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ABSTRACT 

 The first year of teaching can be scary.  Newly graduated students-turned-teachers might 

find themselves in an almost impossible situation when entering, for the first time, a classroom 

full of choral students.  The situation can be made worse when that teacher does not have support 

or access to other choral directors.  My study developed a handbook to give first-year choral 

directors the information needed for a successful first year of teaching.  The handbook covers the 

length of the school year, month by month, discussing general expected procedures most choral 

directors should consider.  Also discussed are first-year choral directors’ do’s and don’ts given to 

me by seasoned teachers from around the state of Florida 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Graduating from a collegiate education program and stepping directly into a classroom 

full of high-school chorus students can be extremely intimidating. One might well ask, “What 

have I gotten myself into?” Indeed, while a music education degree provides ample instruction 

on how and what to teach, the reality of being a teacher encompasses many challenges beyond 

the scope of any college curriculum. Practice and experience will eventually master these 

challenges, and many teachers have succeeded on their own. However, without the advice of 

more experienced teachers as guidance, the first-year choral director will inevitably struggle.  

The purpose of this study was to develop a handbook of the do’s and do not’s of a first 

year choral director, based on practical advice from experienced teachers. Current literature 

indicates that teachers of all levels of experience will have unique perspectives and advice to 

offer. As such, this handbook is based on a nationwide survey of choral directors at all levels of 

experience. The procedures of the survey are detailed and the resulting words of advice have 

been compiled into a month-by-month guide for the first-year director. The wealth of knowledge 

collected in this handbook represents many years of practical teaching experience, and is 

intended to comfort the novice director with clear knowledge of what to expect in the first year.  
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CHAPTER 2 

RELATED LITERATURE 

 

 A good conductor ought to be a good chauffeur; the qualities that make the one also make 

 the other. They are concentration, an incessant control of attention, and presence of mind: 

 the conductor only has to add a little sense of music. --Rachmaninov (Anderson, 2003, p. 

 80) 

 

The conductor should have musicianship, intelligence, and a passion to communicate 

 through word and gesture, and an understanding of how people learn -- Flummerfelt 

 (Glenn, 1991, p. 109) 

 

This literature review dealt with the concept of effective conducting as presented in 

literature, focusing on the aspects of conductor effectiveness, rehearsal techniques and 

interpretation of music. The literature also references various associations’ websites and 

handbooks on which this handbook is heavily based.  Since the middle of the twentieth century, 

there has been much research regarding what constitutes effective conducting.  For first-year 

choral conductors, this information can be invaluable; once internalized, it will become part of 

their everyday routine. 

When it comes to daily rehearsals, Hennings (2000) suggests that “creating a personal 

space for each singer creates a sense of self worth” and as a result singers will sing “with 

confidence and joy.” She further states: “My philosophy towards rehearsal is additive. Know 

your sound ideal, goal and stylistic aim and build towards it, gradually moving from the general 

to the specific. Singers need to feel that they are successful and making progress” (Pg. 40). 

Hennings constantly changes the physical arrangements and always ends the rehearsal on a 

happy note. She claims that “creating individual responsibility is the key to the greatest musical 

growth.” 

Robert Shaw (Blocker, 2004) also believes that singers have both individual and 

collective responsibilities. These include commitment, attendance, punctuality and concentration 

for the duration of the rehearsal time. “Great corporate sound depends on great corporate 
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responsibility. Some of us read faster than others. Some of us have more voice and more 

beautiful voices than others. Each of us has gifts enough for the job at hand. All that could be 

lacking are desire and industry” (p. 40).  To have a successful rehearsal, interactions among the 

sections of the chorus, the chorus as a whole and the conductor must all be in sync with each 

other. However, as most conducting books state, it is the conductor who must take the lead as 

motivator, disciplinarian, concentration, morale and growth of the choir.  Shaw states that 

rehearsals should have two major objectives: the first is to “save the human voice” and the 

second is to “use devices which make it impossible not to hear, recognize and correct errors of 

pitch, rhythm and text” (p. 51). 

