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Abstract

This study explores the results of introducing students to “the open mic” — a simple
technique introduced to boost confidence and improve motivation in young singers by
building an environment for them to develop their singing and performance skills. This
project also focuses on the management of the school choir and its development throughout
the year, and suggests strategies to improve the singing culture in a school that I hope will
encourage and help music teachers. Increased voluntary participation in the open mic as well
as the school choir demonstrates the project’s success. This project is inspired by and builds
upon the foundation of my decade-long career teaching music in middle school. Over these
ten years I’ve developed many questions in discussions with colleagues, fellow music
teachers, and myself. I have learned from past struggles that it is necessary to think outside of
the box. The project began as a simple effort to occasionally showcase students’ musical
talent. It has since blossomed into so much more.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Arriving in Sweden from the United States and working as a music teacher for the past ten

years has been a journey. When I arrived, I was confident in my singing, my ability to teach
singing and fairly confident in how to instill the same confidence in young students.
Although I had limited teaching experience in the general music classroom, I did not perceive
it as the challenge that it would become. I would spend time learning from other music
teachers and specifically the norms around singing in Swedish schools in this age bracket. I
discovered that many music teachers forced their students to participate in the school choir
for holiday or graduation celebrations. While there are some positives to this approach, the
idea of forcing large groups of students to sing together did not work for me. Within the first
two years of teaching at a grundskola (grades 4-9) I was met by students with surprisingly
low singing abilities, negative attitudes towards singing and of course, fear. This fear is real.
Students are deathly afraid to perform in front of their peers and their worry and anxiety
builds at the thought of what others might think of them, or their voice. Such attitudes
towards singing can spread quickly.

Over the course of about three years, 1 gradually put less effort into changing
students’ attitudes towards singing in school. They did not seem to mind, and I was relieved
of the constant struggle and disappointment. As each year passed, I did only what was
expected of me in terms of teaching singing. I formed small “choirs” for special occasions
and spent the necessary time I needed to prepare them. Typically, those groups included about
10-12 singers, and in some cases that would be more than enough. But because of the lack of
teaching they received from me, the quality of singing remained low. Students often
expressed to me how embarrassed they felt singing in front of their peers. Over the course of
these 3-4 years of teaching, I realized that my methods for teaching singing were not
effective, and more specifically, the singing culture in the school was dismal. The overall

“desire to sing” from students, as a school body, soon disappeared.

1.1 Shifting focus

The most obvious shift in my career came when I moved cities to a new school about 7 years
later. I found myself in a new teaching environment with new possibilities. This change gave
me the opportunity to make monumental changes to my development as a music teacher.
After a long spell of doing as little singing in the classroom as possible, I began to explore

new ways to engage young singers, and the results have been unexpected and rewarding.



As a singer myself, I am drawn to the intricacies and mysteries of the human voice. I
wanted to create a project to help young singers realize the importance of their voice and be
inspired to use and develop the internal instrument that they are born with. I wanted my
students to have the opportunity to explore and express the most instinctive musical moments
that drive them to publicly display their own instrument. Martha Feldman, in an essay from
the Journal of the American Musicological Society takes a deep-dive into the notion of the
human voice—an enigmatic topic that has been discussed for centuries. She states, “Try to
imagine a zone without clear boundaries or strict divisions. Were we able to strip away
speech, poetry, phonetics, morphology—all of language, in short—we might have the pure
terrain of the thing we call voice.” (Feldman, 2015)

I wanted, in some way, to realize this “zone.” What sort of medium would allow such
an uninhibited desire for self-expression, and would the human voice end up being the focus?
I would let the students build their own program of individual performances that I would help
to prepare and carry out once a week — a simple “open mic.” The open mic format has played
a large role in my desire to implement such an event in my daily work. This is probably
because of my long time involvement in spoken word poetry as well as singing. Having an
open space to perform and express myself has had a profound and formative effect on my
life.

