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The Voice Change: A Physiological Snapshot  

 

Female  

 Begins between 8 and 12/13 yrs old 

 Laryngeal growth mostly in height and 

laterally 

 Vocal folds grow avg. of 3-4 mm in size 

 Normally a gradual process taking up to 

four years 

 

Male 

 Begins between 10 and 15/16 yrs old 

 Laryngeal growth in all dimensions, but 

significant anterior-posterior growth 

 Vocal folds grow up to 10 mm in size 

 Physical changes may be sudden or 

gradual, rapid or slow 

   

(Phillips, 2016, 2014; Gackle, 2011) 

 

 This data suggests that choral conductors and voice teachers are potentially dealing with 

changing voices from ages 8 to 16, or third through eleventh grades. 

 

Some Psychological Dimensions of Adolescence 

 Decrease in self-esteem 

 Increase in (or development of) insecurity 

 Elevation of emotional sensitivity, frequency of outbursts and/or mood swings 

 Increased importance of peer support/approval 

 Increased attention to and awareness of physical appearance 

 Increased attention to and awareness of sexuality, including sexual orientation and gender 

identity 

 

“Middle school students are psychologically vulnerable, if only because at no other stage…are they so 

likely to encounter so many differences between themselves and others.”  
 

(Freer, 2009, quoted in Phillips, 2016, p. 129) 
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In 1991, an AAUW survey of 3000 students ages 9-14 solicited responses to the statement, “I’m happy 

the way that I am.” The answer “always true” was given by: 

 
 

 67% of elementary boys and 60% of elementary girls  

 56% of middle school boys and 37% of middle school girls 

 46% of high school boys and 29% of high school girls 

 (Phillips, 2016, p. 129) 

 

 The physical aspects of the voice change coupled with the overall psychological (and 
physical) aspects of puberty directly affect adolescents’ willingness to sing in choir, since 
singing in public requires openness, vulnerability, and some measure of self-confidence. 

 
 

The Values of Choral Singing  
A 2011 study by Elizabeth Cassidy Parker of Temple University discovered that adolescent students: 

 “Found positive social identity in choir participation 

 Valued musical engagement as an outlet for expressing emotions 

 Claimed ownership for their actions and a certain degree of autonomy 

 Discovered self-confidence and character building through choral participation 

 Identified closer interpersonal relationships with peers [and audiences]” 

 

(Parker, 2011, as quoted in Phillips,2016, p. 132-133) 

 

 Choral singing makes a positive difference in the social, psychological, emotional, and 

physical well-being of adolescents.  

 

 When choral singing is rooted in a welcoming, loving, and supportive faith community, this 

positive difference should increase significantly! 

 

 

…So, now what? 
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Some Tips for Working with Adolescent Singers in the Church 

 Avoid [hard] classification/labelling of voices by part or type. Remember: There’s no such 

thing as an [adolescent] alto.   
 

 When possible, move singers around to different parts on different pieces. Teach them that 

parts have labels, but every voice is unique.   
 

 Don’t be afraid to rewrite parts for changing (cambiata) voices. Octave equivalence, 

especially for male voices, can be a big help.  
 

 Give singers permission to leave out the occasional note that is too high, too low, or not 

speaking on a given day. Creating an atmosphere of flexibility makes singers less self-

conscious about their changing voices while focusing their attention on their own sound and 

empowering them to make musical decisions about what notes they will/won’t/can/can’t sing 

on a given day. 
 

 Don’t force younger singers to sound like older ones, or vice versa. This applies in youth 

choirs as well as intergenerational ensembles. Instead, use seating/standing placement to help 

achieve the desired color and tone. (Refer to Weston Noble’s writings and teachings on vocal 

placement for a useful paradigm.) 
 

 When choosing repertoire for youth choirs, examine both the range (highest note and 

lowest note) and tessitura (average range/pitch level) of each part in the score to determine 

if the piece will work for the particular voices in your choir. A piece that worked wonderfully 

one year might not work in a different year, and this is not necessarily a judgement on the 

quality of the composition. Remember: “Successful” youth choir repertoire is vocally (as well as 

culturally) contextual. 
 

Some Thoughts on keeping Adolescents Active in Church Music 

 Trust them with leadership roles in worship. In other words, don’t treat youth or the youth 

choir as “second string” to the adults.  Note that this applies to collective and individual worship 

roles as well as to collective and individual musical roles. 
 

 Give them recurring, significant “mountaintop experiences” to look forward to each year. 

Some real-life examples include: 

- Choral festivals (Choristers Guild)  

- Important worship services to lead  (Confirmation, Maundy Thursday, Easter Vigil) 

- Choir tours (they don’t need to be complicated or lengthy!)  
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 Let them teach the adults. Young people learn faster and more quickly than adults do. Employ 

the youth to help the adults (the choir or the whole assembly) learn psalm refrains, canticles, 

and/or the rhythmic patterns and languages in non-Western hymnody.  
 

 Hold them accountable. Trusting adolescents with responsibilities and valued roles requires 

accountability, and most students want to be held accountable. In an era where everyone is 

overcommitted, it can be exceedingly difficult to do this…but it is not impossible! 
 

 Make efficient and worthwhile use of rehearsal time, but engage with them outside of choir 

rehearsals and worship services. People of all ages come to choir rehearsals to sing…not to 

listen to announcements or wait for the music to be distributed or watch us struggle to learn 

the piece so we can teach it to them! Respect the singers’ time by being prepared and 

thorough.  
 

BUT ALSO:  
 

Take an interest in adolescent singers as people. Talk to them. Better still: Listen to them. Set 

aside social time before or after choir rehearsal, or schedule outside social events. Sit with them 

at church potlucks. Make an effort to attend their sporting events, school concerts, plays, etc.  

This will not only make them feel more connected to the music program but will help them 

know that the Church loves them and cares for them, and that they are a valued, unique, and 

irreplaceable part of the congregation, God’s good creation, and the communion of saints. 
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