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A Missing Chapter
from Choral Methods
Books: How Choirs
Neglect Girls

by Patricia O’Toole

All choral method books address problems that directors
have with boys in choir: changing voices and range limitations,
recruiting and retention, potential discipline problems, and
identity issues that accompany puberty. Choral textbooks ad-
dress these issues and frequently dedicate entire sections or
chapters to them (see Appendix A). In contrast, few choral
method books address issues of concern to girls. While some
choral textbooks discuss problematic vocal ranges for girls and
occasionally suggest repertoire for these problems, the text-
books do not discuss many other issues: identity issues that
accompany puberty for girls, the subtle lessons learned from
studying a mostly male-centered curriculum in all school sub-
jects, the loss of opportunities they will experience as they
outnumber boys in their choral programs by as much as 3:1,
and the consequences of subjecting themselves to an activity
where the societal and professional beliefs are that boys who
sing are special, while girls who sing are ordinary.!

The purpose of this article is to discuss issues concerning the
education of girls in general and in choral programs, a crucial
chapter missing from choral methods text books. As the litera-
ture is reviewed and issues raised, the question will undoubt-
edly come to mind, “What about boys? Their education is as
problematic as girls!” There is no question about the serious-
ness of this inquiry; however, the purpose of this article is to
provide an in-depth look at the education of girls. As we think
about improving education for girls, we will have to re-think
how we teach boys. Boys, consequently, will benefit from these
explorations and suggested remediations.

Patricia O’Toole is Assistant Professor at Ohio State University,
Columbus.
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To frame this topic, I will review research on how schools
shortchange girls, by highlighting the work of the American
Association of University Women (AAUW). Their studies show
how stereotypical perceptions of gender roles affect teachers’
expectations and subsequent interactions with female and male
students, to the extent that boys have distinct advantages over
girls. I will discuss choral practices and polices in light of the
AAUW research and suggest that choral directors operate un-
der the same stereotypical expectations that impede the educa-
tion of female singers. Three appendices provide resources for
choral directors, methods teachers, and students interested in
pursuing issues raised in this paper.

The “New Scholarship” on Girls

Boys-Girls, What's the Difference?

Baby girls wear pink; baby boys wear blue. Girls are made of
sugar, spice and everything nice, while boys are made of snips,
snails, and puppy dog tails. Women are from Venus; men are
from Mars. Common wisdom in our society states that there
are differences between men and women that exceed the bio-
logical and include modes of communication, interaction, and
self-perception. Whether or not one personally subscribes to
these differences, there is overwhelming evidence to suggest
that society constructs gender differences based on the con-
straining notion that men should be masculine and women
feminine. Western culture promotes and produces these stereo-
types through all media and through the sorting of men and
women into appropriate societal roles and occupations. To
reveal how these stereotypes have damaged both men and
women, let us review how they work.
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fers to qualities such as authoritative, as-
sertive, and productive. As a result, men
are warriors, presidents, inventors, doc-
tors, executives. They are in the world
making, changing, and improving it, pre-
occupied with achievement. On the other
hand, feminine denotes sensitivity, nur-
turing, and modesty, which is why it
“makes sense” that women are mothers,
nurses, and teachers. Historically, women’s
authority is in the home raising children,
and entry into the work force is in the
role of caretaker or in low-paying subor-
dinate jobs. Feminine stereotypes encour-
age women to be more preoccupied with
the shape of their bodies than the caliber
of their minds.

Within patriarchal society male char-
acteristics are privileged. Therefore, doc-
tors and lawyers make more money and
have more status and power than nurses
and teachers. Further, history and litera-
ture books are full of the tales and accom-
plishments of men, and such books
perpetuate stereotypes. Certainly there are

and construction workers, just as there
are male nurses, teachers, and primary
care parents. However, the ideology of
patriarchy makes this category jumping
difficult by imposing severe and debilitat-
ing judgments on those who try. For ex-
ample, women who are assertive and
aggressive are bitches, and men who are
sensitive and caring are wimps. The sexual
orientation of men and women who op-
erate in opposing categories is frequently
called into question. Such scrutiny and
name calling erodes authority and hin-
ders one’s ability to act. Because men and
women internalize these definitions, they
participate in maintaining these catego-
ries and interactions. Men and women
can be sexist, just as men and women
who support gender equality can be femi-
nists.