When I arrived at my new school, it had been without a regular music teacher for
about one year. According to a survey of teachers who worked in the school prior to my
arrival, the basic music functions in school were carried out, but there was nothing beyond
that. Most musical moments in school were restricted to routine music lessons and special
calendar dates in December and end-of-term celebrations. This situation gave me a good
feeling because it meant I could start from the ground up. There were few obstacles in my
way in creating a new singing tradition. According to Charina Widmark and her work with

singing integration at cultural schools in the district of Bergsjon Gdoteborg, she states:

If a teacher is replaced, the entire student group can disappear, and you must start all over
again. If there are well-functioning and clear routines in the work, the children feel safe. The
children need to feel that they are constantly acquiring new skills, otherwise both students and
teachers get tired. We often start "below the grassroots level", which means that we have to
start with elements that the children who have already grown up in a traditional Swedish

environment already carry with them (Widmark, 2007).



This accurately describes the conditions I experienced in my new school. I realized that I had
the opportunity and freedom to create something completely new, and with the emphasis on

allowing students to perform music that they choose for themselves.

2. PURPOSE
This artistic study investigates how the introduction of a weekly performing tradition can

have a significant impact on the singing and musical culture in a middle school.

2.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
e Will creating a weekly performance change the perception and overall musical
culture in the school?
e How does allowing students to choose their own repertoire in a performance
setting improve their musical abilities, engagement and confidence?
e How can student self-expression through singing improve attitudes toward singing

in the school and increase involvement in the school choir?



3. METHOD

The artistic aspect of this study revolves around a project that I began in the Fall of 2021.
Every Friday students are given the opportunity to perform for their peers for approximately
five minutes during a special period of silence during lunchtime. Many performances are
prepared during school time. I often meet with specific students to practice their performance
during breaks, after school or whenever I am able to find the time to meet. Students also take
responsibility to prepare and practice their performances on their own time. Students sign up
individually or in groups to audition their performance beforehand, with the hopes they will
be approved to perform at the open mic.

Over the past few decades, many studies have focused on the benefits of singing for
both children and adults. A notable study comes from the UK where around 10,000 children
took part in a singing program during a two-year period. “Analyses of the data provides
evidence that those children who have participated in the Sing Up programme are
approximately two years in advance developmentally in their singing compared to their peers
of the same age outside the programme.” (Welch, Himonides, Saunders, Papageorgi, 2010).
Not only has this program provided evidence of the advanced development in children’s
singing abilities but it has also provided important evidence on how singing affects their

self-esteem and social inclusion.

There is a positive linear relationship evidence between children’s singing development and
their self-concept and sense of social inclusion...In addition, Sing Up experienced children
have more positive attitudes to singing in school and appear to have a more positive

self-image as a result of these experiences (Welch, et al., 2010).

Self-image, self-concept and a sense of social inclusion is exactly what the open mic should

accomplish.

3.1 Preparations:
e Encourage and build confidence in each individual singer for them to carry out
their performance.
e Provide a space and time for students to practice alone, with the teacher's help, or
with support from friends.

e Listen to every student or group at least once before their performance.



e [f a student is ill-prepared or not musically strong enough, more practice time is
encouraged. This is in order to prevent overly negative reactions from the
audience (both students and teachers)

e Offer guidance and mini-lessons to improve their singing.

e Students who display a strong desire to sing and have decent skills with pitch and
rhythm are encouraged to join the school choir.

e When necessary, encourage students to sing their song in a more appropriate key
for their voice.

e Scheduling and keeping track of an ever-changing performance schedule

3.2 The Open Mic

The student body consists of grades 3-6 and each year level has their own performance. This
typically results in four separate performances on any given Friday. The live setup process
and equipment needed is basic—a working PA system, a simple microphone setup and
sometimes a piano. There is no stage, no “fake” stage, just the floor in the lunchroom. The
performance space is less than ideal as it can be noisy, busy and smelly, but the students
almost never seem to mind. Accepting the space for what it is and making the most of it is

key to keeping the morale high for everyone involved.

It’s Friday. The microphone is set up near an empty wall in the school lunchroom. Check,
one, two. The performer list for the day is posted for all to see, but it will be all too easily
ignored. Students begin to pour into the lunchroom vocally excited and expecting a
performance. It feels as though I am fighting off swarms of children demanding more

information about what to expect during lunch.

