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Component 1 - Project Portfolio 

Introduction 

​ As a singing coach specializing in the barbershop style and a Candidate Judge in the Barbershop 

Harmony Society’s (BHS) Singing Category, I have focused to date on developing knowledge and a skillset 

geared toward voice coaching. I aim to help ensembles achieve their desired vocal outcomes efficiently and 

sustainably, and for those striving for success in barbershop contests, this means helping them achieve “artistic 

singing in the barbershop style,” (Society Contest and Judging Committee (SCJC), BHS, 2025, p. 7-1). As the 

Assistant Director of the barbershop chorus Vocal Confluence, I have recently assumed a larger role in 

conducting the ensemble, a skill in which I lack formal training and substantial experience, having only 

regularly conducted for ten months, and thus far only for two songs in our repertoire. A cursory scan of the 

literature suggests that the way conductors communicate with vocal ensembles may impact aspects of vocal 

ensemble performance like intonation (Grady, 2014b), singer muscle activity (Manternach, 2016), timbre 

(Daugherty and Brunkan, 2013), and expressivity (Silvey, 2013), all of which are directly or indirectly 

adjudicated in barbershop contests and therefore contribute to contest success (SCJC, BHS, 2025). To best 

position their ensembles to achieve desirable vocal outcomes and success in barbershop contests, many 

barbershop chorus conductors, especially novices who lack formal training like myself, would likely benefit from 

developing their conducting behavior in accordance with evidence-based best practices that have been linked 

to desirable ensemble outcomes. To that end, this study reviews the extant literature to explore how conductor 

behavior impacts ensemble outcomes related to the four elements of the BHS Singing Category: intonation, 

vocal quality, unity, and vocal expression (SCJC, BHS, 2025). 

Program of Study 

Context 

Barbershop harmony is a four-part a cappella vocal art form whose origins lie in the informal singing of 

African-Americans in the Southern United States in the late 19th century (Abbot, 1992; BHS, 2020). Although 

commonly associated with quartets, barbershop harmony is also performed in larger ensembles called 

barbershop choruses, 673 of which are currently active within the BHS alone (BHS, 2025). Like other types of 

choral ensembles, barbershop choruses typically perform with a director who conducts the group in 

performance (SCJC, BHS, 2025). 

Conducting involves a director utilizing gesture, eye contact, and facial expressions to communicate 

with their ensemble during a performance with the goal of unifying the ensemble with their vision for the piece, 

both in terms of technique and artistry (Morrison and Silvey, 2022). Therefore, to be successful in this 

endeavor, a conductor must be able to nonverbally communicate technical and artistic ideas in a way that is 

accurately and uniformly understood by the ensemble. This is viewed as a fairly advanced skillset in the 

Western Classical tradition, since there are few undergraduate conducting programs, and music students who 
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study conducting at the undergraduate level typically do so toward the end of their program of study (Morrison 

and Silvey, 2022). 

Many barbershop ensembles have a strong focus on contest success, owing in part to the robust 

contest framework that exists within barbershop organizations like the BHS (SCJC, BHS, 2025). As a 

Candidate Judge in the Singing Category, I am intimately familiar with and most interested in topics falling 

under its umbrella. As such, this study is restricted to elements of the Singing Category, although future studies 

focused on the Musicality and Performance Categories are similarly warranted to help directors and their 

ensembles achieve holistic BHS contest success. The Singing Category can be distilled into four elements, 

each of which contributes to “the unique sound that is barbershop harmony” (SCJC, BHS, 2025, p. 7-6), and 

each of which competitive barbershop chorus conductors should be familiar with. 

Intonation refers to how in-tune a performance is, both in terms of the ensemble relative to the 

established tonal center of the song, and in terms of the three harmony voice parts relative to the melody voice 

part (SCJC, BHS, 2025). Vocal Quality refers to how freely-produced, well-supported, and resonant an 

ensemble’s performance is (SCJC, BHS, 2025). Mitigating unnecessary muscle engagement, commonly 

referred to as tension, is particularly emphasized, along with singing with a timbre that accentuates the most 

desirable qualities of each singer’s natural voice (SCJC, BHS, 2025). Unity encapsulates a range of concepts 

such as timbre, dynamic balance between voice parts, synchronization, diction, and articulation (SCJC, BHS, 

2025), all of which contribute to the audience’s sense of overall ensemble unity. Vocal Expression refers to 

methods employed to convey authentic emotion through the singing voice, including but not limited to choices 

in the realms of enunciation, articulation, word sounds, timbre, and inflection (SCJC, BHS, 2025). 

​ With these four category elements in mind, the aims, objectives, and timescale for this study are 

presented below. 

Aims 

●​ To learn what aspects of conductor behavior have been shown through extant research to impact 

ensemble outcomes related to the four elements of the BHS Singing Category (SCJC, BHS, 2025): 

○​ Intonation 

○​ Vocal Quality 

○​ Unity 

○​ Vocal Expression 

●​ To determine which conductor behaviors best position barbershop choruses for success in these four 

areas, based on findings from extant research and my practice-based knowledge 
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Objectives 

●​ Identify conducting best practices that may lead barbershop choruses to to contest success in the BHS 

Singing Category 

●​ Critically examine my personal conducting skillset to identify strengths and areas of opportunity related 

to these best practices and develop next steps for my continued growth as a conductor 

Timescale 

​ Figure 1 outlines several phases and tasks of this research project from initial planning through final 

submission, along with approximate start dates, end dates, and durations. 

