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Individual Vocal Practice Habits of Barbershop Chorus Singers: A Mixed-Methods Investigation 
 
Context 

Various studies have investigated individual practice habits of musicians in populations like expert 

vocalists, university music students, and instrumentalists (Araújo, 2016; Byo and Cassidy, 2008; Hallam, 1995; 

Hallam, 2001; Hallam et. al, 2020; Nielsen, 2004; Pike, 2017; Summit and Weidner, 2022). I will address a gap 

in the literature and adapt Summit and Weidner’s (2022) study to investigate this research question: What are 

the individual vocal practice habits of barbershop chorus singers outside of chorus rehearsal in terms of time, 

structure, objectives, strategies, and resource usage? All research will be conducted virtually via Google Forms 

and Zoom video calls. 

 

Justification 
The barbershop community consists of tens of thousands of passionate singers worldwide, most of 

whom anecdotally are avocational singers and lack substantial vocal training outside of their barbershop 

experience. Previous research has focused on instrumentalists or on vocalist populations with substantial 

levels of training and education, so the extant literature likely does not translate well to the barbershop 

population. A study focused on the barbershop population is warranted to be able to discern key areas of 

opportunity for this population in terms of individual practice habits. 

 

Intended Impact 
This study will reveal strengths and areas of opportunity for growth in the effectiveness and efficiency of 

barbershop chorus singers’ individual vocal practice. It will also allow barbershop chorus leaders, like myself, 

who are key music educators in barbershoppers’ lives and have limited visibility into their approach to 

individual vocal practice, to develop strategies to offer singers additional education and resources to address 

these opportunities for growth. 

 

Methods/Project Design 
I will review the literature related to musicians’ practice habits, emphasizing studies of vocalists, 

choristers, barbershoppers, and avocational musicians. Literature related to general practice or skill-building, 

pedagogy, education and neuroscience may also be discussed, along with literature related to survey, 

interview, and data analysis best practices. 

I will then conduct a mixed methods study consisting of two parts.  I will develop a survey featuring both 

quantitative and qualitative questions and collect responses electronically. The survey will conclude by asking 



respondents about their willingness to participate in a follow-up interview. I will select a subset of willing 

respondents whose responses warrant further interrogation and conduct a Zoom interview with them. The 

interviews will be semi-structured, allowing for some flexibility to discuss the individuals’ experience organically, 

while still allowing for sound comparison between interview responses and generation of themes. 

 

Project Timeline 

 
 
Ethics and Insider Research 
 

This research does not involve physical or face-to-face contact with participants, so the primary ethical 

concerns of conducting the research are properly obtaining informed consent for each participant, maintaining 

data security and participant confidentiality, and using clear, concise, and unemotional language that minimizes 

risk biasing responses or triggering emotional distress in the participants. 

Additionally, I am an insider in my barbershop ensemble coaching practice. I have a relationship with 

the members of all ensembles with whom I am privileged to work, and I know many of these ensembles’ 

members well. I need to critically assess my relationships with the people participating in my research to 

identify sources of possible bias, especially in qualitative components, and mitigate them to the greatest extent 

possible through meticulous reflection. I have also sung in ensembles myself for over eighteen years and in 

barbershop ensembles, specifically, for over nine years. I must ensure that my personal experience does not 

result in me leading my research participants toward any particular responses, or skew my analysis toward 

confirming my personal biases developed through my ensemble singing experience.  

 

Individual Learning Outcomes 

●​ Identify areas of strength in barbershop chorus singers’ individual vocal practice 
●​ Identify areas of opportunity for improvement in barbershop chorus singers’ individual practice 
●​ Develop strategies to offer singers additional education and resources to address the opportunities for 

growth identified. 
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Individual Vocal Practice Habits of Barbershop Chorus Singers: A Mixed-Methods Investigation 
 
Introduction 

 

Barbershop is not a distinct musical genre, but rather “a style of arranging in close, four-part, a cappella 

harmony” (Barbershop Harmony Society, 2020) that features several characteristics that distinguishes it from 

other four-part a cappella music, including secondary-dominant chord progressions, a primarily homorhythmic 

texture, and an inside-voice melody with harmony parts both above and below (Barbershop Harmony Society, 

2020; Society Contest and Judging Committee, Barbershop Harmony Society, 2023). More relevant for this 

study is the barbershop community, made up of tens of thousands of passionate singers worldwide who are 

members or affiliates of nonprofit organizations such as the Barbershop Harmony Society, Sweet Adelines 

International, and Harmony, Incorporated, whose missions focus around preserving and promoting barbershop 

music. 

There is a substantial body of research on musicians’ individual practice habits in populations like 

instrumentalists, expert vocalists, and university music students. However, such habits of practitioners of 

barbershop music, known as “barbershoppers,” have not yet been studied. Furthermore, it is likely that 

barbershoppers’ individual practice habits differ notably due to key differences from the populations previously 

studied. Beyond practicing a unique style of music, anecdotally, most barbershoppers are avocational singers, 

many of whom lack formal musical or vocal training beyond their barbershop experience. This positions 

barbershop choral leaders as influential music educators in their singers’ lives whose advice shapes their vocal 

technique and practice habits. Barbershop choral leaders have limited visibility into their singers’ vocal practice 

outside of rehearsal, so there may be unknown inefficiencies in how they are learning music and practicing 

singing for their ensembles. To the extent that these inefficiencies exist, there may be ways for barbershop 

choral leaders to address them by providing their singers additional education and resources. 