“Who's singing today? What song? Who? Who?” they exclaim. “Check the list!” I tell them.

After checking the list, the students grab their lunch, sit down and anxiously await the
afternoon performance. I’ve made contact with the day’s performer and adjusted the mics to
fit their height. They are giddy, excited and too nervous to eat their own food. They sit down
in their assigned seat amongst their curious peers and patiently await the infamous “5 minutes
of silence.” The whistle is blown and the cafeteria, filled with about one hundred and forty
human bodies, gets quiet. The situation lends itself perfectly to a musical performance. The

performer of the day has not approached the microphone and the audience is visibly



confused. I wave to the student and motion for them to approach the microphone. They rise
from their seat, shyly walk forward and take their place at the microphone. Some other
students get out of their chairs and huddle closer for a better view. The performer is known to
be the shy, quiet type, and the audience is visibly curious to see this specific person ready to
perform. The student glances at my direction and gives me the signal to start the music. The
student stares at the screen in front of them that displays the lyrics for their song. I can see the
look of uncertainty in their eyes, but there is a quick moment before the singing begins. A
moment of realization, and confidence that catapults the first time performer into the music.
There is no turning back now. This particular student battled with the idea of ever performing
in the first place. I spent weeks encouraging them to go for it, assuring them they have what it
takes and that their gift of music is one they should definitely share with others. It was in that
moment, before they uttered their first vocal sound where I was able to see the results of my
encouraging actions. They had taken that step into the unknown and they shine throughout
the entire song. The audience watches and listens with rapt attention. The school staff in the
room display a clear emotion of pride and unexpected happiness while the student’s voice
carries to the back of the room. After about four minutes the song nears its end and the
performer seems to relax a little. I’'m astonished to see an almost unexplainable shift in their
demeanor as this first attempt at individual self-expression comes to a close. They seem like a
new person after this performance. The audience reaction most certainly came unexpectedly
as the entire room erupted into cheers and applause. Some students and staff approached the
singer immediately to personally deliver praise for their performance. It was obvious that the
student did not expect such a warm reception of their performance and they began to cry. The
lunchroom quiets down again and the student approaches the microphone. I became a bit
nervous as to why, then they uttered, “these are tears of joy.” It was a magical moment and I

was convinced this project would be a success.

3.3 Repertoire - Student Choice

The students themselves take responsibility for choosing the open mic repertoire. This
approach has worked in my past experience. In the study “Raising voices” conducted by
David Johnson, 265 music teachers in Sweden showed that “the most commonly reported
criterion (for choosing repertoire) was student democracy: allowing the students themselves

to propose singing repertoire.”



In addition to, when choosing repertoire, participants widely expressed a need to focus on
engaging with student musical tastes and preferences, with many responses explicitly
associating student preferences with current pop music — what one participant describes as
“songs of today.” Participants reasoned that current pop music potentially engages students
not only because of its trendiness and familiarity but also because of certain musical

characteristics such as a fast tempo and rhythmic drive (Johnson, 2021).

Giving students the opportunity to choose the music they sing is what has proved most
successful in my recent past experiences and also in this study. Young people in general share
an intense interest and enthusiasm for popular music, and the current teaching force are
likewise mostly young. Increasing use of social media has effectively blurred, or even erased
the lines between what kids and adults listen to. Goéran Folkestad discusses the phenomenon
of popular music in schools in his essays about formal and informal learning situations in
music teaching. “The question of whether or not to have, for example, popular music in
school, is irrelevant: popular music is already present in school, brought there by the students,

and in many cases also by the teachers, as part of their musical experience and knowledge.”