 
Figure 1: Module 4 Project Gantt Chart 

 

Methodology 

​ To complete my literature search and review, I used Randolph’s (2009) framework, which itself is based 

on the work of Cooper (1988). My study focused on research outcomes, specifically ones related to how 

conducting behavior impacts ensemble outcomes related to the elements of the BHS Singing Category, with 

the ultimate goal of identifying conductor behaviors that best position barbershop choruses for contest success 

in the BHS Singing Category. Since I approached this topic without substantial knowledge or strong opinions 

about it and with no conflict to resolve, I integrated knowledge from previous research through generalization 

and a neutral perspective. Although I completed my study in the style of a scoping review, it is likely to be 

representative rather than exhaustive in scope, due to the relatively short amount of time allotted to this 

module. 

I utilized the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) online library services, Google Scholar, 

and ProQuest to search for extant literature relevant to my research questions. I first limited my search to 

peer-reviewed journal articles whose full text were available online and then supplemented my findings with 

doctoral dissertations that themselves were cited in peer-reviewed journals to balance additional research 

depth with maximum rigor. Studies on related topics, such as vocal acoustics, are referenced as needed to 

provide additional context and educational grey literature on sources on topics such as vocal anatomy and 
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physiology and vocal pedagogy are also referenced, as needed. Lastly, I rely on anecdotal evidence based on 

my coaching, candidate judging, and general barbershop experience for key areas in which no research has 

yet been conducted. 

 I began my literature search with key phrases such as “choral conducting” and “ensemble conducting,” 

reviewed the title and abstract and/or introduction of each study returned, and identified which Singing 

Category Element(s) each study related to via Thematic Analysis (Clarke and Braun, 2017). I excluded studies 

with seemingly no findings related to the BHS singing category, and interrogated all others more thoroughly. 

After better understanding their theoretical foundations, methodologies, conclusions, and implications, I 

included studies that I additionally deemed to potentially have practical significance in a barbershop ensemble 

setting and excluded the others. For each study included, I then utilized backward and forward citation chaining 

(Bates, 1989), which involves searching for more recent studies that have cited it as a source, and also 

checking the studies it cites to identify additional studies for consideration. I iterated on this approach until I 

achieved saturation in the literature and failed to identify additional studies warranting consideration.  

I did not impose any inclusion criteria based on study publication date, but most of the relevant 

research that I identified was published in or since 1990, with the earliest conducting-related study included 

having been published in 1985. This suggests that the line of inquiry into the impact of conducting on various 

aspects of ensemble performance has only recently been opened and that many interesting research 

questions in this subject area likely remain to be studied. 

Although my area of interest is barbershop ensemble conducting, which is itself a subset of choral 

conducting, I chose to include studies on instrumental ensembles which related to the elements of intonation, 

unity, and/or expression in my review, since these findings may translate to choral conducting. Given this 

caveat and since additional research is warranted to confirm the potential translation of instrumental findings to 

choral settings, I weighted studies focusing on choral ensembles more heavily in terms of practical relevance. 

Conversely, I excluded research related to conducting with batons and conducting with a score, since 

anecdotally barbershop chorus conductors do not utilize batons or scores while conducting in performance, 

and so such studies’ findings are irrelevant to my research questions. I also excluded studies and findings 

focused on evaluating the conductor’s individual performance, as my research questions focus on the output of 

the ensemble and the audience perception of the ensemble output. 
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Component 2 - Project Report: Review 

Introduction 

​ Previous research suggests that conductor behavior can impact aspects of vocal ensemble 

performance including intonation (Grady, 2014b), muscle activity (Manternach, 2016), timbre (Daugherty and 

Brunkan, 2013), and expressivity (Silvey, 2013). This paper begins with a representative scoping review of 

extant ensemble conducting literature in an effort to answer the following research questions:  

1.​ How does conductor behavior impact ensemble outcomes related to the four elements of the BHS 

Singing Category: intonation, vocal quality, unity, and vocal expression (SCJC, BHS, 2025)? 

2.​ Which conductor behaviors may best position barbershop choruses for success in these areas?  

Each Singing Category element is discussed independently through analysis of the relevant subset of 

ensemble conducting research, and the findings from each element are synthesized with relevant grey 

literature, and my practice-based and anecdotal experience to identify conducting behaviors that may best 

position barbershop choruses for holistic success in the BHS Singing Category. This paper concludes with a 

critical reflection on my experience throughout the study, including an appraisal of my strengths and areas of 

opportunity as a conductor and proposed next steps for my personal development as a conductor based on 

this study’s findings. 

Literature Review 

Intonation 

​ While good intonation is important in many styles of music, barbershop values it particularly highly. In 

fact, "barbershop singers strive for more precise tuning than is possible with the fixed 12-tones-per-octave of 

the equally tempered scale” (SCJC, BHS, 2025). Since precise tuning is critical in BHS contests, it is important 

for barbershop chorus conductors to employ conducting strategies that help their ensembles achieve excellent 

intonation. 

Multiple studies suggest that conducting gestures may impact individual singer and vocal ensemble 

intonation. Specifically, conductor gestures that are higher or more vertical in nature may induce sharper 

singing compared to those that are lower or more lateral in nature (Brunkan, 2013; Grady, 2014b; Mann, 2014), 

which depending on the baseline intonation of the ensemble, could make it more in-tune or less in-tune. Grady 

(2014a) also argues that “aggregate nonverbal conducting behaviors appear to matter in terms of choir timbre, 

pitch, and perceived singing efficiency” (p. 81). More research is needed to bolster findings in this 

“under-investigated area” (Grady, 2014b, p. 52) of choral pedagogy, but since it is anecdotally much more 

common for barbershop choruses to sing flat than sharp relative to the target key, directors of groups with a 

tendency to sing flat may benefit from adjusting their conducting to utilize higher and more vertically-oriented 

gestures, at least in key areas of a song where the ensemble experiences intonation challenges. Each 
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situation is unique, so directors must critically analyze their ensemble’s performance and their own conducting 

and adjust accordingly to try to improve their ensemble’s intonation. 

