Boys & Voices Conference – presented by aMuse
- 9-11th Sept, 05

Report by Susie Davies-Splitter

The ‘Boys & Voices’ Conference was held at Melbourne High School from the 9th – 11th Sept, 2005. It was a fantastic conference as it looked at why it is that so many of our Aussie boys don’t sing and what we can do about it. As well as keynote speakers, there were a number of very enjoyable choral performances, informative electives, a vocal clinic, a forum with questions and answers and a ‘Big Sing’ lead by Sonny Chua with his arrangement of.the Carole King classic ‘I feel the Earth Move’.

I’ve always been passionate about singing and continue to be concerned about how so few young people, particularly boys, willingly participate in this joyous expression that singing can provide.

A little background - from my perspective

We all begin life with a love to draw, make up rhythms, dance, act and sing.

Every child has a natural love for music and the arts - they are a creative being! 

We had crayons, play-doh, plasticine, texta colours, finger painting, building blocks and all manner of things to help us express ourselves.

Each one of us once had a creative treasure box inside of us which allowed us to sing unashamed of our voice, dance unashamed of our bodies and movement, explore sounds, express ourselves in ways that didn’t only use words and take expressive risks.

Often this natural love for creative pursuits has been squashed and lost. We go to school - and we learn to read, write, do Maths and become analytical. The arts often become the least important area and we learn to predominantly use the left side of our brain.

A conference perspective…

In the process of developing a masculine identity, boys struggle with many concerns including how they approach anything musical or artistic. Something occurs in the adolescent years to somewhat inhibit their will to explore this area. In these formative years, they often perceive society saying that this is not a particularly suitable thing to do and real men should be wary of such expression.

A keynote perspective…

Dr Adam Adler, Peel District School Board, Ontario, Canada was the first keynote speaker on the Friday evening. He must have asked about 100 questions including;

‘Why don’t boys have time for sports AND the arts?’

‘Why do we continue to undervalue the arts?’

‘In what ways are we working towards gender equity in schools?’

‘Why do some boys have to be good to sing?’

‘What would happen if schools gave equal recognition to sports and the arts?’

‘Why do boys label choir as gay?’

‘Why will peers criticise even a good performance?’

‘Why is hip hop music acceptable in masculine popular culture?’

The summary of his doctorate findings were in a one act play and about 10 Melbourne High School boys read out the various parts. The question posed to a number of year 8 boys in Canada was ‘How do boys experience singing?’ Their results were;

“How I experience singing in school depends on where I am, where I’m from, what I’ve experienced and what I’m willing to try. What I’m good at, what I enjoy, what I fear, who I know and who I’m with, who I respect, what I value, what I know and what I want to learn, how I feel, what I need, who I am in the moment and who I see myself becoming”

There is a lot of evidence to suggest that boys are better off in an all boys choir.

An interesting comment from one student who said as part of the study “At least when we’re in a boys’ choir, it’s a different environment – all guys, closer. Not like with girls, cause you don’t want to make a mistake in front of them, have them think less of you, get embarrassed. Nobody cares what the other guys think, cause you can make a mistake in front of them and they forget the next day”

Adler’s findings revealed that there is a crisis in individual gender identity development as it occurs in schooling and society. Boys are actually not choosing singing or artistic subjects as they perceive it to be an inappropriate activity in response to the gender based psycho-social influences. Sport is perceived as a masculine thing to do – the right thing for boys to do! By denying themselves creative activities, boys are deprived of potential growth experiences that contribute to the construction of identity and self esteem, and are therefore limited in their life possibilities.

Scott Harrison lecturer of music at Griffith University gave a fabulous presentation where he began by showing us our local paper and commenting that 40 pages had been devoted to the sports pages. He spoke about our Aussie male role models such as Shane Warne and said the perception was that men play sport, they don’t sing – singing is for ‘poofs’!

So how do we engage our boys here and now in singing?

Flexible scheduling

Good role models

Single sex activities where appropriate

Massed singing

Zero tolerance to bullying

Teaching that sports is not the only way to become a man.

Provide teacher training and educate parents

As you can see, there was lots of food for thought and I came away totally inspired.

I had lots of informal discussions with participants about where we should pitch our singing voices to young children – some believed we should be singing around the middle C up to G range, others felt we should be singing much higher.

We also spoke about pitch matching and how teachers go about achieving this with their students. Clare Hall, who has just completed her Masters on singing voice development in young boys discussed in her elective session that we need to get our young students out of their speaking range into their singing range and thus using a higher singing voice is far preferable. 

Many thanks to Kevin Kelley, Clare Hall, Sonny Chua and the aMuse committee for running this conference and showing the utmost commitment to singing for boys and music for all people. 