The issue is rather: how do we deal with it? Do we deny the fact that popular music is an
essential factor of the context of music teaching in school, or do we acknowledge the
students’ musical experiences and knowledge as a starting point for further musical

education? (Folkestad, 2006)

Allowing the students to have this approach has resulted in students enthusiastically
discussing multiple repertoire choices. It is not uncommon that students will sometimes
present two or three different songs that they are willing to perform. This gives me an
opportunity to see where their strengths lie and how to best showcase them. It also helps to
shape a diverse and vibrant musical experience for the audience. This approach has also
opened the door to introducing appropriate key signatures of songs for their young voices.
Students will often want to sing in the original key of the song, unaware of where it fits in
their voice. Presenting them with a new key to better suit their vocal range has allowed

certain students to reach higher potential with their voices.
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3.4 The Open Mic as a Safe Space

The school where I work is an international school with a diverse student body. It reflects the
demographics of modern day Sweden quite accurately, especially since it is located in
Sweden’s second largest city. I have strived to encourage as many students to incorporate as
much repertoire that is in mother-tongue languages that give glimpses into their cultures. At
the same time I want the students to feel the freedom of singing songs that they can easily
identify with. Oftentimes students are very adamant about performing popular music that
everyone is familiar with. Ultimately the choice is up to them, and I have given them the
tools that allow them to express their own musical identity. When referring to musical
identity, Goran Folkestad in his essay about national identity in music education states that

there is a post nationalist identity in which multiple cultural identities are incorporated.

These multiple cultural identities are where commonality lies, and in this commonality, the
unifying element needed to bridge the gap. Global youth culture and its music, because it is
the same regardless of national, ethnic or cultural heritage of the context in which it operates,

might have a non-segregating and uniting function (Folkestad 2002, p. 160).

Implementing the open mic is all about creating a non-segregating and uniting function. It is a
moment for the school to come together to celebrate individuals and their talents as musicians
and performers. In an article about creating safe spaces for music learning the authors point
out different ways to build a culture of acceptance. The authors mention how risk-taking,
encouraging experimentation and promoting self-expression are essential to fostering safe

and expressive music-making environments (Hendricks, Smith, & Stanuch, 2014).

Learning environments foster intrinsic motivation and musical engagement when students are
treated as unique individuals...For example, some students might flourish better in
environments with solo recitals, while students who value social musical experiences may
have better success when given the opportunity to make music in groups (Hendricks, et al.

2014)
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4. RESULTS

In the Fall of 2022, there were a total of 59 student performances. The entire school choir
performed four of the 59 performances. Although I did not keep records of this project my
first year at the school, I can safely say that these numbers represent a significant increase of
performances compared to the 2021/2022 school year which were limited to only special
occasions such as holidays and other celebrations. Of the 59 performances some were

dancing and poetry with the vast majority being solo singing or singing in groups.

Goals for Spring 2023: I was expecting an increase in choir participation by five to ten
singers. As of December 2022, the choir consisted of thirty-five singers. This number
increased by about fifteen singers from the previous year. In the Spring of 2023, the
performance schedule quickly filled with willing performers. Between January and May there
were around fifty performances across all grade levels. The choir increased from thirty-five

singers to sixty singers in less than a year.

During the 2022/2023 school year there has been a significant attitude change in the
classroom regarding classroom singing and participation. Singing in the classroom has
become less of a challenge. Students are eager to sing and I am now seeing many instances

where performances in the classroom are making their way to the open mic stage.

4.1 School Staff Questionnaire Responses

Seventeen staff members responded to four open-ended questions that helped paint a better
picture of what the musical culture was like in school before and after the implementation of
the open mic. The teacher's responses to these questions illustrate a few of the common

themes that I hoped to achieve with the implementation of the open mic.

1. How would you describe the musical culture in school pre-pandemic? You can be
short, or more detailed in your answer.

1. The music teachers at that time were engaged with the choir and the big events that we always

have every school year. However, nothing extra was done. | seem to remember it wasn't much

of a musical culture to talk about. There was a choir for a while and a luciatdg. I think it

depends on the music teacher's interest and time, unfortunately.
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2. How would you describe the musical culture in school currently?

1.

The Friday performances put music on the map in school and offer an opportunity for students
to shine, to be brave and to perform in front of both students, staff and visitors.

