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Introduction 
This document provides a list of topics and exercises that are useful for training singers who are new to 
barbershop singing. 
This can work well with the accompanying checklist for a certification process. 
The topics covered here are not intended to be a comprehensive in-depth coverage of barbershop 
singing.  But they are topics which do cover some of the basics. 
Each topic introduced in this document is intended as just that.  An introduction to the topic.  There is 
plenty of room to grow in each of the topics as deeply as a student could wish. 

Disclaimer 
I am not a trained vocal coach or music educator, though I have found these topics and exercises useful 
when teaching people how to sing in the barbershop acapella style.  I hope you find them useful as a 
place to start learning Barbershop Basics or as a place to revisit topics for further study. 

Our Body is our Instrument 
Our body is our instrument.  Changes to the body affect the sound we produce.  This is most obvious 
when we use our vocal cords to produce different sounds.  But there are many, many other aspects of 
our body that affect the sound of our voice.  Posture, breathing, injury, genetics, age, hormone levels, 
mental-emotional state, fitness, sleep, hydration.  These things and more can affect the sounds that 
come out of our mouths.  Many of these we have some control over.  As with any physical activity (and 
make no mistake, singing is a physical activity) we can train ourselves to become more proficient.  We 
have such amazing bodies that can produce such beautiful sounds. 
 
I hope the following exercises and information can be helpful in your journey to produce more and more 
beautiful music. 
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Preparing to Sing in Harmony 
Vocal Production 
The topics of this chapter cover the basics of how to produce a healthy singing sound that we are aiming 
for in barbershop.  Have fun. 

Voice Part 
A singer should strive to sing within their natural singing range.  This doesn’t mean they cannot extend 
their range further up or down.  But they should sing the voice part best suited to their vocal range.  In 
Barbershop singing we have 4 voice parts.  Here are their names and their normal vocal range (roughly 
speaking).   
 
For male voices: 

 
Note the subscript 8 under the treble clef to indicate that it sounds an octave lower than written. This is 
traditional TTBB notation. 
 
For female voices: 

 
Note the superscript 8 over the bass clef to indicate that it sounds an octave higher than written. This is 
the traditional clef for female bass voices. 
 

Exercise: 
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There are phone apps that are useful for this.  TE Tuner is a good free app for this. 
https://www.tonalenergy.com/  
Reference Links: (Type the title below in your browser to get to the article.) 
A Brief Introduction to Voice Ranges (male and female) in Barbershop | Barbershop Harmony Society 
 
After a bit of a warmup, start singing at about middle C on the piano. 
Work up the scale without straining your voice.  When you cannot sing the next higher note 
comfortably, write the highest note that you could sing. 
 
Now, begin again at middle C. 
Now sing down the scale without straining your voice.  When you cannot sing the next lower note 
comfortably, write down the lowest note that you could sing. 
 
What is your vocal range? 
 Highest Note _____ 
 Lowest Note _____ 
What voice part(s) is your range suitable to sing __________________________ 
 

Posture 
Having good posture helps a singer control their instrument better. 
Since the instrument we use when singing is our body, it is important that we learn to use and control 
the parts of our body that help us produce sound.  That includes every part of the body.  It is helpful to 
understand how manipulating different parts of our body change the sound we produce.  We will start 
with a basic barbershop singing posture.  You can then experiment with changing one aspect at a time 
to see how it changes the sound.  It is interesting that some posture changes affect sound production 
directly.  Other posture changes affect the sound drift.  That is, how the pitch or timbre changes over 
time. 
 
Nothing is as useful as a person standing next to you to help you with your posture.  But we will try 
doing this with words.  Here is how to achieve a basic barbershop stance. 
Feet:  Feet should be about shoulder width apart.  Perhaps a little wider.  Toes should be pointing out at 
an angle that is comfortable for you.  Weight should be more on the balls of your feet and less on the 
heels. 
Knees:  Should be slightly bent and not locked straight.  This facilitates blood flow and makes movement 
easier for choreography. 
Waist:  Important for breathing, the waist should not be overly restricted with tight clothing.  Your waist 
needs to be able to move freely to facilitate diaphragmatic breathing.  (That is the next topic.) 
Chest:  The upper part of your chest should be lifted up and open.  To get to the right position, take a 
really big breath filling your lungs to max capacity lifting your chest.  You don’t need to lift your 
shoulders to do this.  Now when you exhale, do not let your chest drop.  You may find that you do not 
feel like you can fully exhale.  This is normal.  If you get close to fully exhaling, you cannot maintain 
posture, and the sound of your voice will change.  We would like to avoid this. 
Back/Pelvis:  Your back should have a normal curve to it.  However, the curvature in the lower back and 
neck can be a bit reduced by tilting the top of your pelvis back.  This small change has a huge impact on 
your torso posture and really helps vocal control in a number of ways. 
Shoulders:  Should be back and down. 
Head:  Should be further back than you think.  Not tilted back.  Your chin should not lift.  Think of being 
lifted by a rope attached to the crown of your head. 

https://www.tonalenergy.com/
https://www.barbershop.org/a-brief-introduction-to-voice-ranges-male-and-female-in-barbershop
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Exercise – How to get into correct back and head posture 
Stand comfortably with your back against a wall.  Position your feet comfortably. 
Step 1:  While singing a note, tilt your pelvis back and forth.  Observe how the sound changes. 
Step 2:  With your pelvis back, sing a note.  Now move your head back until it touches the wall.  Do not 
tilt your head.  Slide it backwards without lifting your chin.  Observe how the sound quality changes.  In 
barbershop we want that raspier sound that you get with your head back.  It produces more harmonics. 
Step 3:  Now step away from the wall while maintaining that posture and sing a note.  Now play with the 
instrument “settings” again.  While singing a note, tilt your pelvis back and forth.  Tilt your head.  Slide 
your head forward and back. 
 