Without further research, there are questions as to the practical value of these findings for barbershop 

chorus directors. One methodological consideration is that these studies’ participants were mostly young 

adults, while barbershop chorus singers tend to skew older. For instance, Grady’s participants ranged from 

18-36 (2014a) and 18-31 years of age (2014b) respectively, while about two thirds of respondents to my 

Module 3 project on barbershop chorus singers were at least 50 years old (Gongaware, 2025). These 

demographic differences may impact how generalizable these findings are in a barbershop chorus setting, and 

directors who try these conducting techniques in such a setting may observe different results. 

Additionally, while Mann’s (2014) findings were statistically significant, the author questions whether 

they are practically significant, since the mean difference in pitch measured was about four hundredths of one 

semitone, which is a smaller difference than even many listeners with very finely-tuned ears are able to discern 

(Sundberg, 1982). Put differently, although the intonation differences observed were more likely due to 

changes in conducting gesture than random chance according to statistical analysis, the magnitude of the 

difference observed was not large enough to be perceived by most listeners. It is possible that these slight 

adjustments would be rewarded by some particularly keen-eared barbershop judges in rare situations, but this 

alone is unlikely to make a substantial impact in terms of holistic contest score. 

Finally, the voice can be conceived as the output of five interrelated systems: “respiration, phonation, 

registration, articulation, and resonance” (Ragan, 2020, p. 3). Intonation, an attribute of vocal output, therefore 

may suffer when singers experience inefficiency in one or more of these systems, which must be addressed for 

intonation to consistently improve. The BHS judging community is aligned with this viewpoint and typically 

considers poor intonation to be a symptom of inefficient vocal technique. In post-contest feedback sessions, 

Singing Judges sometimes recommend that directors of choruses that struggle with intonation alter their 

conducting gesture if they suspect it is contributing, but in practice this is rarely viewed as the biggest priority. 

They more often focus on techniques to improve the singers’ vocal freedom and efficiency by mitigating 

tension, which directors may implement as exercises in future ensemble rehearsals. 

Vocal Quality 

​ The BHS Singing Category defines “good vocal quality” as that which is “well-supported, 

freely-produced, and resonant” (SCJC, BHS, 2025, p. 7-2). This essentially amounts to vocal sound that is 

produced naturally and efficiently, without muscle engagement beyond what is needed for the vocal task. Thus, 

to achieve success in the Singing Category, it is critical for BHS chorus directors to ensure that their cues 

promote vocal freedom and efficiency and do not inadvertently induce vocal tension in their ensemble’s 

singers. 

​ Researchers have studied the impact of conductor gesture and movement on vocal tension. Fisted 

gestures and stabbing gestures have been found to induce actual tension in singers Fuelberth (2003a; 

Fuelberth, 2003b; Manternach, 2012a), as well as anticipated tension (Fuelberth, 2004). Conductors often 
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utilize such gestures to communicate a louder dynamic, and in response, singers may inadvertently 

incorporate tension in their attempt to comply (Fuelberth, 2003b). Additionally, upward gestures and head 

movement have been associated with visible tension in singers (Manternach, 2012a). 

​ Conducting cues have similarly been shown to impact singer muscle engagement and physical 

movement. One study detected increases in suprahyoid muscle activity in singers viewing upward conducting 

gestures versus downward ones, as well as increases in sternocleidomastoid muscle activity in singers viewing 

fisted gestures versus open ones (Manternach, 2012a). Others observed that ensemble members mimic 

physical movements of their conductor including lip rounding (Manternach, 2012b; Daugherty and Brunkan, 

2013), eyebrow raising (Manternach, 2012b), head movement (Manternach, 2012c), and shoulder movement 

(Manternach 2012c). 

Conducting gestures may also impact vocal timbre. One study observed that combining traditional 

conducting patterns with either a vertical-only or lateral-only pattern decreased the loudness of two key 

frequency bands under the hybrid conducting conditions, relative to the traditional pattern Grady (2014b), 

namely from 2.9 to 3.9 kHz - or frequencies around the singer’s formant cluster (Sundberg, 2001), and a 

particularly sensitive frequency band in human hearing (Fletcher and Munson, 1933) - and from 4.6 to 5.7 kHz 

- a particularly important frequency band in singing voice perception (Monson, Lotto, and Ternström, 2011).  

Since prominent high-frequency overtones are characteristic of a bright timbre (McCoy, 2016), these hybrid 

conducting conditions had the impact of darkening the sound of the choirs examined, a result which most of 

the rating panel preferred (Grady, 2014b). Another study found that inward-upward preparatory gestures 

resulted in a brighter timbre relative to an outward preparatory gesture (Platte et al., 2024b). Fisted gestures 

are associated with higher formant frequencies than open palmed gestures (Manternach, 2012a), meaning 

they may contribute to a relatively brighter timbre. However, the literature is not unanimous, with some 

researchers not observing a meaningful impact of gesture height on choral timbre (Grady and Gilliam, 2020). 

Additionally, conducting gestures may induce differences in singers’ approach to inhalation, a key 

component of the voice system of respiration (Ragan, 2020), which contributes to vocal quality. Two related 

studies found that inhalation was less efficient in response to upward conducting movements than downward 

ones (Manternach, 2012a; Manternach, 2016), though these studies focused on Western Classical singing, 

and conductors who desire a more contemporary vocal aesthetic may find that upward gestures impact the 

inhalatory efficiency of their singers differently. A later study testing what the researchers hypothesized were 

congruent and incongruent combinations of gesture and inhalation instruction, Platte et al. (2024a) concluded 

that “gesture has an influence on the resulting sound and hence should be chosen with respect to the desired 

type of inhalation” (p. 12). 