I believe that the musical culture at our school is very high. We have many exciting
opportunities for students to play instruments and get involved in choir, etc. The music
teacher offers after-school opportunities for the students so that they are not limited by school

hours.

3. How do you feel the Friday music performances have influenced school culture,

singing and performance? Both positive and negative responses are welcome.

1.

They have certainly influenced students and staff in a positive manner. The Friday music
performances are vivid proof that students get the opportunity to stand up and express
themselves in front of peers and staff. From my point of view, this is a democratic way to give
space and time to our students to 'say' whatever they want through music. An extra
opportunity for them besides lesson time and the structural moments during a school week.
These performances offer freedom and creativity to our little stars. Teachers also get the

chance to see the students from another angle that might not be visible during academic time.

4. How would you describe the audience (non-performing students, or other staff

members) overall response to Friday musical performances? For example, are they

supportive of their peers?

1.

They have gotten much better by being exposed to things. The students themselves have come
and told me that they notice a difference in their own behavior.

I personally like this time of the week. I am glad to see how the other students respect the
students who are 'on stage' and the encouragement they show to them at the end of the
performances.

I think we must teach them how to be and show their support. I have some students who are
visibly uncomfortable watching other people perform, as if they take on their own
embarrassment for the person and it makes them squirm. If left to their own devices, they
would chat throughout the performance and potentially laugh or giggle if they thought the
performance was odd. When I am present, however, they behave, and I am hoping they are

learning right from wrong through this practice.

The teacher's responses to these questions illustrate some of the common themes that I hoped

to achieve with the implementation of the open mic.
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I observed that school staff perceptions of the open mic have been overwhelmingly positive.
There are instances regarding certain performances where staff called attention to poor
behavior in the audience that have at times affected the performers. For example, there have
been situations where the audience has been so poorly behaved that it left the performers
feeling upset and refusing to ever perform again. On multiple occasions I have had to cancel
open mic performances due to performers refusing to go on stage for fear of being ridiculed.
Behavior like this has the potential to threaten the entire project because young singers are
self-conscious and genuinely care about what other students think of them. The school staff
has been hugely supportive in dealing with behavior by addressing it regularly. It may be
impossible to completely remove impolite laughter and teasing at this age level, but it is
certainly possible to encourage better behavior and basic respect amongst the students. The
popularity and routine nature of the open mic has allowed time and attention to improving

how students should behave as an audience member.

4.2 THE VIDEO

A compilation of the videos I recorded during performances comprise a key resource of this
project; I have edited these videos in order to show the variety of performances and the
progression of certain students. Since I enjoy creating and editing music videos, filming the
students and creating a video montage of the performances has been a natural and rewarding
part of this project. My intention was to compile as many videos as I could so that it would
accurately represent the student level of singing and performance as well as the overall
atmosphere of the open mic. The videos also show the audience response and involvement
and illustrate the support that performers are met with on stage. The video consists of
twenty-five short clips of individual performances most often filmed with a mobile phone. I
did not always record the entire song because I also found it important to be an audience
member for my students, and to give them support from the sidelines. Some of the recordings
demonstrate rather low quality singing, although there are some exceptions and I’ve made
sure to include the majority of the best performances. Some students performed multiple
times, and it is easy to observe the improvements in their singing and confidence from one
performance to another. Some of the younger students will sing with an original version of
the song, but most of the older students do traditional karaoke style performances. There are
different constellations of groups ranging from solos to one group that has seven singers.
Most performances can count on an audience of about one hundred students and staff. There

are dozens of videos that are not included in this compilation for various reasons, but the
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video presented is an accurate representation of the project. At the end of the video are two

separate performances of the school choir, once in the Fall and another in the Spring.

4.3 GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation)

There are moments in the video where faces are blurred, or sections are clipped to not include
specific individuals. This is due to GDPR, which is a strict privacy law for all of Europe.
Getting permission from all student guardians has not been a simple task and unfortunately
the video is the only element of this study that suffers because of it. Ideally I would be able to
include all faces in this video but unfortunately in today’s age that is not possible. This
situation is most clearly evident in the choir portion of the video due to several factors:
guardians who are unwilling to allow their children’s likeness to be represented in the video,
students who have since left our school, and incomplete permission forms. Additionally the
way the choir was filmed with a moving camera makes blurring out specific students a
post-editing nightmare. When recording a school choir for future studies I recommend
filming with a stationary camera to make blurring out faces more manageable. As a result I

have decided to blur out all faces during the school choir performances.

