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listened recently to scores of recordings that were submitted to
the university where I teach as a part of our required screening process.
A successful screening leads to an invitation to do a live audition for
admittance. Sadly, many of the voices that I heard suffered from leaky
glottis! So many breathy voices! It is impossible to evaluate talent in the
sound of rushing air.
Breathiness in young voices is common. It is the result of incomplete closure between the vocal folds in the posterior part of the glottis. There are two
specific muscles that are responsible for closing the glottis firmly, the lateral
cricoarytenoids and the interarytenoids. These muscles contract to bring the
vocal folds together at the midline of the glottis, create medial compression
between the vocal folds, and when functioning optimally close the small gap
or “chink” that can occur between the arytenoid cartilages in the posterior
part of the glottis.
Some voices never really deal with this issue and seem to be just naturally
clear and bright. Others, however, can require specific attention that must
be addressed in the studio. I think the issue is not always recognized for
what it is; inexperienced ears do not always alert to breathiness. It can be
so commonplace in our studios (if you work a lot of young singers) that we
may come to accept it as normal! Or, if it is recognized, it may be that the
teacher has been told that breathiness is just a normal part of the adolescent
and teenage voice and they will simply out grow it. They may have been
taught that it is better not to focus on this issue because to do so could lead
to an unhealthy result.
The solution to the first case is to learn listen critically. Pay attention! All
young voices are not breathy—learn to hear the difference. Young voices
are capable of making clear ringing sounds. The young singers who are
precocious and successful early on—in high school and middle school—are
typically those with natural clarity or those who have been taught to sing a
clear tone. This is the most defining characteristic that separates them from
their less than remarkable colleagues. All breathy voices sound the same; the
individual character of a voice does not show itself until the tone is clear. This
is the reason that we can help a choir blend by adding a bit of breathiness (I
call it “cushion” with my church choir). If you do it intentionally, great! If it
is the only sound a singer is capable of doing then it is a primary limitation.
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Our expectation for the teenager needs to be quite
high. Young singers are capable of doing great things
given the right developmental tools. Unfortunately,
many voice teachers take the position of “do no harm”
and pass the work to the next teacher, believing that they
do not possess the requisite technical skills to address
breathiness. This is not what we are being paid to do. It
is our responsibility to recognize the issue and then to
know how to lead the student to optimal vocal function.
Once you recognize it, the cure is pretty simple and can
be found in foundational developmental exercises from
our historical legacy of training in the bel canto style.
The first point of attack is at the onset of the tone (pun
intended). If the onset is breathy, the tone will remain
breathy! If the onset is “neat and clean” as I call it, the
tone is off on the right foot and has a better chance of
remaining clear. The “firm onset” was described first by
Garcia who called it the coupe de la glotte. As I described
in an earlier column, this important concept has been
misunderstood for many years and supplanted with
the intentional use of airflow prior to the onset.1 It is
what William Vennard described as “well-coordinated”
onset. It is interesting to listen to Vennard demonstrate
onset in recordings of his teaching. It is clear that he is
utilizing the correctly executed coupe de la glotte, and
not what he describes.
“Neat and clean” gives the voice ring. A simple, failsafe method of teaching the “neat and clean” onset is
to have your student speak the word “awesome” with
enthusiasm. In the normal speaking voice this provides
the correct model for the singing voice onset. The word is
so commonly used today by young and old, it provides a
great way to introduce this idea to the singer. Speak it—
sing it: come si parla, si canta! This does not have to lead
to a crude, harsh onset, as it has been so misconstrued
over the generations. Neat and clean is not to be feared.
There is no harm in beginning the tone with tone, not
airflow. I would be so bold as to suggest that you should
not be afraid to overdo it on the way to finding the right
balance. If you hear a harsh click, it’s too much, but if
you hear an audible aspirate, it is not acceptable. Like
any pedagogic process, we must be diligent in correcting every incorrect attempt. You have to train yourself
to listen carefully: hear it and then correct it every time.
I guarantee when the right balance is found, you will
hear the difference in the tone quality instantaneously.