Given these findings, barbershop directors may consider evaluating whether their conducting gestures 

and physical movement induce vocal tension in their ensemble. Directors should use gestures shown to 

contribute to tension in vocal ensembles like fisted and stabbing ones with caution, and those whose 

ensembles are especially prone to vocal tension may choose to avoid such gestures altogether. Additionally, 

knowing that their singers are likely to imitate their movements, conductors should strive to only employ 
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movement that is intended to communicate something artistic or induce a specific tonal outcome, so that their 

ensemble is best positioned to sing with minimal tension. Identifying and minimizing superfluous movement is 

a worthwhile exercise for all conductors, especially relative novices like myself, and finding a trusted 

conducting coach to help with this may be helpful. 

The aforementioned research focused on the real-time impact of conducting behavior on vocal quality 

in a performance-like setting. However, in practice, most of the work done to build ensemble vocal skills that 

facilitate efficient singing is done in rehearsal where conducting cues are only one piece of the puzzle. Chorus 

rehearsals can be viewed as a special form of group voice instruction where the director serves as the 

instructor and can utilize various communication methods and exercises to build ensemble vocal skills that 

help mitigate vocal tension. Allocating rehearsal time to building vocal skills like twang which can boost 

resonance without increasing muscular effort (Sundberg and Thalén, 2010) may help the ensemble achieve 

louder volumes without tension, regardless of the conducting gestures utilized. Additionally, some choruses, 

like Vocal Confluence, offer private voice instruction outside of rehearsal where singers receive individualized 

attention and feedback on how to improve their personal vocal freedom and efficiency. We believe that when 

our singers improve their vocal efficiency, the ensemble does the same, and other directors may similarly find 

benefit in developing such a program for their choruses. 

In terms of timbre, competitive BHS ensembles have a fair amount of flexibility. There is no language in 

the SCJC handbook that mandates that ensembles must sing with timbre of a certain description (e.g. bright, 

brassy, dark, warm). On the contrary, it states that their choices should “embrace and accentuate the best 

resonant qualities of their natural voice” (SCJC, BHS, 2025, p. 7-3), meaning that ensembles are free to shape 

their baseline resonance strategy according to what best suits their set of voices, as well as their aesthetic 

preference. In a choral setting, the decision of how to shape the baseline resonance strategy typically falls to 

the director, who along with instructions and exercises utilized during rehearsal, may influence their ensemble’s 

timbre through conducting gestures. Like baseline vocal technique, the work to shape a chorus’ timbre mostly 

happens in rehearsal, rather than as a real-time response to conducting gesture, but nuances in gesture may 

contribute to slight adjustments to timbre. Barbershop chorus conductors should consider their stylistic and 

aesthetic preferences for their ensemble’s sound and whether their conducting choices are consistent with 

these ends - in particular if they are consistent with the type of inhalation to facilitate these ends (Platte et al., 

2024a) - or if modifications to their gestures may encourage more desirable tonal outcomes from their singers. 

Unity 

The Singing Category element of Unity refers to the “net effect of ensemble-unifying techniques 

[including] matched word sounds and timbre, volume relationships (balance), synchronization and precision, 

sound flow, and diction” (SCJC, BHS, 2025, p. 7-3). Put simply, BHS Singing Judges evaluate how cohesive 

the execution of a performance is (SCJC, BHS, 2025), and these aspects of Unity all contribute to the sense of 

“expansion” or “lock and ring” (SCJC, BHS, 2025, p. 7-1) that is viewed as a core tenet of the barbershop style. 

In a conducted choral performance, unified execution occurs when each chorus member interprets and applies 
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the conductor’s cues in a consistent way, and in a way that complements the vocal output of the rest of the 

ensemble. 

The impact of conducting gestures on vocal timbre were largely covered in the Vocal Quality section, 

but choruses sometimes exhibit timbral inconsistencies across the ensemble, which from a BHS Singing 

Judge’s perspective would be seen as primarily an issue of Unity. Anecdotally, the root cause of these 

inconsistencies is typically not conducting gestures, but rather vocal production inefficiencies at the individual 

or section level, and are most effectively addressed in one-on-one voice lessons or sectional rehearsals. 

Additionally, no previous literature that examined the impact of conducting behavior on ensemble timbre 

commented on timbral inconsistencies across the ensemble. However, previous studies have noted differences 

in interpretation of conductor gestures in instrumental ensembles based on the musician’s placement in the 

ensemble formation. Wöllner and Auhagen (2008) found that standing to the conductor’s front or left is 

“perceptually more informative” (p. 129) compared to standing to the conductor’s right. Visentin et al. (2010) 

also discuss a “visually advantaged quadrant” (p. 647) in the ensemble, which was situated to the left-hand 

side of the conductor. This suggests that the vantage point from which a musician observes a conductor can 

impact the information they glean from the conductor’s gestures, and therefore, how they respond to what they 

see. If a barbershop director attempts to communicate a timbral change and some singers have difficulty 

picking up on this, timbral disunity may result. Directors of ensembles that typically have great timbral unity but 

experience isolated moments of disunity, especially at points where their musical plan involves an intentional 

timbral shift, would do well to examine their cues and whether singers, regardless of vantage point, are each 

receiving the same instruction. Conversely, directors of ensembles that generally struggle with timbral unity 

may opt to dedicate rehearsal time to resonance work to develop a stronger baseline unity level. 