Note the differences in sound.  Volume, timbre, pitch control. 
Do you feel like you have better control over what sound you produce? 

Breathing 
Breathing is hard. Wait… what? 
Breathing correctly for singing is hard. 
I know.  You’ve probably been breathing your whole life.  And that’s the problem.  We start out as 
infants breathing well with our diaphragm.  As we age, we tend to develop a posture which is not 
conducive to good breathing for singing.  Often, if you lay down on the floor and sing, you will have a 
much better sound than singing while you are standing.  This is because your posture changes.  So, fixing 
your posture will greatly aid in improving your breath control. 
 
Another reason we often cannot breathe well is that we might wear restrictive clothing.  Having too 
tight of a waistband or belt can restrict your abdomen from expanding.  If you breathe in deeply from 
your diaphragm, your abdomen should stick out a bit.  Some people are concerned about their 
appearance.  We don’t want people to notice our belly sticking out.  Just try the exercises and see what 
you think. 
 
If you are new to this type of breathing, your lungs will not be used to it.  So, you may feel like you don’t 
have as much air to sing with.  A little bit of practice can help resolve this.  I did this for a couple of 
weeks while shaving my face each day and it began to feel much more natural.  There is no need to set 
aside time for this practice.  Do it while you are doing some other activity.  Though, I do not recommend 
it for aerobic sports. 

Exercise – Big Chest 
Begin by standing with good posture. 
Take a big breath.  Let your chest expand.  Sternum up and out.  Ribs expand outward. 
Now, when you exhale, keep your chest up.  Big and full.   
Exhale.  You will not be able to expel all of the air in your lungs if you keep your chest up.  This is fine for 
this exercise.  You will almost never expel all of the air in your lungs when you sing. 
Now, while inhaling and exhaling, try to only move your diaphragm and abdomen. 
 
Not too fast.  We don’t want anyone hyperventilating. 
You may find this posture and method of breathing a bit odd feeling.  Perhaps because you are not 
accustomed to using your body in this manner.  That is okay.  Your body can be trained. 
Relax as much as you can.  Especially your shoulders and neck. 
 
Next.  Try singing while breathing like this. 
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Exercise – Quick, Quiet Inhale 
Once you feel a little comfortable breathing deeply in this manner, try taking a quick breath. 
 
Here are some tips. 
Use good posture.  Poor posture can impede the flow of air into your lungs. 
Pull the air in with your diaphragm. 
Open your mouth and get everything out of the way of the air.   
Relax your throat.  Tension is the most likely cause of noisy air flow. 
Let your gut expand freely.  Do not think about sucking air in.  Think about dropping your gut to let the 
air in. 
 
You may be astonished at how quickly you can fill your lungs.  With practice, it will be so quick and quiet 
you may think “did I even inhale”? 

Exhale Control 
Partially occluded singing 
Breath control includes how we exhale.  When we are singing, we can control how much air escapes 
through our vocal cords.  This is very valuable to control.  Singing with more air sends more moisture 
through our vocal tract.  This can help soothe a mildly sore throat.  Singing with less air can help extend 
the length between breaths.  Using more or less air also changes the sound we produce.  We typically 
want to optimize for vocal clarity.  Not too breathy.  Not too pinched and squeaky.  This is called partial 
occlusion. 

Exercise 1 
Sing a comfortable “ah” as in “hot”. 
Try singing with lots of breath. 
Gradually move to singing very restricted. 
Observe how the sound changes. 
Move back and forth until you find a very nice clear spot where it is not too breathy, nor too pinched.  
This is generally how we want to sing in the barbershop style. 

Exercise 2 
Sing a song into a paper cup with a hole in the bottom, or a straw. 
With a straw, you can only hum a song.  Using a paper cup, you can seal it around your mouth and 
actually sing a song. 
 
Select a paper cup that has a wide enough mouth that it can easily fit below your nose and under your 
chin.  It should be flexible enough to make a decent seal so that air cannot escape easily. 
Use a pencil or pen to poke a hole in the middle of the bottom of the cup.  Start small, maybe 3-4 mm in 
diameter.  If you find this too restrictive, you can make the hole a little larger. 
 
Sing a song without using the cup. 
Sing the same song with the cup. 
Sing the same song again without the cup. 
 
Do you perceive a difference from before to after?  Do you sound different?  Can you sing longer 
phrases after using the cup? 
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Sound Target 
You’ve heard nasally sound and you’ve heard throaty sounds.  These are two extreme ends of a 
continuum.  Yogi Bear and Boo Boo are two great examples of the extremes.  In barbershop singing our 
sound target is aimed at the most clear spot that we can find in the middle of these extremes. 

Exercise 
Place the palm of your hand on your face.  Start with your thumb just under your jaw and your pinky on 
the side of your nose.  Spread your remaining fingers out evenly on your face. 

 
Now sing a comfortable “eee”. 
Sing very nasally.  You will probably feel vibrations with your pinky. 
Slowly move the sound target from your nose to the back of your throat, gradually changing from an “e” 
to an “uh” sound.  As the sound target moves back you may feel the vibrations with your fingers.  Keep 
going until you feel the vibrations with your thumb. 
 
Tip:  Move your fingers around a little to try to feel the vibrations. 
 