This mixed methods study addresses the aforementioned gap in the literature and adapts Summit and 

Weidner’s (2022) work to investigate this research question: What are the individual vocal practice habits of 

barbershop chorus singers outside of chorus rehearsal in terms of time, structure, objectives, strategies, and 

resource usage? It aims to reveal strengths and areas of opportunity for growth in the effectiveness and 

efficiency of barbershop chorus singers’ individual vocal practice, and also to allow barbershop chorus leaders 

to develop strategies to offer singers additional education and resources to address these opportunities for 

growth. 

 



Literature Review 
 

How, Tan, and Miksza (2022) reviewed the literature related to musicians’ practice habits, finding 296 

relevant articles dating back to 1928. These studies investigated a variety of topics related to musical practice, 

but only nine examined vocalists in particular, and even fewer studied vocalists’ individual practice (Summit 

and Weidner, 2022), making the most pertinent body of research for this study much narrower. 

 

Musical Practice Exercises and Strategies 

 

Time spent by instrumentalists on deliberate practice, or “activities that have been found most effective 

in improving performance” (Ericsson, Krampe, and Tesch-Römer, 1993, p. 367), that is intentional and 

well-structured positively correlates with musical achievement (Sloboda et al., 1996; Barry, 1990; Duke, 

Simmons, and Cash, 2009; Miksza, 2006; Miksza, 2007; Miksza, 2011). While none of these studies included 

vocalists as participants, the principle of deliberate practice is not exclusive to music, so these findings likely 

generalize to vocal music generally and barbershop specifically. 

Prichard (2012) proposed a method of instructing middle school ensemble musicians on how to 

practice independently, featuring both cognitive and live modeling and instruction on strategies that positively 

correlate with performance, which “provides young musicians with a system for thinking about musical 

problems as well as executing practice strategies successfully” (p. 62). Later studies showed that musicians 

who received instruction on musical practice were more strategic in their practice and had a wider variety of 

defined objectives (Prichard, 2021; Weidner, 2021). Like the students on which Prichard (2012) focused, 

barbershoppers anecdotally tend to lack significant formal music training and education. Thus, barbershop 

chorus leaders may find a similar framework useful in educating their singers on how to approach individual 

practice, and modeling these behaviors in rehearsals may increase the likelihood that singers employ effective 

strategies in their individual practice. Since Prichard’s (2012) framework is geared toward young students who 

are early in their musical training, strategies recommended therein such as slow practice, a whole-part-whole 

approach, and listening back to recordings of practice and performing self-assessments are likely to translate 

well to barbershop singers who similarly tend to lack substantial formal music training or education. 

Summitt and Weidner (2022) surveyed 79 university voice professors and professional choral singers 

on their vocal practice, finding a variety of approaches in terms of frequency and duration of practice, as well 

as strategies employed. Most commonly, respondents rehearsed errors until they were corrected, repeated 

sections of the piece, and marked their sheet music, which are strategies similar to those studied in the 

instrumental practice literature. This study included exclusively experienced musicians who had 

professional-level music education and/or performance experience and did not include avocational singers, so 

the findings may not generalize well to the barbershop community, very few of whom likely have such 

experience and hence likely have less knowledge of effective practice strategies. Additionally, barbershoppers 

tend to sing as a leisure activity rather than a profession, so they may have notably different goals and 

ambitions than Summitt and Weidner’s (2022) participants who sing for a living, and therefore may approach 



their singing practice differently. A similar study focusing on barbershop chorus singers would serve as an 

exploratory data collection on the individual vocal practice habits of this thus-far unstudied population, while 

also allowing for comparisons in approaches to individual practice to the professional vocalists studied in 

Summitt and Weidner (2022). 

 

Vocal Warm Ups and Cool Downs 

 

While research is limited, vocal warm ups have been shown to increase acoustic efficiency in singers 

by reducing extralaryngeal muscle activity (Savareh et al., 2023), and improving acoustic measures of voice 

quality like jitter and shimmer (Castillo-Allendes, Cantor-Cutiva, and Hunter, 2024) and harmonic-to-noise ratio 

(Amir, O., Amir, N. and Michaeli, 2005). Vocal cool-downs following singing have also perceived vocal benefits 

(Ragan, 2016), and vocal cool downs involving semi-occluded vocal tract exercises (SOVTEs) may mitigate 

vocal inefficiencies associated with vocal fatigue (Fujiki, Huber, and Sivasankar, 2021), although more research 

is warranted to confirm that specific impact. 

Various studies have shown that most vocalists regularly perform vocal warm ups prior to singing, while 

performing vocal cool-downs after singing is much more uncommon (Gish et al., 2012; Donahue et al., 2014; 

Reckers, Donahue, and LeBorgne, 2021). Warm up regimens vary widely in terms of duration and specific 

strategies, with most singers spending between five and ten minutes warming up, and employing vocal 

exercises such as scales, arpeggios, and glissandi, along with exercises focused on breathing, posture, and 

muscular stretching/relaxation (Gish et al., 2012). These studies focused on voice students, musical theatre 

students, and professional singers, populations with substantial formal voice training and singing experience. 

Singers with less formal training and experience may approach vocal warm ups differently, so these findings 

may not generalize well to the population of barbershop chorus singers. 