Similarly, unity issues involving volume relationships and balance are typically not the result of 

conducting gestures, but rather an imbalance in voice part distribution, lack of awareness on the individual 

singer’s part of their personal volume level relative to others in their section, or lack of awareness at the voice 

part level of their cumulative volume relative to the other parts. Directors may consider reallocating singers to 

different voice parts, changing spacing or standing configurations, or instructing certain voice parts to adjust 

their volumes to achieve a more desirable balance. However, like timbral disunity, balance disunity could 

potentially also result from differing interpretations in dynamic-related gestures across the ensemble based on 

singer vantage point (Wöllner and Auhagen, 2008; Visentin et al., 2010). This could be exacerbated by the fact 

that gestures meant to communicate a change in dynamic are sometimes misinterpreted as communicating a 

change in tempo, and vice versa (Sousa, 1988), and that musicians sometimes conflate gestures meant to 

convey a dynamic (e.g. forte) for a gesture meant to convey a gradual shift in intensity (e.g. crescendo) (Poggi, 

D’Errico and Ansani, 2021; Poggi and Ansani, 2022). Conductors may choose to address balance disunity 

similarly to timbral disunity, either through dedicating rehearsal time to balance exercises if these issues are 

common and likely to be vocal habits, or through conducting gesture modifications if they are rare and likely to 

be in part due to confusion around their gesture. 
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The topic of sound flow refers to the idea of continuous sound with minimal interruptions, ultimately to 

provide maximal opportunity for expanded sound (SCJC, BHS, 2025). Anecdotally, skilled barbershop directors 

and coaches talk about this as a sense of singing in a smooth, connected manner, sustaining vowel sounds 

wherever possible, and emphasizing pitched consonants to maintain the sense of sound flow. Since no prior 

research that had significant findings related to legato conducting gesture was identified, future research on 

this topic is warranted. An objective test of the kinds of conducting gestures that encourage or discourage an 

excellent degree of sound flow would be of particular interest to barbershop clinicians. 

Diction and articulation are also topics that are anecdotally not conveyed in a conducting gesture, but 

instead are covered through instruction and exercise during rehearsal. Barbershop, like musical theatre and 

other contemporary art forms, typically exhibits conversational diction. Barbershop practitioners generally try to 

strike a balance between helping their ensemble achieve speech-like diction that audiences can easily 

understand, with the kinds of timbral matching and sound flow previously discussed that facilitates harmonic 

reinforcement. Like sound flow, no prior research that had significant findings related to conversational diction 

was identified, so future research on this topic is warranted. 

Of the subtopics mentioned above, perhaps the most obvious responsibility of a chorus conductor is 

helping their ensemble achieve synchronization and precision, or timing onsets and offsets together, and 

moving through each word sound together at the appropriate time. When a song is in a strict tempo, this 

involves communicating a clear and consistent beat, so that all ensemble members have an accurate sense of 

where they are in the song at any given moment, and the rate at which the song is progressing. Barbershop 

arrangements also often feature rubato passages, or sections where tempo or note duration are stylistically 

varied (SCJC, BHS, 2025). Gestural clarity is especially important in these free-form passages so the 

ensemble is aligned on where each phrase begins and ends, and where each pitch, articulation, and word 

sound change occurs during the phrase, and can ultimately execute them precisely. Previous research has 

objectively measured more precise synchronization from an ensemble in excerpts conducted with high clarity 

than those conducted with low clarity (Luck and Toiviainen, 2006). A methodology that is featured in some 

conducting curricula to teach gestural clarity is Laban Movement Analysis (LMA), stemming from the work of 

Rudolph Laban, although research on one particular Laban gesture - slash - did not find that it increased the 

perceived clarity of conducting gestures (Hart, 2016). Despite this inconclusive finding, the author notes its 

potential value as a supplementary tool for improving gestural clarity, and additional research is warranted to 

test the potential impact of other Laban Movement gestures. 

While Laban gestures were not found to increase gestural clarity, teaching musicians about Laban 

Movement has been shown to improve their recognition of conducting gestures (Udell, 2025). This follows 

several studies that suggest that conducting experience and training helps people achieve more precise 

synchronization and better recognize conducting gestures. A previous study showed that developing musicians 

significantly improved their rhythm reading and phrasing after completing conducting training (Kelly, 1997). 

Musicians with previous conducting training and experience have also been found to achieve more precise 

synchronization than those without it (Luck and Nte, 2007; Luck and Sloboda, 2007). Since anecdotally, many 
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barbershop chorus directors lack significant musical training outside of their barbershop experience, those with 

limited conducting training may consider pursuing some basic conducting training like that frequently offered at 

barbershop educational events to help them build or strengthen fundamental skills like keeping a clear beat 

and tempo, and employing gestures that are clearly understood by their ensemble, especially in rubato 

sections. Directors whose ensembles struggle with synchronization might also find value in dedicating 

rehearsal time to providing basic conducting training to their members. Kelly’s (1997) findings may translate 

well to barbershoppers since their participants were beginners and did not have extensive musical experience, 

which is the case for most barbershop chorus singers based on results of my Module 3 project (Gongaware, 

2025). 

Vocal Expression 

The BHS Singing Category refers to Vocal Expression as “the marriage between good vocal technique 

and sincere delivery within the context of the song’s message” (SCJC, BHS, 2025, p. 7-6) and enumerates 

several facets of singing that contribute to an audience’s perception of expression: enunciation, articulation, 

word sounds, tone color/timbre, and inflection (SCJC, BHS, 2025). It also notes that “other techniques are 

limited only by the creativity of the performers,” (SCJC, BHS, 2025, p. 7-6), giving barbershop ensembles 

considerable freedom to make various expressive choices in contest performances. This breadth makes Vocal 

Expression the most loosely-defined and subjective element of the Singing Category. 

Several tactics directors utilize have been shown to impact ensemble expressivity in prior research. 