Girls in School

Reform movements, pedagogical in-
novations, and classroom materials have
assumed little difference between the
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The only exceptions are well-established,
all-girl schools that modify teaching meth-
ods to account for girls’ learning styles,
although the success of these schools is
frequently attributed to elite clientele
rather than innovative pedagogy. Over the
past decade, however, there has been a
growing concern for the experiences girls
have in school. This movement began
with Carol Gilligan’s influential book, /»
a Different Voice, where she claims that
girls’ very different ways of dealing with
moral dilemmas have been silenced and
denigrated, leading to serious patholo-
gies.? Gilligan maintains that women are
more caring, less abstract, and more sen-
sitive than men in making moral deci-
sions and, therefore, speak in a different
voice.

In 1990 the American Association of
University Women (AAUW) commis-
sioned a national study to examine the
ways in which schools were not meeting
girls’ needs.® In addition to issues raised
by Gilligan, the AAUW was concerned
with the results of standardized achieve-
ment tests, such as the SAT, ACT, GRE
(graduate record exam), LSAT (law school
exam), and MCAT (medical school
exam), in which boys always average
higher scores than girls. Further, more
boys become National Merit Scholars even
though more girls take the exams. The
AAUW was also concerned about the
gendered sorting of careers in which an
abundance of girls select service profes-
sions and few select ones requiring higher
levels of math and science. By investigat-
ing school policies, curriculum foci,
teacher expectations, and student percep-
tions, their overall finding was:

Girls and boys enter school roughly
equal in measured ability. On some
measures of school readiness, such
as fine motor control, girls are ahead
of boys. Twelve years later girls have
fallen behind their male classmates
in key areas such as higher-level
mathematics and measures of self-
esteem.?

Self-esteem is a complex construct, and
psychologists have difficulty agreeing on
a definition, let alone the means by which
to measure it.” Peggy Orenstein, who
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ethnography on the daily lives of middle
school girls, defined self-esteem as:

Derived from two sources: how a
person views her performance in
areas in which success is important
to her (so if appearance is more
important to a girl than academic
success, gaining a few extra pounds
may damage her self-esteem more
than an F in math) and how a
person believes she is perceived by
significant others, such as parents,
teachers, or peers.®

An individual with a healthy self-esteem
would have a suitable sense of potential,
competence, and innate value as an indi-
vidual. Unfortunately, study after study
has shown that girls are less likely than
boys to have a healthy self-esteem. In 1990
the AAUW conducted a national survey
in which 3000 students between the ages
of nine and fifteen were polled on their
attitudes towards themselves, school, family,

and friends. Figures 1 and 2 demonstrate

ing to the questions “I'm happy the way I  positive responses as they get older. How-
am,” and “I'm good at a lot of things.” ever, in both cases the girls’ response
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I'm Happy the Way I Am
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Figure 1. The percentage of students answering “always true” to the question, “I'm happy the way I am.”
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Figure 3 is the AAUW’s self-esteem index
based on responses to approximately
ninety questions.

The drop in self-esteem for girls dur-
ing middle school years is severe, as com-
pared to the slight drop for males. At first
glance I found this surprising, given the
awkwardness of middle school boys whose
voices are in various stages of mutation,
whose bodies range from gangly to newly
muscled, and whose faces may sport freck-
les, acne, the first signs of facial hair, or all
three. Apparently changes experienced by
girls during puberty have a more devas-
tating effect:

For girls who are early maturers,
puberty can be a particularly trying
time. They tend to be heavier than
their classmates in a culture that
values slimness, and their social and
emotional development may not
match their physically mature
appearance. Early-maturing girls
exhibit more eating problems than
average or late maturers and are at
a greater risk for depression.’

for both sexes, research indicates that it is
a particularly difficult time for girls be-
cause, on average, they complete puberty
as boys enter it, which means that girls
physically mature before boys. The
AAUW’s Self-Esteem Index then could
be an indication of girls’ loss of confi-
dence in intellectual abilities as they
struggle with the desire to meet societal
norms of beauty, femininity, and accept-
ability.

Even if one is skeptical about how the
AAUW measured self-esteem, one must
ponder why gitls will not respond posi-
tively to questions such as “I like the way
I look,” “I like most things about my-
self,” and “I'm happy the way I am.” It
appears that by middle school, girls have
learned to at least perform femininity by
feigning a lack of confidence in their
physical and intellectual abilities. Whether
gitls believe they are good at a lot of
things does not seem to matter. It is more
important that girls do not acknowledge
their abilities, so they are perceived as
feminine by the boys (and teachers to
some extent) and, therefore, will have a

most in middle and high school—social
acceptance.