While conductors’ method of beginning daily rehearsals may vary from opening with 

familiar pieces to starting new works or difficult passages in familiar music, all will agree that 

the beginning of the rehearsal is when the singers’ energy is at its best. A challenge for beginning 

conductors can often be that of time management. It is important to use every bit of rehearsal 

time as wisely as possible. Instead of teaching individual lines of music to each section (where 

one might find that time is lost and concentration of the group might wonder), one would better 

benefit with teaching the choir to learn and read the music for themselves.  If conductors wish to 

maintain interest when rehearsing individual parts, then conductors must devise ways to include 

the other parts, and so use the rehearsal time to the group’s advantage. The following are 

suggested rehearsal techniques put forward by conductors, aimed at learning material in the 

shortest possible time and at the same time sustaining interest. 

The conductor should have full knowledge of the score. The best procedures are those 

that facilitate learning and achieve artistic singing in the shortest periods of time  

Garretson, 2002, p. 206 

 

While one part is being rehearsed, the other parts should be asked to study the part and 

listen to it in relation to the other parts--Garretson, 2002, p. 207 

 

Hum their part in the background--Garretson, 2002, p. 207 
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All voices may sing their parts in unison--Garretson, 2002, p. 207 

 

Separate the elements often in rehearsal. Spend time on words only, rhythm only, melody 

only, or chording only--Brewer, 1997, p. 17 

 

If there are mistakes, look at the problem in isolation rather than singing a whole section 

again. Trouble shoot, and if helpful, makes a game out of the problem--Brewer, 1997, p. 

17 

 

Always give a reason for repetition. Out with ‘let’s do it again.’--Ehret, 1984 , p. 12 

 

Memorize while learning. An efficient mentally alert rehearsal brings about 

memorization from the very beginning--Ehret, 1984 , p. 12 

 

Sing whenever you feel the inclination to talk--Davison, 1971, p. 40 

 

Although there are many different ways to conduct a rehearsal, the authors above found 

advice worthwhile to choral directors of all experience levels. The last bit of literature on 

rehearsal techniques is on humor in the classroom. Many conductors have a natural wit about 

them, and that can be an important trait to unveil when the time is appropriate. Davidson is a true 

advocate of humor in the classroom, and that is made very clear by the following statements: 

Of all the factors, musical and personal, which serve to bring about a community of spirit 

between conductor and chorus, none is more powerful than the exercise of spontaneous 

humor--Davison, 1971, p. 9 

 

A rehearsal should be enjoyable in the widest sense. The conductor or singer who does 

not anticipate the fun, as well as the artistic profit, should stay at home--Davison, 1971, p. 

9 

 

In addition to surveying teachers for direct and practical advice, this handbook contains 

advice from the Florida Vocal Association handbook, which highlights statewide expectations 

for choral programs. The FVA handbook is what every choral director in the state of Florida 

should go to first when in need of answers for district information. Within the pages of the 

handbook are detailed calendars, rules and regulations for both solo and ensemble competitions 

and Music Performance Assessments (MPA).  All information in the FVA handbook is 

invaluable to first-year choral directors and to all choral directors. 
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Both the Music Educators National Conference and The American Choral Directors 

Associations websites served largely in this research. A variety of articles and forums that can be 

easily referenced through the websites subpages allowing the researcher to obtain much of the 

general knowledge from which this handbook was drawn.  
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CHAPTER 3 

PROCEDURES 

 

The literature discussed above is based on many years of experience and research. The 

survey conducted in the research of this handbook, however, does not limit itself to interviewing 

teachers with many years of teaching experience. In fact, the population used for the survey 

deliberately included teachers with only a few years of experience. Christopher Kosmaceski 

(2008) explains three different circles of people the novice educator should be in the center of: 

“Circle one, teachers with 1-3 years of experience; Circle 2, teachers with 6-12 years of 

experience; and Circle 3, teachers with 15 or more years of experience.” Kosmaceski created a 

Venn diagram explaining what each of those three groups can bring to the table and how they 

can potentially influence the first-year teacher. He also details the frequency of meetings and 

types of activities most beneficial for learning from them. 

 

Figure 3-1. Circles of Mentorship: Surround Yourself with Excellence, Kosmaceski, 2008  
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 Kosmaceski is absolutely correct when he says that “Immersing ourselves within this 

circle of musical teaching mentors enables all teachers to develop a direction and goal and allows 

us the opportunity to pay back–and pay forward–these experiences to the next generation of 

teachers” (Kosmaceski, 2008). This survey aims to do just that. 