 

Methodology/Methods 
 

My research follows the pragmatic paradigm, since my field of interest, barbershop singing, is a 

performing art whose technique and pedagogical methods have been informed by scientific fields like voice 

science and neuroscience. Given barbershop vocal pedagogy’s place at the intersection of art and science, a 

blend of postpositivist and constructionist approaches are appropriate to investigate the research question: 

What are the individual vocal practice habits of barbershop chorus singers outside of chorus rehearsal in terms 

of time, structure, objectives, strategies, and resource usage? Through investigating this question, I aimed to 

accomplish the following learning outcomes: 

 

1.​ Identify areas of strength in barbershop chorus singers’ individual vocal practice 

2.​ Identify areas of opportunity for improvement in barbershop chorus singers’ individual practice 

3.​ Develop strategies to offer singers additional education and resources to address the opportunities for 

growth identified. 



My mixed-methodology study featured two data collection phases. The first was a survey, modeled after 

the Vocal Practice Survey (VPS) utilized in Summitt and Weidner (2022), adapted for a barbershop-specific 

context (Appendix 1). The second was a semi-structured interview with a sample of survey participants 

(Appendix 2). This approach allowed me to understand how barbershop chorus singers approach their 

individual practice by collecting quantitative data on many aspects of participants’ vocal practice, including on 

questions utilizing Likert-Type Scales (Sullivan and Artino, 2013. I was also able to study what influences 

barbershoppers to approach practice the way they do by collecting open-ended responses in the survey and 

from interview participants. I considered conducting a focus group style interview instead of individual 

interviews, but opted for interviews to ensure I would get a comprehensive view of each interviewee’s vocal 

practice without risk of bias from other interviewees’ comments. 

 

Survey 

 

​ My survey is based on Summitt and Weidner’s (2022) VPS and I kept questions and response options 

consistent where possible to allow for the most robust possible comparisons between their results and mine. 

However, I selectively modified the survey to make it more applicable to a barbershop-context. I reworded 

some strategy options presented to respondents to better align with terminology utilized within the barbershop 

community (e.g. “cool down” instead of “warm down”). I also added other strategies that are anecdotally 

common among barbershoppers (e.g. practicing with a learning track) and introduced a ‘Not Sure’ option for all 

strategies, understanding that participants without significant musical education or training may be unfamiliar 

with some of the strategies that Summitt and Weidner (2022) originally studied. These modifications arguably 

impact the validity of my comparisons to Summitt and Weidner’s (2022) findings. Conversely, leaving the 

options as phrased by them also arguably may have caused confusion among barbershoppers, which would 

have also skewed results. Lastly, I added additional questions to understand things like motivations for 

practicing, obstacles to practicing, and to what extent barbershop choral leaders instruct singers on how to 

efficiently learn music and practice singing. 

My population of interest was adults who are active members of one or more barbershop choruses. I 

posted an invitation to complete the survey in two popular barbershop music Facebook Groups, ‘Let's talk 

(barber)shop.’ and ‘Barbershop Harmony,’ and also emailed a contact email address for 1,147 chapters of the 

Barbershop Harmony Society (BHS), Sweet Adelines International (SAI), and Harmony, Incorporated (HI) that 

had such an email address publicly available, asking them to invite their members to participate. 226 

participants responded to the survey, over half of which (n = 125) were BHS members, with SAI (n = 87) and HI 

(n = 35) also being well-represented, and a small number of respondents reporting membership in other North 

American (n = 23) and Non-North American barbershop organizations (n = 9). 

About 57% of respondents (n = 128) were women,  41% (n = 93) were men, and 1% (n = 3) were 

gender-diverse. About 94% of respondents (n = 211) were at least 30 years old, with about two thirds (n = 150) 

being at least 50 years old. A majority of respondents (n = 132) were employed at least part-time, while over 

one third (n = 83) were retired. Only about 4% of respondents (n = 9) were students. 



About three quarters of respondents (n = 169) reported being members of only one barbershop chorus, 

with the remainder being members of multiple. Only about 10% of respondents (n = 21) reported currently 

being or training to be a professional musician, and less than 35% (n = 78) had completed undergraduate or 

higher level coursework in music or a related subject, with less than 10% (n = 20) holding a music-related 

degree. This is consistent with anecdotal evidence that most barbershoppers are avocational musicians, many 

of whom lack formal music training or education. 

Respondents reported a wide variety of experience singing in barbershop choruses ranging from less 

than one year (n = 14) to over 30 years (n = 41) of experience. Most respondents also had experience singing 

in barbershop quartets (n = 192) and non-barbershop ensembles (n = 191), while fewer had directed 

barbershop choruses (n = 54) or non-barbershop vocal ensembles (n = 59) or coached barbershop ensembles 

(n = 55). Respondents also had experience in a variety of other genres or styles of music, most commonly 

contemporary choral (n = 145) and contemporary a cappella (n = 133). 

Over half of respondents (n = 124) were willing to be interviewed if selected. I utilized stratified random 

sampling to select interview candidates, based on their history with voice lessons (less than one year versus 

one or more years) and the frequency with which they compete in barbershop contests and the type of 

ensembles with which they compete (does not compete annually, competes annually in a chorus only, or 

competes annually in a quartet).  