Gender Equity in School

Gender expectations are reinforced
from the moment a child is born. Parents
have the tendency to hold and talk to
baby girls differently from baby boys, ex-
pecting the girl to be more delicate, re-
quiring more careful handling. Buying
baby clothes also betrays similar gender
differences. In a baby clothing store, it is
immediately noticeable that three-fourths
of the displays are clothes for baby girls,
suggesting that parents should dress up
baby girls more than baby boys. Even at
this early age, society forces girls to focus
on their appearance and external charac-
teristics. As children enter school they
recognize the terms boy and girl as con-
ceptual categories complete with rules for
interaction and behavior.!” For example,
children distinguish between toys, books,
and topics for discussions that are appro-
priate for each gender. By early adoles-
cence boys and girls choose to adhere
more strictly to gender roles, as girls are

I'm Good at a Lot of Things
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Figure 2. The percentage of students answering “always true” to the question, “I'm good at a lot of things.”
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to boys, and boys rarely consider them-
selves to be like girls, having learned the
emasculating consequences for doing so."!

Teachers are not immune from society’s
notions of gender. Teachers have been
found to interact differently with boys
and girls, and thus their pedagogy is laden
with subtle messages about who is impor-
tant in the classroom. Researchers Lee
and Gropper found that teachers charac-
terize the ideal pupil as orderly, conform-
ing, and dependent—traits typically
identified as feminine.'? Ironically, these
qualities that seem to favor girls actually
work against them because teachers tend
to be preoccupied with less-than-ideal stu-
dents. Further, by reinforcing conform-
ing dependency, teachers are discouraging
girls from more assertive and interactive
learning that would serve them better in
the future.!® Lee and Gropper also found
that teachers discipline boys who fail to
conform. to their ideals, while often ig-
noring girls who do not. When both boys
and girls are misbehaving, teachers are
three times as likely to discipline boys
only." Through such disciplinary actions,

negative) and leave girls with the impres-
sion it is more important that boys learn to
behave.

trom classroom gender equity studies. lt
reveals the hidden assumptions within the
curriculum and how teacher interactions
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Figure 3. Self-esteem Index based on answers to the questions like: “I like the way I look,” “I like most things about myself,” “I'm happy the

way [ am,” “Sometimes I don’t like myself that much,” “I wish I were somebody else
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dependent, and resourceful, and encourage
girls to be dependent, passive, and insecure.
The data suggest numerous ways girls
lose out in schools: they receive less teacher
attention; they are asked fewer higher-
order thinking questions; their learning
styles are discounted. While collecting re-
search for her ethnography, Peggy
Orenstein watched boys dominate class
discussions, shouting out answers as girls
sat patiently, hands raised in silence. “I
think my opinions are important, so I
yell them out,” a suburban boy named
Nate tells Orenstein after math class. “The
teacher will tell you not to do it, but they
answer your question before the people
who raise their hands. Girls will sit there
until the bell rings with their hands up
and never get their question answered.”

such practices:

Students who talk in class have
more opportunity to enhance self-
esteem through exposure to praise;
they have the luxury of learning
from mistakes, and they develop the
perspective to see failure as an
educational tool."”

Orenstein describes a teacher who at-
tempts to promote a gender-fair class-
room by calling on boys and girls
alternately from her attendance roster.
After two days the boys blew up, claiming
she was unfair. “Equality was hard to get
used to; they perceived it as a loss,” she
told Orenstein. Changing habits with long
historical roots is difficult at best.

provides for more active learning.

scholarship and conduct.

Excerpted from AAUW Issue Brief:
Equitable Treatment of Girls and Boys in the Classroom'

* Teachers initiate 10 percent more communication with boys in the classroom,
which strengthens their sense of dominance.

* Teachers ask boys more complex, abstract, and open-ended questions, which

* Regarding class projects and assignments, teachers are more likely to give
detailed instructions to boys and more likely to take over and finish the task for
girls, again depriving girls of active learning.

Excerpted from AAUW:
How Schools Shortchange Girls'S

* The four types of teacher comments are: praise, acceptance, remediation, and
criticism (Sadker & Sadker, 1995); white males receive more of all four types.