This study was qualitative, curricular and descriptive research because the researcher 

surveyed choral directors on the basis of their experience, subject combinations taught, and 

examples of solid practices in the classroom. The process of gathering data took place in late 

September through November.  An email was sent to presidents and district chairs of the Florida 

Vocal Association and American Choral Directors Association asking for one piece of advice 

from experienced directors. The question was: “if you were giving a do or don’t as a piece of 

advice to a first-year choral director, what would it be?” This method of data collection elicited 

very little response, so the researcher went about the data collection a different way. She put out 

a survey through www.surveymonkey.com titled “For Experienced Teachers” with the following 

questions: 

1. How many years have you been teaching? 

• 1-3 

•  4-6 

• 7-12 

• 12-20 

 

2. What kind of music classes do you teach? 

• Choral only 

• Chorus and band 

• Chorus and orchestra 

• All performance groups for the school 

 

3. Throughout your years of teaching, what is the one piece of advice given to you that 

you have appreciated most? 

 

4. What piece of advice would you give to a first-year choral director? 

5. Since your first year of teaching, how much easier has the teaching process been for 

you? 

• Much easier! 
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• Somewhat easier 

• About the same 

• It’s gotten harder 

 

Through this new means of data collection, the researcher was able to receive enough responses 

to make this study worthwhile.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The survey describes above was sent out to a variety of teachers across the nation. When 

results from the survey came back, 60.9% respondents had been teaching for 12 or more years, 

17.4% had been teaching for 7-11 years, 13% had been teaching for 4-6 years, and 8.7% had 

been teaching for 1-3 years.   

 Of those surveyed, 73.9% taught chorus only, 4.3% taught chorus and band, and 21.7% 

taught chorus and orchestra. It is from these teaching combinations that the researcher found the 

most correlation of advice given. 

Those who taught chorus only focused on five main categories: perception of oneself, 

fairness, classroom management, organizational skills, and literature. 

Advice on perception included the following: 

• If you don't get it done today, don't worry! It will still be here when you get to work the 

next day. 

• Perception is reality 

• It's all about the students! 

• Always keep your focus on what you are doing - educating students. It's really not about 

you as a teacher. 

• Learn from your mistakes, but don't let them torture you. 

• It’s not about getting Superiors [at festivals] or having aesthetic moments, It’s about 

survival. Do the best you can do every day and keep swimming against the current. It will 

get easier! Stick with it! 

Advice that on fairness included the following: 

• Be consistent, fair, and firm. Rules, approval, ignore, then disapproval. 

• Find a wise mentor 

• Get faculty members or other teachers in the county to come in and observe, and provide 

feedback. That is the only way you will be able to fix what you don't realize. Choose 

EASY and simple songs, then build using baby steps. 

Advice on classroom management included the following: 

• Be an iron hand in a velvet glove. Provide your students with a strict behavior structure: 

do not be their friend, but do not go out of your way to be their enemy. Be a teacher: be 

an adult. 

• You are your pupils’ teacher, not friend. Mutual respect is key. 
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• Classroom management (discipline) as well as time management are difficult concepts to 

grasp as a beginning teacher. It's never too early to prepare a piece of music with your 

choir, but be sure the music is attainable for them or it will only frustrate them and you. 

Don't try to teach your middle-school or beginning high-school students literature you 

sang in college. It doesn't work! 

• Deliver instructions often and with consistency. Repetition and consistency in 

expectations are critical for students to absorb and practice the skills. 

Advice focused on Organization included the following: 

• Be consistent and organized, in the physical layout of the classroom and also regarding 

paperwork, planning, and the daily class plan! 

• Students don't often show it, but they care deeply about what you think of them. Take 

great care of what you say: build their fragile egos and they will trust and follow your 

kindness. Music is just the medium for building character, confidence and curiosity. 

• Be organized; discover and listen to as much literature as possible; watch experienced 

clinicians/teachers work their magic in rehearsals; get involved in student activities 

outside of the choral classroom: you are visible and you can recruit in not-so-obvious 

places; be sure to "get away" from teaching and "get refreshed." It's easy to burn out. 