I administered the survey electronically via Google Forms and only collected personally-identifiable 

information (name and email address) from those who signaled willingness to participate in a follow-up 

interview, so I could contact them. I collected survey responses from November 14-30, 2024. I analyzed 

quantitative survey data using R and used Thematic Analysis (Clarke and Braun, 2017) to analyze open-ended 

survey responses to identify themes. 

 

Interviews 

 

I randomly selected three individuals from each subpopulation shown in Table 1 and invited them via 

email to schedule an interview. I only interviewed the first person from each subpopulation who responded, for 

a total of six interviews. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Interview Sampling Stratification 
 

Interview Subgroup Voice Lessons History Competition Frequency n 

1 Less than one year Does not compete annually 16 

2 Less than one year Competes annually in a chorus only 28 

3 Less than one year Competes annually in a quartet 15 

4 One year or more Does not compete annually 11 

5 One year or more Competes annually in a chorus only 30 

6 One year or more Competes annually in a quartet 24 

Note: The sample sizes above include only survey respondents who were willing to be interviewed. 

 

By having representation from each stratum, I ensured I got to speak with people with a variety of 

experiences with high-level instruction and coaching at both the individual and ensemble level, experience 

which may impact how singers approach their individual vocal practice. Singers who have completed at least 

one year of voice lessons likely have had more experience with employing effective vocal exercises and 

practice strategies than those who have completed less than one year of lessons. Additionally, competitive 

barbershop ensembles anecdotally often work with third-party coaches, some of whom specialize in vocal 

technique. In fact, the barbershop contest experience often culminates with a feedback session with one or 

more judges, who recommend strategies to address the ensemble’s growth opportunities. Singers in more 

competitive ensembles are more likely than singers who are in less competitive ensembles to have participated 

in such a coaching session, and thus, are more likely to have been exposed to effective strategies that they 

could implement independently. 

I conducted each interview via a recorded Zoom video call lasting between 23 and 34 minutes. The 

interviews followed the same general script (Appendix 2), with slight deviations depending on the interviewees’ 

responses and whether they warranted further interrogation. I again employed Thematic Analysis (Clarke and 

Braun, 2017) to analyze interview transcripts and identify themes. 

 

Ethics 

​  

In order to obtain informed consent, I presented each participant with a comprehensive summary of the 

study and their rights, and confirmed via a Google Form response that they understood the information and 

consented to participate. Additionally, it was critical to maintain the confidentiality of the participants and the 

security of their personal data. I stored all data collected in secure cloud storage accessible only to me, and I 

will delete these data upon completion of the module. I will not reference any personally-identifiable information 

in this or any other writeup of the results. Instead, I will refer to interviewees by their interview subgroup from 

Table 1. Finally, I took care to frame the survey questions in a manner that was unbiased and minimized risk of 



triggering emotional distress. I sought and received ethical approval from the University of Wales Trinity Saint 

David prior to contacting participants. 

My status as a barbershopper and ensemble singer, as well as my relationship with people in the 

barbershop community, makes me an insider researcher in my barbershop ensemble coaching practice. For 

this particular study, the former is my foremost concern, as many of the participants who responded to my 

survey are anonymous, and I have no prior relationship with most of those who did provide personally 

identifiable information. In the research phase, I took care to frame the survey and interview questions in as 

unbiased a manner as possible and to try not to lead my research participants toward any particular 

responses. In the analysis phase, I also took care to allow the data to speak for themselves, rather than trying 

to draw conclusions that are consistent with my own personal biases. 

 

Findings/Discussion 
 
Time 
 

Respondents’ individual practice habits with regard to time varied widely. About 35% (n = 80) reported 

practicing four or more times weekly, with slightly more (n = 83) practicing two to three times weekly. Over 10% 

reported practicing less frequently than weekly (n = 24) (Appendix 14). Roughly seven in ten (n = 158) spent 

30-60 minutes practicing on days where they practiced, but typical practice session durations ranged from 15 

minutes or less (n = 16) to over 60 minutes (n = 36), with a mean duration of 51.5 minutes (Appendix 16). 

Compared to expert vocalists, most of whom practiced at least four times weekly and spent about an hour on 

average practicing (Summitt and Weidner, 2022), barbershop chorus singers tended to practice less frequently 

and for a shorter duration. Despite this, nearly two thirds of respondents (n = 148) felt that they practice 

enough to meet the musical expectations of their ensembles, and nearly six in ten (n = 131) felt that they 

practice enough to meet their own personal goals. 

Respondents most commonly cited other commitments such as family and work obligations as being 

the primary obstacles preventing them from practicing enough to meet their ensemble’s expectations or their 

own goals, while others cited lack of discipline, underestimating how much practice is needed to meet 

expectations, and not enjoying practicing individually as much as rehearsing with their ensemble(s) or 

performing. Interviewee 1 stated that due to family obligations, the vast majority of their practice consists of 

singing with learning tracks while driving. Speaking about practicing at home, they said “I just don’t have 

time…My kids live with me right now…and my grandkids are like all under the age of seven…I would rather 

spend time with them than do rehearsal.”  