4.4 ARTISTIC CREATION OF THE VIDEO

There were over eighty different videos and I narrowed it down to twenty-five. I wanted to
exhibit a good balance of performances that I considered both of lower and higher singing
quality. In certain performances the audience is clearly heard participating in the form of
clapping, or raucous applause, after more energetic performances. I believe that in creating
this video I have captured the essence and atmosphere of the open mic. The makeshift
“stage”, the distractions, and the nerves. The video clearly shows that the performance space
is not ideal, but the students’ performances as rehearsed demonstrate great focus on their part.
Audience reactions in the video clearly display the positive atmosphere of the performances.
All students typically have their moments, some better than others. It was essential to capture
those moments in the finished video program. I wanted to account for the range of musical
abilities, and to demonstrate how certain students progressed in their performance skills. |
would typically record thirty seconds to two minutes of each performance and to include as
many performances in the video as possible. The video includes both solo and group
performances. Songs during the open mic are often performed in other languages. Many of
the students sing in their mother-tongue and showing this in the video also displays the

international culture of the school. These performances help show that allowing students to
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make their own musical choices can also expose students and staff to unfamiliar music that

often inspires growth in their own musical knowledge and culture.

4.5 THE PERFORMERS

Each of the performers is labeled with a number for reference.

Performer 1 appears three times and the change in confidence and voice quality improves
with each video. This student has since been very musically active in school, singing in

different styles, writing their own music and eager to perform as often as possible.

Performer 2 is a great example of someone first shying away from singing and performing,
while exuding confidence in the next video. This student is active in the choir and is eager to
perform on Friday at least once a term. One of the most memorable moments of the open mic
for me was during the applause from the first video. Unfortunately this moment was not
captured on video, but a large group of students and teachers came forward during the
applause to give the performer many words of encouragement and affection. It was clear the
student was a bit embarrassed by their own performance, but this moment changed their
perception and they have been eager to perform since their debut. This was a clear example
of how other students in school are very supportive of the ones performing and they help to

create a comfortable and safe space for expression.

Performer 4 sings a unique rendition of a Rammstein song. This has been our only
performance in German, and the student is a non-German speaker. This student is also very
musically active, learning multiple instruments after school and has performed during the

open mic three times.

Performers S & 9 are eager performers, often singing songs in their mother-tongue and other
languages. They have performed multiple times throughout the year and often choose to do

music that contributes to the international culture of the school.

Performer 7 is a very talented student who does not perform often in school. They sing
beautifully in their upper range with good intonation and control. They do not participate in
the choir but they are often interested in singing for larger events. They are confident in their

abilities and will develop into a gifted singer if they continue. The open mic gives students
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like this an opportunity to practice their skill in a different environment and their peers are

often supportive of higher quality performances.

Performers 10, 16 & 17 are some of the youngest performers in the school. The open mic
schedule for 3rd grade students is always fully booked. Many are eager to perform and many
must be turned down due to lack of time. They most often sing with the original version of
the song to have support from the recorded vocals. Occasionally there are brave 3rd grade

students who sing karaoke but these are not presented in the video.

Performer 14 shows how to bring great energy to a performance of this widely popular song
combining both rap and singing. This specific performance greatly boosted their confidence

and they went on to perform it multiple times throughout the term.

Performer 16 is an example of young boys singing a song in French. The song is connected
to football and there have been many songs in the past decade like this. Students in Europe
are hugely attracted to the sport and music connected to the sport is becoming more popular.
The open mic provided the opportunity for these young singers to develop their performance

skills by singing in a very popular genre.