Advice on Literature included the following:  

• Choose good literature that your chorus can do well. Don't try to make your choir fit a 

mold. Find music that fits them. 

• Don't settle for less than the best. It may take a while, but your students will respond to 

consistently taught vocal techniques. 

• Choose lots of music for each class, because some things don't work, but you cannot 

know that until you listen to the students. 

• Read every page of the FVA website before the first day of school and mark all the 

deadlines. then go directly to the school calendar and post all dates and times to use the 

auditorium. 

• Choose your exposures wisely. 

• Don't choose your literature with the philosophy that you are exposing them to excellent 

literature. Choose music that your students can sing well. 

Teachers who teach chorus and orchestra are in complete agreement. Their advice focuses 

almost entirely around prepariation and respect. 

Advice on class preparation and respect includes the following: 

• Be flexible! Also be willing to adapt. 

• Plan and re-plan. 

• Show respect to others and you shall receive it in return. 

• Have folders set up for the first day, or as soon as possible 

• Prepare all work in advance 

• Choose program music that will sustain you artistically through the weeks and months of 

preparation. 
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• Treat everyone with dignity and respect. It costs us little, makes us better teachers, and 

promotes success among our students. 

Advice on time management includes the following:   

• Don't try to do too much. Better to have a few songs sung well than a lot of songs sung 

poorly. 

When the experienced teachers were asked if teaching had gotten easier since their first year, 

95.6% said it had either gotten easier or remained at the same level of difficulty as their first 

year. Knowing that result, it is easy to conclude that regardless of how many years one has been 

teaching, the same issues always surface. As a teacher, one cannot forget sometimes difficult 

situations will arise, and that we one will need help to get past it. Often it seems teachers get 

stuck in a rut and cannot remember the joy and excitement they once felt as new teachers. One 

needs to be constantly searching for advice from others as that is what will improve them and 

keep their teaching skills sharp. 

 Additional advice was given to the researcher from the first attempt of data collection in 

the form of an e-mail: 

Judy McLaurin, over 30 years of teaching experience.  

 

• Don't try to do everything the first day. 

• Do try to remain calm 

• Do have a stack of thank you cards for all those people who will be helping you during 

the year: custodians, secretaries, colleagues. 

• Don't be afraid to ask questions. 

• Do plan ahead. 

 

A second-year teacher from Brevard County, Florida 

 

• Don’t be afraid or self-conscious about asking “dumb” questions or seeking advice from 

other teachers, whether they are music teachers or other teachers in your school.  You are 

not expected or supposed to know all the answers the first (or second) year! 

• Steal ideas!! Some of my best teaching tools are things that I’ve taken from watching 

other people or from attending a workshop.   

• If you can, go and watch a few other teachers in your field.  Sometimes this is gratifying 

because you may realize that you are doing the same things that they are, and you can 

always pick up something new to do in your classroom. 

• Go with the flow. Read the energy of your kids every day.  Sometimes your plans will 

change, so be ready to think on your feet and stay flexible.   



 

• Don’t think or assume that the 

hardest thing for me! 

• Last, keep a journal (I did weekly) of positives and negatives.

back on, and it helps you 

 

Figure 4-1. Teaching Combinations

Figure 4-2. Chorus Only 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

 The following paragraphs contain information gathered directly from the survey 

conducted, as well as from related literature and even the personal experiences of the researcher. 

The school year is divided by months, creating a guide to help the first-year teacher build a 

successful choral program. It is written in the second person and in a familiar style to make it 

more accessible and less daunting to the already overwhelmed first-year director. 
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APPENDIX 

HANDBOOK 

 

The Dos and Don’ts of a First Year Choral Director: 

A Handbook by Suzanne Dickey 

  

But before we even begin the school year… 

 

If you have not already done so, join The American Choral Directors Association 

(ACDA), The National Association for Music Education (MENC), the Florida Music Educators 

association (FMEA), and Florida Vocal Association (FVA). Being a member of these 

organizations will give you valuable resources both online and in person. The FVA conference in 

August showcases a large amount of choral literature (which you get for free!) and even has a 

new directors gathering where you can meet fellow directors from your county and others, and it 

also gives you the opportunity to “learn the ropes” of your district, and just how things work 

there. The ACDA has a fall conference in November covering numerous topics that will prove to 

be very helpful and directly relevant to your chorus.  The FMEA holds the largest conference of 

the year in Tampa. The conference takes place over the first weekend of January, and has all 

sorts of wonderful events like the All-State Choirs (Elementary-High School) many other 

performing groups, and helpful learning sessions.  
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August 

Advice from the experts 

 

• Choose EASY and simple songs, then build using baby steps. 