Conducting gestures, which have been covered in previous sections, are perhaps the most obvious form of 

communication conductors use and have been shown to communicate emotional content, with gestures 

“characterized by increased amplitude, greater variance, and higher speed of movement” (Luck, Toiviainen, 

and Thompson, 2010, p. 47) judged as the most expressive. Research suggests the conducting plane utilized 

(high, medium, or low) also impacts ensemble expressivity, with expressivity being rated highest when the 

conductor utilizes the low or medium plane (Silvey and Fisher, 2015). More research is needed, but these 

findings suggest that barbershop chorus directors may find success with a conducting technique that is based 

primarily in the medium-to-low plane, while also exhibiting aspects of expressive conducting such as increased 

amplitude.  

While gestures are ubiquitous in conducting, other forms of conductor communication may also impact 

ensemble expressivity. An early study found a correlation between expressive musical performance and 

several conducting behaviors, including body movement, use of facial expressions that communicated 

approval, use of the left hand to convey dynamic information, use of emblems, or “gestures that had a shared, 

decoded meaning, e.g. palm facing out to indicate ‘softer’” (Grechesky, 1985, p. 81), and use of illustrators, or 

“nonverbal gestures used to illustrate what was being said” (Grechesky, 1985, pp. 81-82). These findings have 

all been corroborated in some form or another in more recent studies. While some conductors can effectively 

convey emotional information through only gestures in the absence of facial expression or verbal 
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communication, others struggle to do so (Gallops, 2005), meaning that most conductors interested in 

enhancing their ensemble’s expressivity should experiment with some of these other modes of communication. 

Verbal instruction can be an effective rehearsal tool, as singers have been found to vary their dynamic 

level more in response to verbal cues than nonverbal cues (Skadsem, 1997), though the author cautions 

against excessive use of verbal cues to avoid interrupting rehearsal flow. Pairing expressive gestures with 

verbal cues were also shown to enhance them, noting the potential “inseparability of gestural and verbal 

aspects of rehearsal instruction” (Montemayor and Silvey, 2019, p. 133). While choral directors should heed 

Skadsem’s (1997) warning to limit the amount of rehearsal time spent talking, targeted and concise verbal 

direction can be extremely impactful and reduce ambiguity that is sometimes associated with nonverbal cues. 

Choral directors can even develop their own verbal and gestural vernacular to use in rehearsal to convey 

technical or artistic instructions efficiently and in a way that is understood by their ensemble members. 

Facial expressions are a common form of human communication outside of music, and several choral 

pedagogy studies on ensemble expressivity have additionally focused on them. One researcher found 

moderate correlation between conductor facial expression and ensemble performance ratings, although these 

findings were not statistically significant (VanWeelden, 2002). Dan (2005) later found that although 

interpretations of conductor facial expressions were not totally uniform, musicians were largely able to 

differentiate between negative and positive facial expressions, as well as strong and weak ones. A recent study 

similarly found a wide variety of interpretations for each facial expression they studied, noting that “the 

multi-message capabilities of the face were seen in the results to provide a detailed picture of the 

characteristics and emotions behind a musical moment,” but cautioning that “the opposite is also true, that the 

face can blur, confuse, or counteract the effect of a conductor’s intended message from the rest of the body” 

(Hansen, 2021, p. 166). Although facial expressions may be interpreted in various ways by musicians, 

research demonstrates that conductors can effectively convey emotional information through facial expressions 

(Wöllner, 2008; Kilpatrick, 2021) and further that using facial expressions is an important aspect of expressive 

conducting (Wöllner, 2008). In fact, one study concluded that conductor facial expressions of both approval 

and disapproval elicit a greater sense of ensemble expressivity than neutral expressions (Silvey, 2013), 

suggesting that singers are responsive to perceived emotional feedback by conductors, whether positive or 

negative. Other researchers asked ensemble musicians what drove their impressions of expressivity, and the 

most common themes in their open-ended responses were “facial expression, conducting gestures, musical 

elements, and conductor investment (Nápoles, Silvey, and Montemayor, 2021, p. 261), strengthening the 

evidence that musicians perceive their conductor’s facial expressions as important signals of expressivity. 

Barbershop chorus directors should know that their ensemble may be responsive to their facial expressions - 

or lack thereof - and that this responsiveness may impact their performance and ultimately the audience’s 

perception of their expressiveness. Directors who are proficient with basic conducting technique and gestural 

clarity may benefit from turning their attention to their utilization of facial expressions and experimenting with 

modifications in key moments to enhance their ensemble’s performance expressivity, while appreciating that 

the ensemble may not reliably be able to glean nuanced emotional information from facial expressions alone. 
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Recent evidence suggests that changes in the conductor’s gaze may also impact ensemble 

expressivity. An analysis of renowned conductor Leonard Bernstein’s use of gaze and a corresponding 

participant study found that Bernstein’s gaze signal meaning “start” was commonly recognized, while other 

signals meaning “pay attention” and “crescendo and accelerando” were not as universally understood (Poggi et 

al., 2020). Additionally, expert conductors tended to detect gaze signals in Bernstein’s conducting more than 

less-experienced conductors (Poggi et al., 2020). Researchers later observed that gaze signals of technical 

items were well understood, while those of attitude and emotion more often exhibited varying interpretations  

(Poggi and Ansani, 2022). They also noted small differences in ability to interpret gaze signals correctly 

between experts and non-experts, suggesting “continuity between everyday gaze signals and those for musical 

indication…conveying the desired meanings through generic codified, emotional, and iconic expressions” 

(Poggi and Ansani, 2022, pp. 232). In practice, barbershop chorus directors may find some utility in 

gaze-based communication, especially if they base this communication off of commonly-understood everyday 

signals. However, since they work with nearly all amateur musicians and are often relative novices themselves, 

they may find it more useful to focus on gesture and facial expression as the primary modes of communication, 

as their ensemble will likely interpret those cues more uniformly. 