Move the sound target back and forth.  Do you see how much control you have? 
 
Try using different vowel sounds. 
 
The most clear sound should be at about the position of your middle finger.   
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Pitch Control 
A very important part of singing barbershop is locking and ringing chords.  This requires vocal skills that 
nearly everyone who can hear and speak can perform.  It just takes some understanding and practice.  
And maybe a good coach. 
 
In order to sing in harmony with others, one must first be able to perform a couple of other singing 
skills. 

Pitch Matching 
The singing skill of pitch matching is the skill of hearing a pitch and being able to replicate that pitch with 
your voice.  Many people who claim they cannot sing often say this is the reason they “aren’t singers”.  
My belief is that this just means they haven’t been trained as singers.   
 
Most people can be taught in just a few minutes how to greatly improve their pitch matching 
capabilities.  If you are one of those people who have difficulty with this, stop here and get a coach to 
help you.  Seriously.  With a good coach it is pretty easy.  Subsequent training sections will be much 
easier after you develop this skill. 

Exercise 
Use a device, musical instrument, something that can emit a steady tone. TE Tuner is a great cheap tool 
for this.  There are plenty of other tools as well.  If the tool you are using cannot play a pitch for you and 
listen to you and evaluate if you are on pitch, you will need an experienced singer to evaluate the pitch 
for you. 
 
Select a note that is comfortably within your range as determined in a previous exercise. 
Play the note.  Play it long enough to make sure you hear it well.  2-3 seconds may be a good duration. 
Attempt to sing the note on an “ah” vowel. 
Now evaluate if you were on pitch or not.  (There is no tutorial here on how to use apps.  Sorry.) 
Were you low or high?  Did you nail it? 
Repeat this process with the same note until you are confident that you can replicate the pitch. 
Then, attempt the same process on another pitch. 

Holding a Note 
So, you probably already did this in the previous exercise.  Holding a note is simply singing on a given 
pitch and not wavering from that pitch.  People tend to waver from the note either by drifting the pitch 
up or down, or by warbling.  This warbling (sometimes referred to as vibrato) is a rapid drift up and 
down.  While these variations from the target pitch have their acceptable place, we try very hard to 
eliminate them from most of barbershop singing.  This has to do with how others harmonize with you.  
We’ll talk about that in a bit.  For now, please accept the notion that common practice in barbershop 
singing is to sing each note on the correct pitch without variation in pitch. 

Exercise 
Using an app or vocal coach: 
Sing a note on “ah”. 
Hold it as steady as you can for as long as you can. 
Everybody’s voice will waver a little.   
Can you tell when yours drifts? 
Can you sing without vibrato? 
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Try this exercise several times.  Try to get better at sustaining the note without wavering from the pitch 
each time through. 
Did you notice that when you first start singing the note it may take a tiny moment to settle on the 
pitch? 
Try to minimize that with each successive attempt. 
Did you notice that when you start to run out of air that it is harder to maintain the pitch? 
Correct your posture and breathing.  See if you can minimize the pitch drift. 
 
Do you feel more confident about holding a pitch now?  I hope so. 

Unison Singing 
Okay.  You’ve been singing by yourself in the previous exercises.  Now it is time to sing with someone 
else.  But, before you can get good at singing in harmony with someone else, it can be very helpful to 
sing in unison with others.  That is, singing the exact same thing.  The same words, the same pitch, and 
the same rhythm as everyone else. 
 
This is a little more challenging than matching pitch with a computer.  Because individuals all sound 
different.  We will not produce a perfect sustained pitch like a computer can.  However, it is much more 
rewarding when we can achieve close to perfect unison with a human partner. 

Exercise 
Pick a pitch that is comfortable for the singers. 
Begin by having one person sing a sustained note on “ah”. 
Add a second person.  Sing the same pitch and the same “ah” sound. 
Repeat this process several times dialing in the tuning to the first singer. 
Notice how when their pitches match very closely there is a sudden change to the quality of the sound? 
If you don’t hear this, have the second singer drift their pitch up and down until it is tuned to the first 
singer. 
This takes practice to hear this tuning. 
 
Variations: 
After performing this activity successfully with 2 singers, attempt to add more singers (one at a time). 
Try starting multiple singers on the same pitch all at the same time. 

Note 
I have noticed something interesting.  When I have done similar exercises with choruses, we will 
suddenly get a section of a song in tune, and I will exclaim “Wow!  That was great!  Did you hear that?”  
There will be singers who don’t claim to have heard the tuning.  Yet, they were able to achieve it.  We 
know how to tune our voices to others even when we cannot consciously hear it or understand what we 
are hearing.  I think this is fantastic! 

Exercise 
With two or more singers. 
Sing a brief line of a song or singing exercise together.  An easy place to start is with this note 
progression:  C, D, C, B, C 
Sing “La” for each note. 
Sing each note for about 2 seconds to start with.  That gives everyone time to dial in their pitch. 
Listen for when you were most in tune, and for when you were most out of tune. 
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Repeat this exercise several times.  You may shorten the note duration if you are getting dialed in 
quickly. 
Notice each time you sing it the tuning improves. 
 
Awesome! 
Next up… harmony! 
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Singing Together 
While singing together includes a very wide range of topics, here are some of the very basics.  These 
basics are largely about communication between you and your director and between you and the 
chorus.  I would argue that it is almost always the director’s responsibility to gain the chorus’ attention 
and communicate their intention to the chorus.  It is the chorus’ responsibility to understand what the 
director is trying to achieve and to work together to achieve it. 