The frequency and duration of barbershop chorus singers’ individual practice sessions provides context 

for their practice habits, but previous research suggests that the frequency and duration of practice contribute 

less to performance quality than the practice strategies utilized (Duke, Simmons, and Cash, 2009), and the 

authors argue that those working on developing musical skills, rather than focus on practicing for a certain 

amount of time per day, rather focus on “skillfully identify[ing] and systematically address[ing] the mistakes that 



are an inevitable part of learning” (p. 319). Thus, barbershop chorus leaders will likely have more impact by 

encouraging their singers to employ effective strategies in their practice time than recommending a target 

duration or frequency of practice, especially given their singers’ busy and highly variable lives outside of 

barbershop. 

 

Structure and Objectives 

 

As with time, respondents’ individual practice habits also varied widely in terms of structure and 

objectives. On days where they practiced, over 75% (n = 174) typically had only one session in a day, and 

about six in ten (n = 138) had specific, predetermined goals for each practice session (Appendix 15). Most 

agreed that their practice sessions differed depending on upcoming performance needs and expectations (n = 

196), needs for musical and technical development (n = 152), and their familiarity with the repertoire being 

studied (n = 191). A minority agreed that their practice regimen is consistent (n = 83) and that they follow a 

routine (n = 87), while at the same time a minority agreed that their practice sessions have little similarity to 

one another (n = 62) (Appendix 17). 

Respondents cited various primary motivations for practicing for their barbershop choruses, most 

commonly to learn their music (n = 24), to pursue personal growth as a singer (n = 18), to be a better leader in 

their ensemble (n = 12), and to ensure they meet their ensemble expectations/qualification requirements for 

upcoming performances (n = 11). This suggests that while some barbershop chorus singers are self-motivated, 

meeting qualification requirements is also a strong incentive for individual practice, so chorus leaders may find 

that introducing performance qualification requirements, such as required recording submissions, increases 

their members’ level of preparation outside of rehearsal. 

An area of unanimous agreement among interviewees was that their participation in barbershop 

choruses has helped them improve as a singer. When asked whether this was the case, all enthusiastically 

responded to the affirmative. Interviewee 5, who has only been a barbershopper for a few months, stated that 

they “can hear a difference even from…when [they were] first practicing [their] audition track to now.” 

Interviewee 2 noted that their chorus participation has not only helped them improve as a singer, but has 

“improved every aspect of [their] life.” 

Barbershop chorus singers were significantly less likely than expert vocalists to vary their approach to 

practice based on upcoming performance needs and expectations or their needs for technical and musical 

development (Summitt and Weidner, 2022). One possible reason for this relates to barbershoppers’ number 

one obstacle to practicing more: other commitments. With limited time and energy to commit to individual 

practice, and other obligations like family and work often taking priority, barbershop chorus singers seem to 

dedicate much of their individual practice time to learning and memorizing repertoire and ensuring they can 

execute their part, as evidenced by these being primary motivations for practicing. Others may opt to execute a 

practice routine they feel works well, rather than investing additional time and energy into exploring alternative 

structures or developing session-specific objectives. Chorus leaders may increase the likelihood that their 

singers use their precious individual practice time efficiently by allocating rehearsal time to develop critical 



listening skills, perhaps by incorporating a critical listening element to a framework like that Prichard (2012), to 

help singers identify notable opportunities for their individual growth and use those to inform specific objectives 

for their practice sessions.  

 

Strategy and Resource Usage 

 

Respondents employed various strategies in their practice (Table 2), most commonly practicing with 

learning tracks (M = 3.94, SD = 0.98). This aligns with anecdotal evidence that learning track usage is common 

in the barbershop community. Other frequently-used strategies included various forms of repetition, listening to 

relevant audio recordings, and marking sheet music.  

Vocal warm ups were fairly common with over half (n = 117) of respondents having performed vocal 

warm ups in at least some of their recent practice sessions. Conversely, vocal cool downs were uncommon 

with only about 16% (n = 37) of having recently performed vocal cool downs. This is consistent with findings 

from previous research with vocal warm ups being more common than vocal cool downs in other vocalist 

populations (Gish et al., 2012; Donahue et al., 2014; Reckers, Donahue, and LeBorgne, 2021). Interviewees 

reported spending between five and twenty minutes warming up for their practice sessions and have a variety 

of approaches to their warm ups. Four of six perform traditional vocal warm-up exercises like scales, 

semi-occluded vocal tract exercises, and vocalises, either by themselves or following along with a recorded 

warm up routine. The remainder sing along with learning tracks to warm up, either using songs that they intend 

to work on or songs they are already comfortable with. No interviewees reported regularly doing vocal cool 

downs, and some were entirely unaware of the concept.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2: Frequency of Usage of Various Practice Strategies 