Performer 18 is a special group performance organized by the mother-tongue department in
the school. This was a well prepared performance that received significant praise and
showcased the international backgrounds of the students. These students performed their song
for the entire school, on four different occasions. The open mic has not only been a space for
individual expression, but it has also created opportunities for collaborations with teachers

and their own projects.

Performers 19, 20 & 21 formed a small group to sing at the open mic. These performances
would be their first experiences singing publicly. With each performance their confidence and
singing improved and they insisted on singing for the entire school over the span of a few
weeks. In video 20 to 21, they go from being visibly embarrassed of their performance to

visibly engaged and feeding off audience participation.
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4.6 THE SCHOOL CHOIR

The creation and development of this choir are essential to this project. Our choir began in
2021 and meets once a week but rarely as a whole group, due to space and schedule
restrictions. The rehearsals take place after regular school time and students from a mix of
age groups between 9-12 attend voluntarily. The environment is relaxed and students can
unwind from the day in a singing environment without serious demands. Creating this
environment has helped students build relationships and made rehearsals manageable and
entertaining. The students come from different cultural backgrounds and have little, if any,
knowledge of singing in a choir. One of my main objectives is to encourage more singing and
thus spend less time teaching technical skills that they will learn later if they continue to sing.
I was determined this time to have a functioning school choir, singing simple repertoire that
could be performed throughout the year instead of only on special occasions. In general,
Swedish schools (public and private) do not run full-fledged choir programs as they do in
many areas of the United States. Today, a school choir in Sweden is not written into the
contract nor is it required by the modern Swedish school curriculum. A school choir has
never been mandatory, but it has had varying degrees of significance (Eriksson, 2011).
Having or maintaining a school choir while not required, it is most often expected for the
music teacher to carry out such duties. A study from 2007 conducted in Malmo showed that
in a survey of “15 middle schools, only 6 of them had a school choir.” Based on the survey

responses, it was shown that

40% of Malmd's junior high schools have a school choir. Of the 60% of upper secondary
schools that do not have a school choir, all music teachers think that the school should have a
choir. Most music teachers are willing to lead a school choir, but not everyone is as eager to
start one because there is no room in the students' schedules. Some music teachers seem to
think that students would rather sing as soloists than in a choral context. The study has shown
that there can be many different factors that guide a music teacher in the struggle about
conducting school choirs at Malmd's junior high schools. However, the results have shown
that all music teachers think that their school should have a school choir but they are not

entirely sure if they want or have the strength to fight for it (Bergh, 2007).

The current situation is a result of a changing music curriculum in Sweden. Since the 1960°s

there has been a shift to a more general music curriculum. It is not uncommon in other
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countries either. For example, music education at the middle school level in Germany is

considered general music.

Band, orchestra, and choir are extracurricular activities that depend on the engagement of
individual teachers in the after-school hours. If a student wants to learn an instrument, he or
she has to take a class at a community music school or take private lessons (Kertz-Welzel,

2005).

In my experience and based on the experiences of many different music teachers that I have
met during my years in Sweden, I have concluded that more often than not, music teachers
will take it upon themselves to start and manage a choir and this is typically done outside of
school hours. It is not an ideal situation. Finding extra musical opportunities for students in
school is a challenge for many music teachers. If it is possible in one's schedule, and positive

support from administration exists, similar projects like this could be implemented.

4.6.1 THE CHOIR’S DEVELOPMENT

When I first began at the new school, I organized a small choir for the end of year ceremony.
The following year I focused on recruiting more singers. Creating a working schedule for
students after school was the first big step in making choir as accessible as possible. I would
be rehearsing outside of my work hours, and in many cases this is what it takes to maintain a
school choir in the current timetables that teachers face in Sweden today. Choir rehearsal was
once a week and I would rehearse different groups of students over a two hour period. This
creates the issue of rarely rehearsing as a full group. Due to this, working with the choir’s
overall sound, intonation and balance proved difficult, but overall there is improvement. I
have been working with basic skills in choir, such as how to stand properly, not fidget, and to
show confidence when performing. I also teach singing with taller and rounder vowels and
more musicality such as phrasing and dynamics.