Starting a Song Together 
There are several steps to starting a song together. 

1. A pitch is blown.  This gives the chorus the tonic note for the key where the song begins. 
2. The director may have the chorus sing the tonic chord.  Bases and Leads on the tonic (or 1).  

Baritones on the 5.  Tenors on the 3. 
3. The director may have the chorus “turn” the chord to the starting pitches if they don’t match 

the basic tonic chord mentioned above. 
4. The director will get everyone’s attention with a pause. 
5. Then he will use his hands to indicate the speed of the song.  This may just be a raising and 

lowering of the hands, or he may beat out a measure.  In any case, he will give an indication to 
inhale just before the hands indicate the start of the first note.  It all depends on the song. 

 
If the director does not give a clear indication of the inhale, it will be very difficult for the chorus to begin 
singing together.  This is all a visual and physical coordination between the director and the chorus.  And 
it takes practice to get used to starting together. 

Exercise 
Begin with a song where the first notes are on the tonic chord.  
Practice starting the song, singing just through the first measure or so.  Maybe even the first note. 
Do this over and over again until everyone is beginning together. 
 
Pick a different song.  Perhaps with a different speed. 
Pick a song where the starting notes are not in the normal tonic chord.  Start it several times. 
 
Notice how repetition dials in the start?  The more you practice, the closer everyone begins together. 

Starting a Phrase Together 
Once you have started a song together, now you can work on starting phrases together.  Each time the 
chorus takes a breath you are starting together again.  This is pretty easy in a song with a steady beat.  
However, if the speed changes throughout the song (even with fermatas), you’ll really need to watch 
the director for starting phrases.  It is very common in barbershop for the speed to change in a 
barbershop song. 
 
Breathing is a big part of this.  If you are having trouble starting together, make sure you are all 
breathing well together. 

Exercise 
Practice a song with a nice steady beat.  Get used to starting each phrase together. 
 
Practice a song where the beat changes.   
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Ending a Song Together 
Ending a song seems much easier than starting a song, right?  It should be.  But, give it a try anyway.  
Often the hardest part about ending a song together is having enough breath at the end to finish well.  If 
you are having trouble with adequate breath there are a number of strategies to help.  But they are not 
covered under this topic. 

Exercise 
Try singing a couple of short songs and see how well you end together. 

Ending a Phrase Together 
Ending a phrase together is much more difficult than ending a song together for some reason.  This 
takes practice and communication about when the director wants the cutoff for any particular song or 
phrase.  Everyone has opinions about when to stop singing at the end of a phrase.  If there is 
disagreement, ask the director what he wants.  The director is always right.  Once you get the timing the 
way the director wants it, you still have to practice together to dial in the timing. 

Exercise 
Sing a song together.  Listen closely to the cutoffs. 
How well did you do?  Can you do better? 
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Group Singing 
Harmony Basics 
What exactly is singing in harmony? 
 
This is the thing we are always striving for in barbershop singing.  When done correctly, we know it.  It 
moves us deep inside whether you are the performer or an observer.  It is interesting that any observer 
can tell the difference between a group singing in very close harmony and a group singing even just a 
little out of tune. 
 
Prepare yourself for an oversimplification. 
Technically, it is when two or more singers are singing different notes at the same time whose 
harmonics align.  Harmony… harmonics.   

What are Harmonics (overtones) 
This is much easier with visuals which I don’t have at the moment.  So… 
Using the free application Audacity. 
 
If you were to use a computer to generate a pitch with no harmonics it would sound pure, boring, 
maybe even piercing.  In reality, sounds that we hear are never one sound at one pitch.  They are a 
combination of a bunch of pitches.  (Again with oversimplifications…)  These various pitches included in 
a single sound are harmonics. 
 
Think about this.  A trumpet, a clarinet, a piano each play the exact same note (or pitch).  Why do they 
sound different?  The answer, basically, is that because of the different materials from which they are 
constructed, when they vibrate, they emit more than one pitch.  In fact, they emit a whole bunch of 
pitches (harmonics) that define the characteristics of that instrument. 
 
Why is it that I can sing an “e” and an “oh” at the same pitch and they sound different from each other?  
The answer is that I am manipulating the harmonics that I produce. 
 
This has several connotations applicable to barbershop singing. 
 
Singing in harmony with someone means that I am aligning my harmonics with the other singers. 
I can do this by matching my fundamental harmonic pitch with harmonics nearest to another singer’s 
fundamental harmonic. 
I can align my higher harmonics with another singer by matching their vowel sound.  More on this later. 

Exercise 1 
Start Audacity and turn on the spectrogram view. 
Now sing a note with an “ee” sound. 
Sing a note with an “oh” sound. 
How do they look different? 
 
Play with different sounds. 
Play with different notes. 
How does singing posture affect the sounds you produce? 
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Exercise 2 
Start Audacity and turn on the spectrogram view. 
Have two singers sing an “ah” on the same note. 
Take some time to get the spectrogram as “clean” as possible. 
Now have one singer move to the 5th. 
How does the spectrogram change? 
 
Try different intervals. 

Note 
Just watch this video.  It is much more complete.  (Perform a web search for the title below to see the 
video.) 
The most mind-blowing concept in music (Harmonic Series) 

True Temperament / Just Intonation / Pure Temperament 
There exist different methods of tuning different kinds of instruments.  Tuning different pitches on a 
scale can be done in different temperament (or intonation).  If you tune two pianos, one with equal 
temperament, and the other with true temperament there will be some notes on the different pianos 
which produce different pitches. 
 