• Have folders set up for the first day, or as soon as possible 

• Plan and re-plan. 

• Keep a Journal of positives and negatives.  It is a great tool to look back on, and it helps 

your remember your first year! 

• Read every page of the FVA website before the first day of school and mark all the 

deadlines. then go directly to the school calendar and post all dates and times to use the 

auditorium 

  

For most teachers in Florida, School begins around the third week of August, with pre-

planning the second week. Although the pre-planning time generally consists of school-wide 

meetings, it is important to take whatever time you have left from the meetings and prepare your 

classroom. The most difficult task you will face is picking out choral literature, which brings 

forth our first “do:” Do search for previous fall programs from your new school.  Although the 

spring programs will really showcase the previous year’s choir, they typically represent the 

culmination of a year’s work; it will be best for you to use the fall program to get a realistic idea 

of what kind of literature your new choir can handle.  Also, learn the ropes of your music library 

(if you have one) and get some students to help you with organizing, which brings us to our next 

“do”… 

Do get to know your student officers before the school year begins (if you have them). 

Generally, student officers are elected at the end of the previous year. It may take a bit of hunting 

to find out who they are, but you can do it! I suggest finding some marching band students and 

asking them. Most of the time, band and chorus have overlapping students, so someone should 

be able to help you. If you’re not having any luck with the band, get your class list and call some 

of the seniors and ask them. They are probably very excited to meet you and will be happy to 

help you in any way they can.  

Do find out your concert dates. They might have already been picked for you, or you 

might have to come up with them yourself. Your best bet for finding out this information? Your 

department chair, of course. Don’t be too ambitious. For most schools, a winter program is 

enough. You might find yourself a little overwhelmed if you try to pack two performances into 

one semester. Start off slow your first year, and if you find that it is manageable, go for the fall 

concert during your second year of teaching. 

Do put out a newsletter including all calendar dates for the fall and winter. Allow room 

for changes, but for dates of events that are set in stone, let your students know. Also, cross 

reference with other school calendars so that you are fully aware of any potential conflicts. The 

sooner you get this calendar into the students’ hands, the better. 

 All State Auditions are important, so do send your students to them! Start working with 

them  on sight reading skills and vocabulary lists early so that they can have a good chance of 

making it onto the second round of all-state auditions.   

 Do find out who your mentor is and schedule meetings with him/her. If you are not given 

one, email your district chair (the one you should have met if you attended the FVA conference) 

and ask for one. 

Do find out what your budget is, and spend appropriately. Your bookkeeper should have 

that information for you, so don’t be shy about asking for it.       
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September 

 

Advice from the experts 

 

• Stay away from teacher's lounges. They breed gossip. Be friends with the janitor and the 

secretary. They will make your life easy or difficult. You get to make the choice. 

• You are your pupil's teacher, not their friend. Mutual respect is key. 

• Choose lots of music for each class, because some things don't work, but you cannot 

know that until you listen to the students. 

• Be an iron hand in a velvet glove. Provide your students with a strict behavior structure: 

do not be their friend - but do not go out of your way to be their enemy. Be a teacher: be 

an adult. 

This month will be filled with all sorts of interesting activities like getting to know your 

students, learning new music, learning the ropes of your new school and many other things. 

Beware of when faculty meetings are and be ready for things like open house, if your school has 

one. It’s your first full month of school, so GOOD LUCK! 

Your first bit of advice for this month: Do sight-read every day. This might be hard to do 

as the year goes along, but do your best with it. Teach your students solfege and get them used to 

writing it in their music. Also practice using the hand signs with saying the solfege. You will be 

amazed how good they will be at sight reading after a few weeks of daily reading.  