The rehearsal time mainly focuses on the songs that we will be performing for a
school event. The choir usually sings in unison, although certain repertoire has opened the
door for call and response and adding simple ostinato with melody. A huge focus has been
on simple and engaging vocal exploration through vocal exercises and games. Accessing the
head voice and upper register has presented its challenges but we have made progress in this
area. The choir is more interested in singing in their chest voice with popular music, and any

challenge to this would often create immediate resistance. Choosing appropriate repertoire
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has been a challenge, mainly because of the students' lack of openness to more challenging
music that they are unfamiliar with. My goal has been to engage as many students in singing
as possible. When they sing repertoire that they truly enjoy, they are encouraged to keep
coming back to choir rehearsal each week.

I have not reached the point yet where students are so satisfied with the choir
experience that they are willing to try singing newer, more challenging repertoire. This is a
long term goal. Without a doubt, the students’ joy of singing has increased. This is evident in
not only the open mic performances but in the choir as well. They are excited to perform,
they are nervous, and yet with every performance they are improving. The consistency in
performances has really helped to improve their confidence. By the end of the school year the

choir will have performed twelve times.

4.6.2 How has the school choir benefitted from the open mic?

The open mic has proven to be an invaluable tool for increasing enrollment in the school
choir. I have seen how the choir benefits from the open mic in at least two significant ways.
First, the choir sings multiple times each term, and after each performance there are new
students who become interested in joining. Eager audience members make contact on their
own and declare their interest in singing with the school choir. This is by far the most
rewarding experience. When students start to ask to join after each choir performance,
something must be working. Secondly, there are many students in school that I do not meet,
and the open mic has introduced me to those students who are interested in singing. The open
mic brings out a continuous stream of students with different levels of talent who can then be
encouraged to further their skills by singing with a larger group. Taking advantage of this and
creating dialogue and building relationships with any and all students that express interest in

singing has been a successful strategy.

5. CONCLUSION

Teaching is notorious for having many different methods and approaches to achieving desired
results, and music teaching excels in this kind of diversity. Considering the fact that music
teachers often have more tools at their disposal to engage and work with students in different
capacities, it is notable that music teachers often stand out amongst their colleagues and their
extra initiatives are either politely ignored or highly praised. In modern Swedish school
society, there are clear expectations for music teachers to take responsibility for the basic

functioning and development of musical life in school. Largely it is up to the individual
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music teacher whether or not they are willing to go the “extra mile.” Attending public school
and earning my teaching degree in the United States has surely contributed to the fact that
“going the extra mile” is simply part of the job. Others would argue that it is the passion for
the subject that drives someone. In my case it is definitely a strong combination of both. I
value this aspect in my teaching style and I think all teachers should strive, within reason, to
provide their school communities meaningful and memorable music experiences during their
teaching careers. Implementing a project like the one in this study can prove difficult,
depending on the restrictions at a specific workplace. It is not uncommon to have
unsupportive administration, scheduling conflicts or financial restrictions. In this case, I was
extremely lucky to be given free reign to implement this project and that is part of its success.
The environment in the room during the open mic is exceptionally positive. Providing space
for both performers and audience to express themselves creates inspiring energy in the room.
The phenomenon of how an otherwise uninteresting or uninspiring venue such as a school
lunchroom, can be ignited with the combined energies of weekly unique student
performances has been nothing other than a boost for my musical and teaching career.
Allowing the students to choose music and create a program all of their own has been
remarkably successful. I am now dealing with disappointment when a performance has been
canceled. Students are demanding the spots to be filled and are now taking it upon themselves
to sign up as last minute replacements. Going forward with the open mic for the next school
year is uncertain. There will most certainly be backlash if it is discontinued. It is important
that the tradition is kept alive somehow and I intend to find new ways to continue this
tradition of performance. It is without question that the open mic format at my school is a
success, shown in the enthusiasm from both students and staff alike. New friendships and
bonds have been created and the praise for their performances goes beyond the lunchroom.
This phenomenon can be seen in the hallways and on the playgrounds and sometimes even
weeks or months after their performances, our students still receive appreciation and praise

from across the school community.
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