalent of a shoe that doesn’t really fit.


How do you know if you’re too high or too low? First try this: Go to the lowest note you can comfortably hit with a certain amount of volume (your rendition of “Ol’ Man River” might help you get there). From that place, say “Hello,” holding out the o sound. If you’re doing it right, you should hear and feel a low, rumbling voice coming out of your mouth. Recognize it? If this is anywhere near the normal sound and placement of your speaking voice, it’s way too low. I’ll show you how to reset it in a more comfortable, and natural, range.


Now listen to audio 10. You’ll hear me repeating my first low hello and talking you through the following exercise. Put your four fingers (no thumb) on your stomach right below your sternum, the area at the top of the stomach where your ribs come together. As you say that drawn-out “hellooooooo,” press with your fingers in a rapid, pulsating motion that pushes your stomach in. As you do this, your voice should jump from the low pitch to a note that is much higher. Concentrate on the higher pitch and try to let go of the low one altogether.


Try again, and this time, when you get to the higher pitch, change the words. Say “Helloooooo. How are you todaaaaaaaaay.” Keep pushing your stomach in with that pulsating rhythm. The pitch you are now hovering around is closer to the range where you should normally be speaking.


This is by no means a foolproof test but rather a way to give you a fast hint at a better pitch for your voice. You won’t really have to worry about actively finding the right pitch area because, as we do the vocal warm-ups I’ll show you in chapter 4, the right pitch will find you. Your voice will effortlessly fall into the correct pitch range for speaking.


At this point, don’t worry about whether you’re a soprano (the highest female voice) or a bass (the lowest male voice). If you’re curious, I’ll help you categorize your voice once you’ve worked on putting it in its most natural spot. For now, though, just try the exercise and see if you find your voice in an unaccustomed, but perhaps intriguing, new place.



Getting a Fix on Your Singing Voice


Singers, I know this is what you’ve been waiting for. Speakers, I’d really like you to stay with me and give this a try. Follow me through these exercises and you’ll gain a wealth of vocal characteristics that will immediately and forever enrich your speaking voice. It’s important for all of us to stop drawing a line between speaking and singing. Remember, your brain thinks they’re almost the same thing, and I hope you’ll regard the work we’ll be doing next as sound exercises. They’re simply vocal exercises attached to musical notes, and they’ll help you, as nothing else can, to make your voice its most resonant and beautiful.


In a moment, when you listen to audio 11 (male) or audio 12 (female) on the website, please understand that I’m using this exercise to give you detailed information about where your voice is right now. Every student I work with starts here, and students often ask me why I choose such a difficult first test. The answer is that I hate wasting time. I want to cut right to the heart of the situation, with sounds that bring all good and bad immediately to the fore. The reason I’ve chosen the ah sound is that it opens up the back part of your throat and sends a lot of air to the vocal cords. It takes great skill to control that much air, and as you try to do it, you’ll get a quick, vivid picture of the pluses and minuses in your voice.


When people come to my seminars and lectures, they’re amazed to find that I can diagnose the full potential of their voices with just one exercise. I can tell people what type of voice lessons they’ve had, what kind of techniques they might have studied, whether they smoke, probably what they eat and drink. I’m a well-trained listener, but this exercise is so revealing that it will give detailed information to anyone who’s willing to listen carefully.


Do the exercise on audio 11 (male) or audio 12 (female), record it, and then play it back. As you do, use the following checklist to help yourself listen for the same indicators I do when I’m with a student. I want you to understand what’s going on in my head so we can effectively share the same set of ears. Pay close attention, and take note of the answers to the following questions:




1. What happens in the range you normally speak in, those comfortable notes that feel as though they vibrate mostly in your chest? What is that comfortable voice like? Is it thick or kind of reedy or whispery? Does it have a nice resonance?
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