Work on a few trial run pieces to see where your choir is skill-wise. You will quickly be 

able to tell what pieces they can handle and what pieces they cannot. Don’t be ashamed to let 

them read a piece of music that is way below their ability level. Let them experience some 

success so that they might be willing to let you bring them to more difficult pieces. Also, 

purchase some fun warm-up books. It will get their spirits up and be a great way for them to start 

off every day of singing.   

Do make sure you get an all-state vocabulary list to all choral students regardless of 

whether they plan on auditioning for all-state. Typically the words on those vocabulary lists are 

just good to know for all music students. Also, around winter break time, test their knowledge of 

those words. You might be impressed by how much they know! Also, be willing to audition for 

statewide events like Disney’s Candlelight Festival. Whether your choir makes it in or not, it will 

be a good learning experience for them and it will make them better performers. 

Do find out who was the accompanist in previous years for your school. Chances are they 

will be more than happy to play for you, and they will be able to give you some valuable advice 

on how your choir should sound. You may think you know what that sound should be, but it’s 

always good to have a second opinion. Make sure your accompanist gets a calendar including all 

performance dates so that they know well in advance that you need them to play for you. It’s 

probably a good idea to set up several rehearsal times during the school day the week before the 

concert as well. 

Do hold a fundraiser for travel costs. Trust me: you will have plenty of fundraisers to 

choose from. Allow the students to help with this one! Get them excited about the prospect of 

selling something, so you will have a good result.  Another idea (not so much for a fundraiser, 

but to create choral unity): have some of the artistic students in your choir design a t-shirt. 

Include everyone’s name on the back of it, so they can see they are a team as well.  This will 

greatly help the transition from last year’s choral teacher to this year’s.  
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October 

 

Advice from the experts 

• Choose good literature that your chorus can do well. Don't try to make your choir fit a 

mold. Find music that fits them. 

• Deliver instructions often and with consistency. Repetition and consistency in 

expectations are critical for students to absorb and practice the skills. 

• Choose your exposures wisely. 

• Cover your Behind. Be sure you have dotted all “i's” and crossed all “t's” because it 

WILL come back to bite you if you do not. 

At this point, you should be well aware of what kind of music your choir can handle, and 

you should have already chosen your winter concert pieces. Keep working on it. It would be a 

wonderful thing to have either your music mentor or someone else from your district come hear 

your choir, or even teach your choir for a day. Both you and your students will learn a lot from 

that experience. Don’t forget to sight-read every day! 

All-state auditions will likely be at the beginning of this month, so get those students 

ready! Don’t pay their registration fee. They are a whole lot more likely to drop out of the 

audition if the school has paid for their registration and they have not. Call for mandatory after-

school rehearsals for sight reading and practice vocabulary tests. This will be painful in the 

process, but will ultimately help them with the final all-state test. 

Do find out if the city that your high school is located in has any tree-lighting ceremonies 

and volunteer your services. If your choir is too large to take to a tree-lighting event, then only 

bring a balanced group of juniors and seniors. Also, get that same group of kids to go caroling at 

a nursing home. The students will love it and will remember it forever, and the community will 

begin to appreciate and support your choir.   

Be willing to stay after school for the students who need a little extra help, whether for 

vocal solo’s, sight-reading practice, or perhaps for the small ensemble group that can include 

students who could not take your class because of scheduling conflicts. 

Get your grades in order for the first nine weeks. Don’t let those report cards sneak up on 

you! You will regret it! If you will be doing any kind of travelling in the next few months, make 

sure you get all field-trip forms together, and book the transportation you might need for your 

group. 
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November 

 

Advice from the experts 

• Students don't often show it, but they care deeply about what you think of them. Take 

great care of what you say: build their fragile egos and they will trust and follow your 

kindness. Music is just the medium for building character, confidence and curiosity. 

• Be organized: discover and listen to as much literature as possible; watch experienced 

clinicians/teachers work their magic in rehearsals; get involved in student activities 

outside of the choral classroom. You are visible and you can recruit in not-so-obvious 

places: be sure to "get away" from teaching and "get refreshed." It is easy to burn out. 