How can this be?  I thought notes were mathematically related to one another?  Well, yes, they are.  
Subsequent notes are mathematically derived from the root (tonic) note in any given key.  The first 
problem comes when you have to change keys.  Now you are starting from a different root.  All the rest 
of the notes need to be recalculated.  The second problem comes when we sing a chord that isn’t the 
root chord of the key we are singing in.  We need to micro adjust our tuning to the root of that new 
chord. 
 
I don’t know any piano keyboards that can auto adjust the tuning for each chord throughout a song.  
With the human voice, we are not restricted in the way that many instruments are.  We can adjust our 
tuning on the fly.  This is just intonation.  The human voice is so cool! 
 
While you can mathematically calculate the tuning of each note you sing in a song (or just look it up), 
most people are much better off training their ears to hear good tuning and sing to that. 
 
Now why am I telling you this?  Because, if you learn your part by playing it on the piano, you will be 
learning it out of tune.  That is why vocal tracks are so useful.  A well-made learning track will be in tune.  
Basically, though, you cannot really tune the chords of a song without singing it with your quartet or 
chorus multiple times. 
 
Notes: 
Here is a great example of how just intonation is different from equal temperament. 
Equal Temperament vs Just Intonation - YouTube 
 
And here is an in-depth look at Just Intonation tuning: 
Just Intonation Explained 

Locking and Ringing Chords 
Locking a chord refers to singing a chord perfectly in tune. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wx_kugSemfY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yqa2Hbb_eIs
https://www.kylegann.com/tuning.html
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Ringing a chord refers to the increase in volume of some upper harmonics when the notes of a chord are 
perfectly in tune.  When this happens, you can audibly hear notes that the singers are not singing.  The 
harmonics of the voices align so perfectly that they are amplified.  Some types of chords are easier to 
ring than others. 

Exercise 
Sing a C major chord.  C, E, G.  Bass on C, Lead on the C an octave higher.  Baritone on G.  Tenor on E. 
Hold it for a few seconds. 
Sing it several times trying to dial in the tuning. 
Do you hear when it locks? 
Do you hear it ringing? 
 
Try the exercise again with a C7 chord.  C, E, G, B. Bases on C, Leads on the G.  Baritone on B.  Tenor on 
E. 
Was that more challenging?  Good.  But fun when you nailed it right? 

Voice Part Description (Lead, Bass, Tenor, Baritone) 
This is my take on the voice parts.  It may not be exactly cannon in barbershop, but I doubt you would 
get a lot of disagreement on it.  These descriptions are primarily in the context of a quartet but carry 
over into chorus singing as well. 
 

Lead 
The lead part often has a leadership role in a quartet.  This is mostly because they sing the melody of 
songs most of the time.  This has several implications to the role of a lead singer.  One could argue that 
the melody is the most important part in most songs.  Because of this, the other parts adjust their 
tuning, rhythm, entrances, cutoffs, volume, etc. to the lead.  Singers will naturally try to tune to a 
melody singer. 
 
This has several implications for the lead singer.  Since the other singers are relying on them for tuning, 
they better have their notes down pat.  Also, it is often up to the lead to interpret the song and express 
what they are trying to convey to the listeners. 
 

Bass 
The bass sings the low part.  Bass singers often sing the root note of chords.  They are the foundation on 
which all of the chord notes stack up.  They are the rock on which the chords are built.  They tend to give 
the group stability. 
 

Tenor 
The tenor sings the high part.  The tenor singer in a quartet often sings the 3rd note in a chord.  They 
usually have to work harder to tune their note than the Bass and Lead.  And because they are usually 
singing the highest part, they can be less out of tune, yet sound worse than when a bass is out of tune.  
So, they need to be more accurate than other parts.  If the lead and the bass singers have all of the 
responsibility, then there is little left for the tenors.  They tend to be humorists.  Ahem. 
 

Baritone 
The baritone sings a similar range to the lead part.  Baritones tend to be the best natural harmonizers of 
a quartet.  They may have difficulty finding their note if the other parts are not all in tune.  While other 
parts tend to get more melodic lines, baritones get the leftover notes from the chords that still need to 
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be sung.  This means their parts are often not very melodic and tend to have a lot of strange intervals.  
They also tend to be the butt of the tenor jokes.  But they also seem to relish that role. 
 
Note that because of these interesting characteristics of these voice parts the singers tend to take on 
particular personality traits consistent with the characteristics of the voice part they are singing.  We 
humans tend to fill the roles we find ourselves in. 

Pronunciation and Articulation 
Because we are trying to line the harmonics of each voice in the chorus to produce the best harmony, 
we want to pronounce our words as much alike as possible. 

Vowel Matching 
When we sing different vowels, we produce different harmonics.  Vowel sounds are more of a 
continuous variation on a sound than a discreet sound.  Potāto - potăto.  Anytime there is disagreement, 
ask the director what is desired.  
 
In barbershop singing we aim for a very normal speech sound.  We don’t want to sound operatic.  This is 
an American art form.  We don’t pronounce things in a European accent.  We also standardize on a 
typical mid-western accent. 

Exercise 
Sing May, Mee, Mai, Mo, Moo.  These are the basic 5 vowels.  (There are many vowel sounds.) 
How did you do?  Can you do better? 
Listen to the singers around you.  Try to match their sound. 
Sing it a few times to dial in the sound. 