Strategy M SD n 
Practice with a learning track 3.94 0.98 210 
Rehearse errors until corrected*** 3.81 0.98 215 
Listen to audio recordings✝✝✝ 3.67 1.21 220 
Repeat whole piece✝✝ 3.58 1.10 215 
Repeat short passages 3.45 1.11 220 
Mark sheet music*** 3.37 1.30 223 
Repeat 1-2 Measures** 3.30 1.15 223 
Body movement** 3.14 1.28 215 
Work on memorization separate from technical and expressive practice 3.13 1.27 221 
Work on most difficult sections first*** 3.04 1.20 221 
Whole-Part-Whole Practice Approach*** 2.97 1.28 214 
Chaining*** 2.91 1.30 219 
Use mental practice*** 2.84 1.38 215 
Review the music before starting each practice*** 2.80 1.30 224 
Vocally warm up using a predetermined sequence of activities*** 2.76 1.35 220 
Imagine yourself as a character or in a situation related to the text*** 2.60 1.32 216 
Set goals for the practice session*** 2.60 1.29 223 
Alternate slow practice with at tempo practice*** 2.60 1.25 223 
End practice by singing completely through current repertoire*** 2.53 1.40 220 
Formally self-evaluate*** 2.49 1.37 218 
Utilize visual imagery*** 2.46 1.34 224 
Speak rhythms*** 2.36 1.21 224 
Clap/tap rhythms 2.29 1.17 223 
Practice while playing the piano/keyboard*** 2.28 1.21 225 
Record audio of practice to review later 2.28 1.27 224 
Set long term goals*** 2.28 1.25 220 
Watch video recordings 2.13 1.08 225 
Practice diction separate from melody or rhythm*** 2.11 1.11 222 
Vary/simplify rhythms*** 1.95 1.13 213 
Vary/simplify pitch patterns*** 1.94 1.19 208 
Practice with a metronome*** 1.63 0.88 225 
Record video of practice to review later 1.58 0.99 224 
Vocally cool down at the end of practice*** 1.57 0.96 224 
Reference a music dictionary*** 1.29 0.69 223 
Note: Coded responses correspond to None (1), Few (2), Some (3), Most (4), or All (5). ‘Not sure’ responses 
were excluded from analysis. 
***/✝✝✝ Significantly lower/higher than Summitt and Weidner (2022) at 0.01 level of significance 
**/✝✝ Significantly lower/higher than Summitt and Weidner (2022) at 0.05 level of significance 



Of the 30 strategies explored in both Summit and Weidner (2022) and this study, barbershop chorus 

singers were significantly more likely to listen to audio recordings and repeat the whole piece, and were 

significantly less likely to employ 25 other strategies, including vocal warm ups and cool downs. Further, a 

considerable minority claim they do not receive education and resources from their ensemble leaders on how 

to learn music (n = 41) or practice singing (n = 53) effectively and efficiently, or are not sure that they do. This 

supports the notion that barbershop chorus singers’ repertoire of practice strategies is narrower than that of 

expert vocalists, likely due to their relative lack of substantial formal music education or training. In fact, it is 

possible that chorus leaders providing learning tracks while not discussing other practice approaches is 

interpreted by some barbershoppers as an assertion that singing along with learning tracks is the best way to 

practice. Chorus leaders may be able to help close this knowledge gap by allocating rehearsal time to 

educating their singers on effective individual practice strategies. 

Such education may be especially impactful for newer barbershop chorus singers who are most likely 

to lack this information. Interviewee 4 noted that they have only been singing in their barbershop chorus for a 

few months, and they are still learning how to best approach their own practice. Interviewee 5 was in a similar 

situation, having recently joined their chorus, and were primarily focused on learning the repertoire. They noted 

that they were “still finding [their] way” in terms of developing efficient practice habits. Chorus leaders might 

consider establishing an onboarding program for new members to help them build effective practice habits 

from the beginning of their tenure with the ensemble. 

Since vocal warm ups are already commonplace in barbershop chorus rehearsals according to 

interview responses, this may be a good area to pilot a framework like the one proposed by Prichard (2012). 

Taking time to focus on cognitive and live modeling of each warm up exercise, rather than simply completing 

the exercise and moving on without further discussion, may increase the likelihood that barbershoppers 

practice similar warm ups on their own. Once their framework is refined, chorus leaders can then extend it to 

rehearsing repertoire and model effective practice strategies recommended by Prichard (2012) such as slow 

practice or whole-part-whole practice, with the goal that their singers become more strategic in their practice. 

Regularly incorporating vocal cool downs into chorus rehearsals with a similar modeling-based approach could 

also increase the rate of individual vocal cool down practice, although since cool down adoption is low even in 

expert singer populations (Summitt and Weidner, 2022), building cool down habits amongst barbershoppers 

may prove to be difficult. Chorus leaders might also consider creating recordings of warm up and cool down 

routines for their singers to utilize in their individual practice sessions to try to extend the ubiquity of learning 

track usage in the barbershop community to other areas of vocal practice. 

The most common practice resource utilized by barbershoppers (Table 3) were learning tracks, with 

nearly everyone (n = 217) saying they use them frequently. Other resources frequently utilized by a majority 

included rehearsal recordings (n = 143), pianos (n = 132), pitch pipes (n = 123), and mobile apps like TE Tuner 

(n = 120). Those who utilized learning tracks reported most commonly practicing with part-dominant tracks (n = 

183), followed by full-mix tracks (n = 167), with part-missing (n = 132) and part-isolated (n = 129) tracks also 

utilized by over half of respondents. 



Since many barbershop chorus singers struggle to balance practicing for their chorus(es) with other 

commitments, learning tracks are valuable tools that facilitate passive learning. Interviewee 2 noted that they 

listen to learning tracks frequently while at work, noting that they “absorb a lot of [their] music that way, and 

then when [they] actually do try to sit down and sing through them, [they] have a bit more of a reference.” 