Don’t forget to keep sight reading daily, and continue working on your winter concert 

material. November is typically a light month as far as events go, so take a deep breath and get 

ready for your winter concert. Introduce a fun new song that will peak those potentially wayward 

students’ interests and get them back on track for that fabulous concert you are preparing them 

for. During this time of year, some districts hold an event called Solo and Ensemble. It is 

basically a district-wide competition similar to MPA but on a much smaller scale. Students who 

study voice privately will have the opportunity to showcase their talent by performing in front of 

a judge for a rating. Small ensembles can also perform during this event. Do prepare your 

students for any kind of Solo or Ensemble competition they might want to be part of. Make sure 

all paperwork is complete for their registration and be sure they know all of their music from 

memory and have practiced it with an accompanist at least twice. Have them practice performing 

their music in front of you and judge them on the same scale the actual judges will be using.  
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December: 

 

 Advice from the experts: 

• Be consistent and organized, both in the physical layout of the classroom but also as 

regards paperwork, planning, and the daily class plan! 

• Get as many faculty members or other teachers in the county to come in and observe, and 

provide feedback. That is the only way you will be able to fix what you don't realize.  

• Be fair, firm, and consistent. 

 

It’s concert time! Do take a big breath; you WILL make it. Make sure everything 

(including risers) is set up for the concert at least one week before the performance. If you have 

not already done so, be sure all students have uniforms to wear for the big day. Have a concert-

day emergency kit including things like band-aids, Tylenol, bobby pins and safety pins. Put a 

parent in charge of that kit and let the students know who to go to if some sort of disaster occurs 

with their uniform. 

Be sure to attend all other performances of your fellow music faculty. Be supportive; you 

are all a team whether you get along or not. It is very important to show camaraderie with all 

other school faculty.   

Once your concert is complete, have all students turn in their winter music. Also, 

schedule some time during the last few days before winter break to have several students 

organize your library. You will truly appreciate this when you get back from the break in 

January.  The last thing you should do for the month of December is to make a plan for the 

second semester. Other than that, enjoy your winter break! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



26 

 

January 

 Advice from the experts 

• Classroom management (discipline) and time management are difficult concepts to grasp 

as a beginning teacher. It's never too early to prepare a piece of music with your choir, 

but be sure the music is attainable for them or it will only frustrate them and you. Don't 

try to teach your middle-school or beginning high-school students literature you sang in 

college. It doesn't work! 

At the very beginning of the month, do plan on going to the FMEA convention. If you have 

students who made the all-state choir, you will be expected to go, but whether or not that is the 

case, you will greatly benefit from going to the convention. 

Since half of your students will have forgotten what they learned during your first 

semester of teaching, you will need to remind them, so don’t pick up just where you left off. 

Take just a couple of steps back and start slow. Get them used to the idea of sight-reading again. 

This shouldn’t be too hard since you were sight-reading with your students every day, right? No 

worries if you were not; this is a perfect time to start. 

Send out a new newsletter for the second semester including all performance dates. Just 

as in September, it is important to get those calendar dates out soon so that everyone knows 

when everything happens. The Music Performance Assessment festival or other state festival is 

coming up soon, and you will need chaperones, so get in touch with some of the very helpful 

parents you have met so far this school year and ask them if they would chaperone for you. It’s 

better to plan for trips early so it is not a scramble to find help right before it’s time to go. 

Start testing out new music for your spring performance and for festival. Your students 

will be ready for the challenge, so get them revved up to make a “superior” on their MPA 

ratings! If you are having a hard time picking out music for festival, ask for help from your 

mentor, music resource teacher, or simply another choral director you’ve gotten to know over the 

past few months. All of them will be more than willing to help you in… they all know how hard 

it is to do it as a first-year choral director! 

Begin researching travel costs for MPA festivals and check with your bookkeeper to see 

if you have the money to travel. If not, organize another fundraiser. Plenty of clubs have several 

fundraisers in one year, so don’t feel bad about having more than one fundraiser in a school year. 
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February 

 

Advice from the experts 

• Always keep your focus on why you are there - educating students. It's really not about us 

- it's about them! 

• Don't choose your literature with the philosophy that you are exposing them to excellent 

literature. Choose music that your students can sing well. 