Diphthongs 
This is when you have a word that has two vowel sounds one after the other.  Such as “May”, “Mai”, 
“You”, “Hi”.  If we are singing a diphthong on a long note, how do you determine when to change from 
one vowel sound to the next?  And how quickly do you change?  Typically, you want the second vowel 
sound very close to the end of the note.  If you cram it in at the end, everybody will move together.  If 
you spread out the vowel change duration, it is much more difficult to match each other and maintain 
good harmony.  If you are having difficulty matching each other, talk about it.  Ask the director what he 
wants. 

Exercise 
Sing May, Mee, Mai, Mo, Moo again. 
Is your diphthong timing lining up? 
Sing it a couple of times.  Listen closely to each other. 
Did you get it sounding better? 

Consonants 
Most consonants cannot be “sung”.  That is, their sound cannot be sustained.  Examples:  B, T, D, P.  
Some consonants can have their sound sustained.  Examples:  R, S, and sometimes G, C.   
 
In barbershop singing, as a general rule, all consonants should be as brief as possible and generally not 
loud.  A “T” for example sounds horrible when 30 people all say it at almost the exact same time.  The 
listeners hear a stuttering “T” Sound.  It can also be too loud.  In choral music consonants are sometimes 
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clearly enunciated.  In barbershop we are aiming for a sound like sustained speech.  And in our speech, 
we often do not enunciate our consonants very loudly. 
 
In keeping with the brief motif, try singing “We Wish you a Merry Christmas” without the “SH” and “S” 
sounds sounding exaggerated.  They are often too long and too loud.  I have found that if 1/3 of the 
singers sing the “S” sound it is plenty.  My quartet was recently just corrected about the way we sang 
“Heart of My Heart”.  We had too much “R” in our “hearts”. 

How We Start a Song 
In barbershop we start songs a little differently than in many other singing styles. 
We blow a note on a pitch pipe.  Sometimes we sing a chord before we start the song.  Then we sing. 
What is going on here?  Read on…  But, remember, I am keeping this very basic. 

Key 
This refers to the tonic, fundamental, or root note of a song (or part of a song).  It tells us which notes 
will be sharps or flats when we are reading the music.  But it makes no difference to the way we sing it 
acapella except that will be pitched higher or lower. 

Note Names 
Our note names are A, B, C, D, E, F, G.  But we have way more than 7 notes that we sing.  So, the next 
note higher than “G” is “A” again.  We just cycle through the letters over and over as we go higher or 
lower.  

Note Numbers 
Note numbers 1-7 refer to the 7 notes A-G.  But!!!  The letter that a number refers to depends on the 
key.  So, in the key of A, the number 1 refers to the note A.  2=B, 3=C and so on.  Simple. 
 
The key of A. 

1 A 

2 B 

3 C 

4 D 

5 E 

6 F 

7 G 

 
In the key of B, the number 1 refers to the note B.  2=C, 3=D and so on. 

1 B 

2 C 

3 D 

4 E 

5 F 

6 G 

7 A 

Exercise 
In the key of “D”, to what note does the number “2” refer?  If you said “E”, you are correct. 
In the key of “D”, to what note does the number “5” refer?  If you said “A”, you are correct. 



 Barbershop Basics 

Ballad Town Harmony  page 19 of 29 

 
The key of D 

1 D 

2 E 

3 F 

4 G 

5 A 

6 B 

7 C 

 
In the key of “F”, to what note does the number “3” refer?  How confident are you in your answer? 

Taking a Pitch – Typical Tuning Chord 
In barbershop, anytime someone says “give me a chord”, they will give you a pitch.  That pitch will be 
the tonic note of the key.  It doesn’t matter what key you are in or what note they blow.  That is “1”.  
Her is what they are asking for. 

• Tenor on 3 

• Lead on 1 

• Baritone on 5 – below the leads 

• Bass on 1 – below the baritones 
This is a typical barbershop tuning chord.  If anyone asks for a chord from a pitch blown, give them this. 
 
Some of our songs start this way.  And this is very convenient. 

Exercise 
Blow a few pitches (one at a time please) and try to find your note from the blown pitch. 
Please don’t start singing until directed.  Everyone should begin together.  Or at least after you are 
directed to begin singing. 
 
If you need to, sing up from the tonic to your note.  1, 2, 3, 4, 5.  With time you can start doing this in 
your head.  After even more time and practice, you’ll be able to find your starting note for your voice 
part without even thinking about it. 

Turning a Chord – Non-typical Starting Chord 
Often, the first chord we sing in a song is not the typical tuning chord.  Maybe it is the same chord, but 
the voice parts are on different notes in the chord.  Maybe it is a completely different chord.  Here is 
how we sometimes get there. 
 
We blow the pitch. 
We sing the typical tuning chord. 
Then we “turn” the chord. 
To “turn” the chord means to switch from your tuning chord note to the note you start on for the song. 
 
If you think this is complicated and difficult, you are correct.  But, with practice you will get faster at it.  
And if you practice your songs enough, you will discover you have the song start memorized and you no 
longer even need to “turn” the chord for the song. 

Exercise 
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Try starting “My Wild Irish Rose” using this method. 
An even more difficult one:  “From the First Hello”. 

Memorizing Music 
How can you quickly memorize a song?   
The simple answer is “repetition”.   
A more complete and better answer is a bit longer to explain.  If you want to maximize your efforts try 
this method. 

Exercise 
This is an extremely effective method for learning and memorizing a song. 
Use a device to play a song.   
Choose the audio track with your voice part predominant. 
Work on one section of the song at a time.  I suggest no more than about a page of written music.  
Maybe 16 to 24 measures depending on the song structure and difficulty of the song. 