Learning tracks also can become a crutch that some singers lean on for not just a convenient learning aid, but 

the majority of their practice. Interviewee 2 later acknowledged that “[they’ve] been in conversations with [their] 

choir directors that maybe [their] strategies haven't been the best,” and that nearly all of their practice involves 

singing along with learning tracks, but they have recently been working on implementing different strategies to 

improve the quality of their practice. Others largely eschew learning tracks for more traditional styles of music 

learning. Interviewee 6 explained that they utilize learning tracks sparingly early in the learning process to help 

them get a feel for the song, but do most of their practicing without the tracks. “I know people who say they'll 

play it for hours, or they play it in their car - I don't do any of that,” they said. 

 

Table 3: Frequency of Various Resource Usage 

Resource % That Regularly Utilize Resource n 

Learning Tracks 96.0% 217 

Chorus Recordings 63.3% 143 

Piano 58.4% 132 

Pitch Pipe 54.4% 123 

Phone Apps 53.1% 120 

Other Ensemble Recordings 35.8% 81 

Own Recordings 34.5% 78 

Mirror/Phone Camera 27.4% 62 

Metronome 20.4% 46 

Music Dictionary 1.8% 4 

Yoga Balls/Straps 0.4% 1 
 
​ While six in ten respondents (n = 139) reported being in a chorus that employs methods to verify that 

members are meeting the ensemble’s expectations and the most common such method employed was 

individual recording submissions, only about 35% of respondents reported regularly utilizing their own 

recordings in their practice. This suggests that many singers who record themselves as part of their chorus’ 

requirements are not using those recordings to inform their practice objectives. Chorus leaders might consider 

encouraging their members to take advantage of the recordings they are already making in their individual 

practice, whether through required self-assessments or modeling self-recording as a practice strategy in 

rehearsal as suggested by Prichard (2012). Without a requirement, some singers will likely still not listen to 

their recordings or not record at all due to the aversion of listening to themself sing. Interviewee is not required 

by their chorus leaders to submit recordings, and so they rarely record themselves. “I don't know of anybody 

that likes hearing their own voice, and I hate hearing mine,” they said. 

Limitations 



A key limitation of this study is that it was achieved through a convenience sample. While the sample 

size is fairly large and appears to be fairly representative of the barbershop chorus singer population across 

demographics like age and gender identity and barbershop participation variables like organizational 

membership and barbershop chorus experience, a study with a more rigorous random sampling procedure 

would yield results that are more likely to generalize across the entire barbershop population. Also, a key 

assumption of survey and interview research is that respondents are answering completely and truthfully, so 

any responses that were incomplete and/or dishonest may skew the results. Future research could employ 

observational techniques to better understand what barbershop chorus singers are actually doing, versus what 

they claim they are doing. 

​ As noted above, there are limitations to comparisons to Summitt and Weidner’s (2022) results. The 

authors note various limitations to their own study that potentially impact the generalizability of their data. 

Additionally, comparisons made for results from parts of the survey that I modified should be interpreted with 

caution, as different wording or response options could have contributed to differences in responses across the 

two populations. 

 
Conclusion 
 
​ Barbershop chorus singers, like other singers, approach their individual practice in a variety of different 

ways in terms of time, structure, objectives, strategy, and resource usage. The duration and frequency of their 

practice sessions are largely influenced by how busy they are outside of barbershop, with other commitments 

often taking priority over practice time, although most singers feel they still are able to practice enough to meet 

their ensembles’ musical expectations and their own personal goals. Barbershop chorus singers are less likely 

than expert vocalists to vary their practice approach based on upcoming performance needs and expectations 

or their needs for technical and musical development, and are also less likely to employ a large number of 

standard practice strategies (Summitt and Weidner, 2022), likely due to having less musical education, training, 

and experience on average. Learning tracks are utilized by nearly all barbershop chorus singers at some point 

in their learning process and singing with them is an extremely common practice strategy. While a majority of 

barbershop chorus singers perform vocal warm ups regularly, few perform vocal cool downs. 

​ To increase the effectiveness and efficiency of their singers’ individual vocal practice, barbershop 

chorus leaders should consider educating their singers on key areas of individual vocal practice and 

musicianship such as critical listening, effective music learning and practice strategies, vocal warm ups, and 

vocal cool downs, by utilizing a framework like that proposed by Prichard (2012) that incorporates cognitive 

and live modeling. They may also consider providing follow-along resources to make it as easy as possible for 

their singers to incorporate strategies into their individual practice sessions. Finally, implementing a recording 

policy which encourages or requires members to listen to and evaluate their own recordings may help improve 

their singers’ critical listening skills and help them become more strategic when identifying areas for growth 

and setting goals for their practice. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1 - Survey Questionnaire (Including Consent Form Questions)











 

 
 
 



Appendix 2 - Interview Questionnaire 
 
For this session, when I refer to individual practice sessions, I am referring only to time you spend individually 
practicing for your barbershop chorus(es). Please ignore time spent rehearsing with your chorus(es), or time 
spent practicing for or rehearsing with other ensembles like a quartet. 
 
Warm Ups 
 

1.​ Can you please describe how you typically vocally warm up for an individual practice session? 
2.​ What kinds of exercises do you utilize in your individual vocal warm ups? [Ask follow-up questions 

based on their response. Some potential things to prompt respondents with below.] 
a.​ Body stretches? 
b.​ Tongue stretches/swirls? 
c.​ Jaw/laryngeal massage? 
d.​ SOVTEs? 
e.​ Scale exercises? 
f.​ Vocal agility exercises? 