Although there is no compelling evidence to suggest that LMA improves gestural clarity, it has been 

shown to improve ensemble expressivity. LMA experts have found that conductors who achieved the highest 

levels of ensemble expression demonstrated a wide range of gestures that are characterizable through LMA 

(Benge, 1996). LMA was also shown to be a more effective tool for conducting education than utilizing generic 

expressive gestures (Yontz, 2001), and gestures like those taught in LMA and the Alexander Technique (AT) - 

another methodology of body awareness that is often employed to improve breathing and posture (Brennan, 

2016) - have been associated with emotionally expressive performances (Krudop, 2003). In pursuit of their own 

development, barbershop chorus directors may benefit from pursuing training in a methodology like LMA or AT 

to improve the communication of expressive content in their conducting. 

There is a large body of evidence that expressive conducting, however achieved, correlates to 

expressive ensemble performance. Two early studies found that ensembles conducted expressively were rated 

higher in terms of expressiveness relative to those conducted unexpressively (Laib, 1993; House, 1998). 

Additional studies featuring a variety of ensemble and participant types have tested the same audio against 

different conductor videos, finding that the performances shown with expressive conductors were rated more 

highly than those with unexpressive conductors (Morrison et al., 2009; Morrison and Selvey, 2014; Morrison et 

al., 2014; Price, Mann, and Morrison, 2016), which indicates that this general finding may be widely 

transferable.  Similarly, Nápoles (2013) found that regardless of whether an audio recording was presented 

alone, with video of the conductor from the rear, or with video of the conductor from the front, performances 

conducted expressively were rated higher than performances conducted strictly. A more recent study observed 

that conducting incorporating additional body movement and facial expression beyond a simple pattern and left 

hand dynamic gesture - two tactics mentioned previously - were associated with more expressive performance 

than conducting styles involving only the hands (Çoşkunsoy and Güdek, 2019). The preponderance of 
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evidence supports the notion that expressive conducting begets expressive performance, but it should be 

noted that two similar studies found no such relationship (Price and Chang, 2005; Silvey and Koerner, 2016). 

Another study suggests that this relationship is likely not unlimited, as ensemble expressivity was found to be 

lower when conducted overly-expressively compared to expressively (Silvey et al., 2025). Given the knowledge 

that singers often mimic their conductors, this finding could signify a link between attempts at expressive 

singing and vocal inefficiencies that result in inconsistent or undesirable vocal quality and/or intonation issues, 

which I have observed in my work with singers when they are focused on increasing vocal and performative 

expression. Future research on this topic would be of great interest for barbershop clinicians. In light of this 

evidence, barbershop chorus directors who tend toward strict conducting would likely benefit from striving for 

more expressive conducting to try to unlock new levels of expressiveness in their ensemble, while those who 

already conduct expressively should be careful not to take their expressiveness too far. Since AT classes are 

commonly offered at barbershop educational events, directors looking for a methodology on which to base their 

expressive conducting and movement may find these classes to be a useful entry point. 

Peddell (2008) argues that that “it is not whether [conductors] can influence a listener's perception of 

expressiveness but how they choose to” (Peddell, 2008, p. 56) and that “a conductor through the intentionality 

and clarity of [their] behavior are able to inform a listener of the expressive intent of the music beyond the 

sound of it” (Peddell, 2008, p. 56). Durrant (2009) concurs, stating that “if the conducting gesture is not 

gesturally aesthetic and in keeping with the expressive and aesthetic content of the music, then part of the 

aesthetic gestalt is destroyed for those being conducted and, ultimately, for those listening as well” (p. 335). 

Given this widespread belief, most barbershop chorus conductors will likely benefit from developing skills in 

effectively using gesture, facial expressions, and gaze in performance, along with verbal communication in 

rehearsal, to enhance their own conducting expressivity, and hence their ensemble’s performance expressivity. 

Conclusion and Future Recommendations 

​ Barbershop chorus directors striving for contest success in the BHS Singing Category, such as myself, 

have a wealth of findings from past research to draw from to inform their conducting behaviors. To improve 

intonation, directors may consider adapting their conducting gestures to be higher and/or more 

vertically-focused in key moments, although addressing vocal inefficiencies that may be root causes of 

intonation issues is recommended as a first step. Directors may also consider avoiding conducting gestures 

that have been shown to introduce vocal tension, and choose gestures that align with their desired tonal 

outcomes. Directors may strive to improve their gestural clarity through conducting training, and also may 

consider providing basic conducting instruction to their ensemble to improve their recognition of key conducting 

gestures to help improve ensemble synchronization and precision. Finally, to enhance their ensemble’s vocal 

expression, relatively strict conductors may benefit from working to increase their own expressivity not just 

through gesture, but also through effective use of facial expression, gaze, and verbal instruction during 

rehearsal, while directors who already conduct expressively should carefully toe the line between expressive 

and overly-expressive conducting. All of these conducting adjustments, paired with effective rehearsal 
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strategies geared toward encouraging precise, efficient, and artistic singing are likely to position barbershop 

chorus directors and their ensembles for BHS contest success in the Singing Category. Since each conductor’s 

and ensemble’s skillset is unique, directors may critically reflect periodically on their strengths and areas of 

opportunity as a conductor to arrive at a development to facilitate their growth, something I did myself for the 

final section of this paper. 

Critical Reflection 

To structure my critical reflection of my learning experience from this study and where I currently stand 

in my journey as a barbershop chorus conductor, I will utilize Driscoll’s (2007) ‘What?’ model, which is elegant 

in its simplicity and applicable to all stages of this process due to its flexibility. It also concludes with developing 

action-oriented steps to facilitate continued learning, which is aligned with my objective of determining next 

steps for my continued growth as a conductor. For the remainder of the paper, I walk through various steps of 

the Module 4 process as well as an appraisal of my own current skillset and discuss potential actions for 

continued growth and learning to complete my objectives for the study. 