1. While reading your music, listen to your voice part 3 times. 
2. Sing along with “ooo” (as in “oops”) 3 times. 
3. Sing the words 3 times. 
4. Listen without singing once. (Checking your work.) 
5. Sing it again. 
6. Now try singing it without looking at the music. 
7. Where you are having difficulty, perform some of these steps again for the small section you are 

learning. 
You can add more sections of music here and repeat these first steps until you get the whole song 
learned. 

8. When you feel confident that you have the notes, words, and timing right, try switching the 
balance on the audio track (this works for most of our learning tracks) so that you cannot hear 
your part, but only the other 3 parts. 

9. Switch back to hearing your part again. 
10. Practice the last couple of steps until you are confident singing your part on your own. 
11. Sing in a chorus.  This will be different than singing to a recording.  You’ll need to know your part 

better than you did while singing to the learning tracks. 
12. Sing in a quartet.  This is more difficult still.   
13. Listen to the “Full” version of the learning tracks over and over and over and over.  The “full” 

version has all 4 parts in balanced volume.  Keep pounding it in there.  Sing along to the tracks 
when you can. 
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Odds and Ends 
Communication 
How good is the chorus communication?  Is the chorus communicating their intention of the song to the 
observers?  Is the director communicating well with the chorus?  Good communication has two basic 
parts.  The sending and the receiving parts.  There is only so much we can control about the director 
sending to us, or about the observers receiving from us.  But we can do a lot about how we receive from 
the director and send to the observers.  Let’s explore this a bit. 

Body Language 
Not only is your body your instrument, what you do with your body changes what sounds you send.  It 
also has a big impact on communication with the observers.  According to psychologist Albert 
Mehrabian's 7-38-55 model, 55% of communication is conveyed through body language, including facial 
expressions.  As performers, we need to use our bodies to help carry our message to the observers.  For 
each phrase (or even partial phrase) of a song, you should know what you want to convey to the 
observers.  You can make notes or draw emojis in your music to help remind you. 

Exercise 
Pick a short song that you know well. 
For each phrase, what is the intention, energy, emotion that you want to convey to the observers? 
What should you do with your body and face to help convey that intention to the observers? 
How well did that work?   
If different people are expressing different intentions, how well is that going to work with the 
observers? 

Facial Expression 
Your facial expression changes the sound that comes out of your face.  It is also a HUGE portion of how 
people interpret what you are saying. 

Exercise 1 
Sing a song to a mirror.  Or better yet, capture a video of you singing a song. 
What is your face saying to the viewers? 

Exercise 2 
Now record yourself singing a song.  Start with a frown.  Move slowly to a blank expression.  Then, to a 
smile. 
How does your facial expression change the sound of the song? 
How does your facial expression change your interpretation of the song? 

Hand Signals 
It is probably not a very good practice for the director to yell out instructions to the chorus while they 
are singing.  First of all, they are unlikely to hear and understand the director.  Second, it is rude.  How, 
then, can a director effectively communicate with the chorus? 
Every director communicates a little differently from others.  But there is some common language for 
barbershop directors.  As you get to know your director, you will learn to understand their intentions.  
Here are some exercises for the director to practice communicating with the chorus. 
This is a good place for the director to practice his/her craft, and for the chorus to practice watching and 
figuring out what they want. 
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Exercise 
Sing a song. 
As you are singing, the director will practice all of these basic visual cues.  The chorus needs to figure out 
which he is doing and respond. 
 

• Beginning a song 

• Beginning on a pick-up. 

• Cutoffs – different kinds of cutoffs 

• Louder 

• Softer 

• Smoother 

• Staccato (more punctuated) 
 
How do you know how loud or soft to sing when the director is changing volume? 

Music Notation – or - The Written Language of Music (How to read music) 
If you already know how to read music, this may not be very interesting to you.  If you don’t know much 
about reading music, this may have some useful stuff for you. 
 
Here is the gist of reading music.  Notes are displayed on a staff (5 lines).  The notes are circles.  The 
lower the circle is on the staff, the lower the pitch of the note.  The higher the note is on the staff, the 
higher the pitch of the note. 
 
Once you have the pitch, there are all kinds of dress-ups that convey how a note should sound.  Loud, 
soft, quick, long, punctuated, slurred with the next note. The notes may be filled in.  They might or might 
not have vertical lines attached to them.  They might be attached to other notes with vertical or 
horizontal lines.  They might have other dots, dashes, symbols, swipes, or even words near the note.  
Each of these dress-ups has a specific meaning that helps us interpret the authors intention about how 
the note should sound. 
 
Besides that, there are numbers, symbols, and words that give a setting for the song or phrase; how fast 
should the song go; the key signature; the time signature; the volume. 
 
You may say, my director will tell me all of that.  And you are right.  But if you learn it and sing it without 
the director telling you, how much more confident will you feel?  How much less time will the director 
have to spend talking?  If you are in a quartet, there will be no director to tell you this stuff.  These are 
all things you will probably not learn from the learning tracks.  Those are just to help with the words and 
notes. 
 
Having said that, there are many people who get along just fine not learning any of this stuff.  If you 
want to learn a little, here is a first pass at some of the most common music notation you will come 
across while singing barbershop music.
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Basic Musical Notation: Cheat Sheet 

The 

Staff 
 

The staff, consisting of 5 lines with four spaces between them is what musical notes are presented on. 

Notes 
Different pitches are named by letters. The musical alphabet is, in ascending order by pitch, A, B, C, D, E, F and G. After G, 

the cycle repeats going back to A. Each line and space on the staff represents a different pitch. The lower on the staff, the 

lower the pitch of the note. 