3.​ How much time do you typically spend warming up? 
4.​ What kind of information have your director(s)/ensemble leaders given you on best practices on vocal 

warmups? 
5.​ Do you vary your vocal warm up routine depending on the repertoire you are practicing, your goals for 

the session, how your voice feels, etc.? Or are your warm ups very similar for each section? 
 
Practice 
 

6.​ Can you please describe your typical individual practice session? 
a.​ How long? 
b.​ Learning tracks? 
c.​ Sheet music? 

i.​ Viewing? 
ii.​ Marking? 

d.​ Metronome? 
e.​ Tuning app? 
f.​ Recording? 
g.​ Strategies? 

i.​ Whole part whole? 
ii.​ Repeat small sections? 
iii.​ Remove words? 
iv.​ Slow down tempo? 
v.​ Exercises like SOVTEs? 

7.​ How much of your practice involves singing along with a learning track? 
8.​ What kind of information have your director(s)/ensemble leaders given you on how to learn music? 
9.​ What kind of information have your director(s)/ensemble leaders given you on how to practice singing? 

 
Cool Downs 
 

10.​Can you please describe how you typically vocally cool down from your individual vocal practice 
sessions? 



11.​What kinds of vocal exercises do you utilize in your individual vocal cool downs? [Ask follow-up 
questions based on their response. Some potential things to prompt respondents with below.] 

a.​ Body stretches? 
b.​ Tongue stretches/swirls? 
c.​ Jaw/laryngeal massage? 
d.​ SOVTEs? 
e.​ Scale exercises? 
f.​ Vocal agility exercises? 

12.​How much time do you typically spend cooling down? 
13.​What kind of information have your director(s)/ensemble leaders given you on how to vocally cool 

down? 
14.​Do you vary your vocal cool down routine depending on the repertoire you are practicing, your goals for 

the session, how your voice feels, etc.? Or are your warm ups very similar for each section? 
 
Chorus Policies 
 

15.​How effective do you feel your chorus policies for ensuring members are meeting ensemble 
expectations are?  

a.​ Do you think they are necessary? 
b.​ Do you have any ideas for how to more effectively ensure this? 

 
Miscellaneous 
 

16.​What do you feel you do well in terms of your individual vocal practice? 
17.​What do you feel are your biggest areas of opportunity in terms of your individual vocal practice? 
18.​Do you have individual goals that you are working toward as a singer? If so, please describe them and 

your approach to working toward them. 
19.​Do you feel that participating in your chorus(es) is helping you improve as a singer? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 3 - Interview Informed Consent Form 

 
 
 



Appendix 4 - Approved University of Wales Trinity Saint David Ethics Form































 
 



Appendix 5 - Self-Permission Letter

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 6 - North American Barbershop Organization Membership 

 
 
Appendix 7 - Barbershop Chorus Membership 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 8 - Barbershop Chorus Years of Experience 

 
 
 
 
Appendix 9 - Barbershop Voice Parts 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 10 - Barbershop Voice Parts 

 
Appendix 11 - Barbershop Chorus Competition Frequency 

 
  
 Appendix 12 - Barbershop Chorus Competition Frequency 
 

 
  



Appendix 13 - Voice Lessons Experience 

 
 
 
 
Appendix 14 - Individual Practice Frequency 

 
 

 



 
 Appendix 15 - Individual Practice Structure

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 Appendix 16 - Individual Practice Duration 

 
 

 
 
 
Appendix 17: Individual Practice Statements - Level of Agreement 

Statement % Disagree 
(1-2) 

% Neutral 
(3) 

% Agree 
(4-5) 

M SD 

I vary my approach to practice dependent on upcoming 
performance needs and expectations.*** 

8.4% 
(n = 19) 

4.9% 
(n = 11) 

86.7% 
(n = 196) 

4.23 1.01 

My practice varies dependent on how familiar I am with 
the repertoire being studied. 

8.4% 
(n = 19) 

7.1% 
(n = 16) 

84.5% 
(n = 191) 

4.17 0.95 

Each practice session differs due to my needs for 
technical and musical development.*** 

16.8% 
(n = 38) 

15.9% 
(n = 36) 

67.3% 
(n = 152) 

3.65 1.11 

I follow a routine that varies little from one practice 
session to the next. 

41.2% 
(n = 93) 

20.4% 
(n = 46) 

38.5% 
(n = 87) 

2.92 1.16 

My practice regimen is consistent, with each day's 
practice closely resembling other days. 

43.4% 
(n = 98) 

19.9% 
(n = 45) 

36.7% 
(n = 83) 

2.87 1.26 

Each practice session addresses a different set of 
needs with little similarity between one session and the 
next. 

41.6% 
(n = 94) 

31.0% 
(n = 70) 

27.4% 
(n = 62) 

2.80 1.08 

Note: Responses were on a Likert-Type Scale from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5). 
*** Significantly lower than Summitt and Weidner (2022) at 0.01 level of significance 
** Significantly lower than Summitt and Weidner (2022) at 0.05 level of significance 
 



 Appendix 18 - Learning Track Usage 
 

 
 

 
 
Appendix 19 - Chorus Verification Methods 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 20 - Sufficient Practice to Meet Chorus Expectations 

 
 
Appendix 21 - Sufficient Practice to Meet Personal Goals 

 
 

 
 



Appendix 22 - Chorus Leader Education on Music Learning 

 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 23 - Chorus Leader Education on Practicing Singing 
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