580

Our good friends and neighbors who are trained as
speech pathologists are typically taught that the “glottal stroke” is harmful and to be avoided at all costs. A
habitually harsh onset in the speaking voice can certainly
lead to a harmful result. They often work with young
voices whose energetic personalities and loquacious
natures lead to harmful speech pattern, including constant harsh glottal onsets. This type of speech can lead
to vocal nodules. A softer onset is helpful for them,
especially if they are recovering from nodules or polyps.
But the notion that a breathy onset and intimate voice
quality is sufficient for artistic voice use is totally absurd.
Remember, they most often deal with injured voices and
work to rehabilitate them. We work with normal voices
to make them extraordinary.
My typical approach to this is to have a young singer
speak the word “awesome” on a low tone—in the range
of the chest voice. For a young female voice, I would
cue her with a C4 from the piano and ask her speak it
on pitch. Care must be taken to make sure that she is
not offering a sung tone, which will probably not be
like her speaking voice. Demonstrate in a spoken tone
quality on C4 the word “awesome,” and then ask them to
do the same. Once this has been successfully executed,
go up and down the scale by half tones, but not higher
than they can speak in the chest voice (speaking voice
quality). Go as low as they can speak . . . you might
be surprised at how low it will go. This can be easily
accomplished within a minute or two. The next step
is to follow the spoken word with a sung tone that has
every characteristic of the spoken example using [a]. So,
it would be a spoken “awesome” followed immediately
by a sustained tone at the same pitch on an [a] vowel.
Insist that they maintain the same quality for the total
duration of the tone. Do this through the range of the
chest voice. You might have to remind them that vibrato
is a normal part of the singing voice and probably the
only difference in the two tones. After the work in the
chest voice, go to the middle range. This is much more
difficult to accomplish here, but, with a little time and
conscious effort, the middle voice will begin to take on
the same clarity as the chest voice.
Another important exercise for ridding the voice of
breathiness and establishing clarity in the voice is the
staccato. Use simple arpeggios 1-3-5-8-5-3-1 on an [a]
vowel using the “neat and clean” onset on every pitch.
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Most young singers and a lot of more mature singers use
a slight aspirate for staccato, but this is not correct. As I
discussed in another column, this exercise is very important for voice building, and to great extent it is because it
trains the muscles that are responsible for closing the glottis.2 Begin this simple arpeggio at B3 for a young soprano.
Make sure that the first tone is produced “neat and clean”
and that it is in the chest voice. It doesn’t last very long, but
it must be clearly in the low mechanism. The other tones
of the arpeggio will not be in the chest voice but must
be articulated correctly. This will profoundly influence
the quality of the B4 if properly executed. Execute this
exercise through the entire range of the chest voice on the
low tone. The next progression of this work is to sustain
both the initial and the top tones, that is, a sustained 1 followed by staccato 3–5 and a sustained 8, all on [a]. All the
onsets must be “neat and clean.” I guarantee remarkable
results very quickly with this. After the bridge across the
passaggio, start in the middle range and take it above the
staff. Just pay close attention to details of the execution,
the rest will take care of itself.
As a new tonal concept emerges, you must guide them
to use it all the time. Giving a few minutes of intentional
focus on this issue at the beginning of each lesson and

then insisting that the singer is striving for clarity will
lead to a difference that you will both soon appreciate.
Inform then insist!
This is an important issue for young voices of all types.
The process described above will work for young male
voices as well. Simply adjust for the pitch differences.
Many of the young singers that I listened to during the
recent screening process were not recommended for a
live audition because the voice was so breathy I could
not properly adjudicate the potential in the instrument.
College auditions are competitive, and we need to help
our young singers have a successful experience. Many
famous singers made professional operatic debuts in
their teens. They did not achieve that goal by running a
vacuum cleaner in their throats! That wasted air must
be turned into beautiful tone. We can help turn their
average voices into awesome voices!
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