Clefs 
 

The treble clef begins with the first line as E. Each successive space and line is the 

next letter in the musical alphabet. The staff ends with the last line as an F. A phrase to 

remember the lines is: Every Good Boy Deserves Fun. To remember the spaces, just 

remember that they spell FACE starting from the bottom. 

 

With the bass clef, the lines from bottom to top are: G, B, D, F, A 

(Good Boys Don't Fight Anyone), and the spaces are A,C,E,G (All Cows Eat Grass). 

Measures 

 

The vertical lines on the staff mark the measures or bars, which are used to 

divide and organize music. 

Note 

Durations 

 

1. whole note 

2. half notes (half the duration of a whole note) 

3. quarter notes 

4. eighth notes 

5. sixteenth notes 

 

Eighth notes (left) and sixteenth notes (right) may also look like this. 
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Dotted Notes 

 

A dot beside a note increases its duration by half its original value. For example, half notes, in 4/4 time, are worth 2 

beats. When a dot is placed next to the half note, the resulting duration is three beats. The curved line in the picture is 

a tie. Ties connect notes that are the same pitch together to create a sustained note. 

Rests 

Rests are simply places where the musician does not play/sing. Rests have equivalent values to corresponding notes of duration, 

as shown below. 

 

whole rest   
 

eighth rest 

 

half rest  

 

sixteenth rest 

 

quarter rest    

Sharps, flats and 

naturals 

 

Sharps raise the pitch of the note by a half tone. 

 

Flats lower the pitch of the note by a half tone. 

 

Naturals cancel out any previous sharps or flats. 

Ties and 

Slurs 
 

Ties and slurs connect two or more notes together. Ties connect notes of the same pitch, 

forming essentially one longer note. Slurs smoothly connect notes of different pitch. 
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Dynamics 

 

pianissimo (very softly) 

 

piano (softly) 

 

mezzo piano (moderately soft) 

 

mezzo forte (moderately loud) 

 

forte (loudly) 

 

fortissimo (very loudly) 

 

Crescendo (gradually become louder) 

 

Decrescendo or diminuendo (gradually become softer) 

Repeats 
 

These are the begin and end repeat signs. When you reach the second, go back to the first and repeat the music. 

Time 

Signatures 
 

The top number indicates how many beats there are per measure. The bottom number tells what kind of note gets the beat. 

In this example, 4/4 time, there are 4 beats per measure, and the quarter note (bottom 4) gets the beat. In 3/4 time, the 

quarter note would still get the beat, but there would only be 3 beats in a measure. In 6/8 time, the eighth note gets the beat, 

and there are 6 beats to a measure. 

Articulation 

 

Staccato — The note is short and detached. 

 

Accent — Hit the note harder and louder. 

 

Marcato — Combination of staccato and accent, provides a sharp sound. 

 

Tenuto — Hold the note for its full value. 

 

Sforzando — A sudden, strong accent. 

 

Fermata — Hold the note longer, approximately twice its value, or until conducted to stop. 
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Performance <Under Construction> 

Presentation 
This includes costumes.  How do we present ourselves as a unified ensemble? 
How do we enter and exit the singing area? 
What is our behavior between songs, preparing to sing, after the last note of a song… and during a song? 

Choreography 
There are many types of and levels of choreography.   
Are we singing the Star-Spangled Banner, in which we may only have a posture change? 
Are we all moving at the same time but in different ways? 
Are we singing a song with synchronous arm motions and moderate body movements on risers? 
Are we choreographing dancing and arial acrobatics? 
 
A basic rule of synchronous movement, is that if we don’t all do it at the same time, and with nearly the 
exact same motion, it looks terrible. 

Checklists 
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Preparing to Sing in Harmony – Checklist 
 

Singer’s Name   _________________________ 
 

 Date Achieved Authorized Signer 

Vocal Production 
Voice Part ____________ ____________ 

Posture ____________ ____________ 

Breathing ____________ ____________ 

Exhale Control ____________ ____________ 

Sound Target ____________ ____________ 

Pitch Control 
Pitch Matching ____________ ____________ 

Holding a Note ____________ ____________ 

Unison Singing ____________ ____________ 

Singing Together 
Starting a Song Together ____________ ____________ 

Starting a Phrase Together ____________ ____________ 

Ending a Song Together ____________ ____________ 

Ending a Phrase Together ____________ ____________ 
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Group Singing – Checklist 
 

Singer’s Name   _________________________ 

 

 Date Achieved Authorized Signer 

Harmony Basics 
What are Harmonics ____________ ____________ 

True Temperament ____________ ____________ 

Locking and Ringing Chords ____________ ____________ 

Voice Part Description ____________ ____________ 

Pronunciation and Articulation 
Vowel matching ____________ ____________ 

Diphthongs ____________ ____________ 

Consonants ____________ ____________ 

How We Start a Song 
Key ____________ ____________ 

Note Names ____________ ____________ 

Note Numbers ____________ ____________ 

Taking a Pitch ____________ ____________ 

Turning a Chord ____________ ____________ 

Memorizing Music ____________ ____________ 
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Odds and Ends – Checklist 
 

Singer’s Name   _________________________ 

 

 Date Achieved Authorized Signer 

Communication 
Body Language ____________ ____________ 

Facial Expression ____________ ____________ 

Hand Signals ____________ ____________ 

Music Notation ____________ ____________ 

Performance 
Presentation ____________ ____________ 

Choreography ____________ ____________ 
 

Personal Voice Instruction 
 ____________ ____________ 

 