1. What? 

I began this assignment by considering possible areas of interest, doing a preliminary assessment of 

the extant literature, and ultimately choosing an area of focus and research questions. 

So What? 

At the outset, I knew that my Module 4 project would focus on some aspect of barbershop ensemble 

singing. My original idea was to explore what tactics, strategies, etc. have been shown to significantly impact 

choral ensemble acoustic output including not just conductor communication, but other topics such as 

ensemble spacing and configuration, utilization of specific vocal exercises including semi-occluded vocal tract 

exercises/straw phonation, movement conditions, and others. In a tutorial, Joseph Griffiths-Bloor noted that my 

proposed topic was quite broad, which could only allow me to cover each subtopic at a surface level due to the 

restrictive word count. He instead encouraged me to select one of the subtopics I was considering investigating 

that was particularly relevant for the current state of my practice, so that I could go in more depth with it and 

maximize the impact on my personal growth. Since I am less than a year into my journey with barbershop 

chorus conducting and would like to increase my knowledge and skill level in this area, exploring research on 

conducting behaviors made perfect sense. Additionally, restricting the area of impact to focus on the BHS 

Singing Category more clearly defined the type of research I was searching for and made the project more 

manageable given the timeframe and word count. 

 

Now What? 
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For future research, I must remember to focus on areas that are most important to me and my personal 

growth. Ultimately, I am pursuing this degree to facilitate my own growth so it is crucial to select topics that are 

of particular importance to me. I also must resist the urge to select research questions that are too broad, and 

instead select research questions that are scoped appropriately for the assignment requirements, timeline, and 

word count. This will require discipline on my part in the early stages of the remaining modules, and I will also 

be sure to communicate my ideas to my module leads as early as possible to ensure I am not going down an 

untenable path with my research. 

2. What? 

I completed a thorough literature search for relevant studies to include in my literature review. 

So What? 

This process took longer than I originally anticipated as the body of extant research that warranted 

consideration was wider than I anticipated it would be, so there were simply more studies to vet and review. 

Additionally, the backward and forward chaining process, while immensely helpful in identifying additional 

relevant articles, added some time to the process, which was worth it in terms of making my review more 

thorough. Otherwise, the process went relatively smoothly for me. The online resources available through 

UWTSD are intuitive and user-friendly and make searching for literature from disparate sources quite efficient. 

Now What? 

My takeaway from this aspect of the process is to budget a greater portion of the total project time to the 

literature search process for future modules. 

3. What? 

I reviewed the literature and wrote this literature review paper summarizing my findings, analyzing and 

synthesizing them, and discussing how they are applicable to my personal barbershop conducting practice and 

for barbershop conductors as a whole. 

So What? 

I found Thematic Analysis (Clarke and Braun, 2017) to be extremely helpful in terms of grouping 

studies according to which element(s) of the BHS Singing Category they related to, and additionally what 

subtopics within each category they related to. This aided me in organizing a large set of studies into smaller 

groups of closely-related studies, and these groupings helped me achieve more logical and natural flow in my 

writeup. 

In prior assignments, I found it difficult to meet the word count, first writing far more than the allotted 

number of words and then needing to pare my paper down to fall within the word count limit. This time, I made 
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an effort to be much more succinct in my writing and was much closer to the target word count in my initial 

draft. 

I received feedback on my draft submission that I could have made my critical analysis more thorough 

and incorporated more of my practice-based knowledge to determine which research findings are likely to be 

applicable in a barbershop setting. To this end, I added more critical analysis content, which required me to 

make the summaries of most studies much more brief to abide by the word count. 

The findings of the studies I identified generally aligned well with the anecdotal evidence I have 

gathered in my barbershop experience. However, I was slightly surprised at how strong the evidence was that 

conductor expressivity increases ensemble expressivity, despite this finding itself not being surprising. 

Now What? 

I plan to take a similar approach with future studies and continue to code the results as I find them to 

keep my analysis organized and help make the writing process more seamless. 

I also plan to continue refining my writing skills, focusing on striking the balance of clearly summarizing 

extant research, synthesizing it with my practice-based knowledge, and doing all of this succinctly. 

4. What? 

I assessed my current conducting skillset, including strengths and areas of opportunity related to the 

research findings. 

So What? 

Strengths 

●​ Keeping a steady and consistent beat 

●​ Exhibiting clear standard patterns and gestures 

●​ Utilizing verbal instruction appropriately during rehearsal 

●​ Utilizing effective vocal exercises during rehearsal 

 

Areas of Opportunity 

●​ Reducing superfluous body movement and gestures 

○​ I have gotten feedback that I move around a fair amount, changing my position in front of the 

chorus. Working to keep my lower body more stationary will likely reduce the potential for 

unintended tension in the ensemble. 

○​ I also utilize some gestures in louder and more intense moments that could introduce tension, 

so refining my gestural vocabulary in such moments could help reduce the risk of vocal tension. 

●​ Employing more intentional use of facial expressions and gaze. 

○​ When I first started conducting, I was so focused on conducting accurately that I likely often 

exhibited the neutral facial expression that is associated with low levels of ensemble 
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expressivity (Silvey, 2013) and rarely made eye contact with the ensemble. I have recently 

improved in this area, but would benefit from continued growth in it. 

●​ Shifting more toward expressive conducting than strict conducting 

○​ I naturally have a tendency toward more strict conducting but would like to shift my focus toward 

more expressive conducting to consistently elicit more expressivity out of the ensemble. 

Now What? 

I will work to establish regular conductor coaching sessions with our Artistic Director where they work 

with me to improve in these areas of opportunity identified, along with others based on their observations. 
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