• Choose program music that will sustain you artistically through the weeks and months of 

preparation. 

 

At this point, all of your music for the MPA festival should be picked. Keep working 

through it, and perfecting it. This would be another great time to have an outsider come in to hear 

your group, just to make sure students are on the right track. You’ll be glad that you did!  Also 

for this time, your spring performance music should be almost completely picked out. You 

should of course use your MPA music in your spring concert, but you should also have some 

other fun music for your group to sing. This time can be very stressful, so make a point to keep 

your classes light and fun, but focused.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



28 

 

March 

 

Advice from the experts 

• Be consistent and organized. 

• Be flexible and willing to adapt. 

• If you don't get it done today, don't worry! It will still be here when you get to work the 

next day!!!! 

This is that very special time of year we like to call festival time! It will happen in the 

month of March or April, so for convenience, those two months in this handbook are 

interchangeable. This time of year can be very exciting and stressful, and the stress is not only 

felt by you but your students. They will really want to get a superior rating, you hope they will 

get one. Don’t forget to ask for help from the wonderful parents of your students! They will be 

happy to take some of that stress from you. 

In preparation for MPA’s, be sure to book your travel arrangements early. Make sure all 

of your students are academically eligible, and encourage them to get the field-trip forms back to 

you soon. You really don’t want to leave anyone behind on this trip! Make sure that everyone 

has original copies of their music and that they are dressed appropriately and are ready to go! 

Good Luck! 
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April 

 

Advice from the experts 

• Its not about getting Superiors or having aesthetic moments, it’s about survival. Do the 

best you can do every day and keep swimming against the current: it will get easier! Stick 

with it! 

• Learn from your mistakes, but don't let them torture you. 

 

You will be amazed how fast April will go by with spring break! It will be the end of the 

school year before you know it, but don’t congratulate yourself yet! You still have a lot of work 

to do. First, do be sure to keep your students focused. The end of the year has so many 

distractions, that it is easy for students to get lost in extracurricular functions. Make sure that 

your time in class is used appropriately with as little distraction as possible. Keep sight-reading 

every day. Even if festival is over, sight-reading is an excellent skill set for your students to have, 

plus it keeps their minds completely engaged during your class. 

 Your concert will either be at the end of this month, or at the beginning of next, so be 

prepared. Have someone come from outside your school to teach your choir and critique your 

students. Your students will learn so much from the experience, and it will make them more 

aware of what needs to be fixed in the music that they are singing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



30 

 

May 

Advice from the experts 

• Don't settle for less than the best. It may take a while, but your students will respond to 

consistently taught vocal techniques. 

• Next year will be easier! 

 

Be ready for your concert! Just as in December, make sure that your risers are on the 

stage at least one week in advance, and practice on them. You do not want any fainting spells. 

Also, get your accompanist in to play for your students at least twice before the actual 

performance. Have that emergency kit ready to go and don’t forget to recruit those ever-so-

ready-to-help parents. Don’t feel like you need to do everything yourself! Ask for help. You’ll be 

surprised how many people want to. Make sure to remind your students to wash or dry-clean 

their concert attire so that everyone is looking their best on concert day.  

Once the concert is over and your students are wondering what you will have next for 

them to do, throw them an in-school party. They have (hopefully) been wonderful all year, and 

will appreciate this gift from you like none other. Have them help you put away all music, and 

clean/re-organize the library. Give them menial tasks (clean-up the classroom and such) so that 

you won’t have to do it later. Trust me; you’ll appreciate them doing this so much that you’ll 

think about throwing them another party, but you won’t. 

As tough as this year has seemed at times, you have made the best of it and have come 

out a stronger teacher in the end. You will have made plenty of mistakes, but just remember, it 

only gets easier! Don’t let the small things get you down, and don’t be afraid to ask for help. 

Plenty of teachers have been in your position, and they all made it through, and so will you. Now 

all you have left for this school year is a wonderful summer of free time. Use it wisely: spend 

some time thinking about what you would like to do for your second year, and enjoy your time 

off: You deserve it!  

 

I truly hope that the advice in  this handbook is helpful. Keep strong and don’t forget to remain 

calm! 
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