* Boys received more precise teacher comments than females in terms of both

* Girls are more likely to attribute their success to luck; boys are more likely to
attribute their success to ability (boys feel more control over academic chal-
lenges; girls feel powerless in academic situations).

* Beginning at the pre-school level, schools tend to choose classroom activities
that will appeal to boys’ interests and to select presentation formats in which
boys excel or are encouraged more than are gitls.

* Females are more indirect in speech, relying often on questions, while more
direct males are more likely to make declarative statements or even interrupt.

Figure 4. Differences in the education of boys versus the education of girls.
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For a girl, the passage into
adolescence is not just marked by
menarche or a few curves. It is
marked by a loss of confidence in
herself and in her abilities. It’s
marked by a scathingly critical
attitude toward her body and a
blossoming sense of personal
inadequacy.'®

The good news is that since the 1991
AAUW report, action taken to improve
girls test scores seems to be working. The
disparity between boys’ and girls’ scores
in math and science are barely significant.
Further, more girls are entering math-
and science-based university degree pro-
grams. In the public realm, girl’s sports
are receiving more attention with the
popularity of women’s professional bas-
ketball, and Nike has produced a series of
commercials encouraging girls to be tough
and strong. There are also more television
shows and movies with women doctors,
lawyers, and adventurers. Girls in the late
1990s are aware that there are multiple
roles for them to inhabit and that it is
okay to want to be strong and smart.
Girls know this; they may, however, have
a difficult time embodying it because for
every positive role model, there are a hun-
dred examples reminding them to be pre-
occupied with how they look and appear
to boys. Women are still paid less than
men in the market place and glass ceilings
still exist in many careers. Today’s girls are
caught in a mire of mixed messages. Be
assertive—be deferential; be lean—be big
chested; be agreeable—be tough; be a
flirt—be demure. The prevalence of eat-
ing disorders and depression among ado-
lescent girls (see Appendix B) suggests
that living this conflict is burdensome,
exhausting, and has a profound effect on
how girls interact and learn in school.
Girls know in many cases they cannot act
smart and capable, even if they believe
they are, if they want to be accepted so-
cially.

The 1998 AAUW report, Separated by
Sex, tells us there is no evidence to suggest
that single-sex schools work better for
girls, a position I maintain. It does little
good to remove girls from the problem-
atic world in which they will live. Through

CHORAL JOURNAL
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boys and girls can learn to negotiate gen-
der relations better and prepare them-
selves to face gender challenges in their
lives. This would be more difficult if boys
and girls were separated for twelve years
of valuable educational opportunities.

The next section reviews the treatment
of girls due to polices and practices of
choral music education. In many cases we
inadvertently tell girls they should ex-
change their musical potential for the re-
tention of male singers.

The Education of Girls in
Choirs

Gender Expectations in
Choirs

Expectations based on gender exist in
choral practices—that is, choral directors
anticipate that male and female singers
will have different needs. For example,
directors expect male singers to be fewer
in number and more difficult to recruit
than females, to have more complicated
and noticeable vocal problems, and to be
more of a disciplinary challenge. State
and national conference leaders, articles
in journals, and textbooks on how to be a
choral director frequently discuss these
concerns. Discussions, however, fail to add
what it means to be a female singer who is
not difficult to recruit, has few noticeable
vocal problems, is well behaved, and
spends most of her time waiting for direc-
tors to turn their focus from male singers.
Choral practices and policies are saturated
with gender expectations that are so com-
monplace they have become invisible to
both directors and singers. In the follow-
ing discussion I trace the effects of gender
expectations in the profession’s preference
for choir voicings (SATB, TTBB, SSAA),
repertoire choices, training of male and
female singers, rehearsal interactions, an-
ticipation of how to achieve excellence,
and policies that sort students inequita-

bly.
The Choral Hierarchy

In the choral profession there exists
an implicit hierarchy based on voicings
that ranks choirs in the following order:
mixed-voices, men, boys or children,
women. Although some individuals

DECEMBER 1998

evidence to suggest that, on the average,
this is how the choral profession thinks
about and organizes itself.!” This hierar-
chy is based on a preference or taste that
developed over centuries of music mak-
ing and is part of the value system of
choral music. The hierarchy remains rigid
because the choral value system is dog-
matic; not only is it unquestioned, it is
considered blasphemous to do so.

chical choices as social and historical con-
structs, it may be possible to imagine and
incorporate other preferences or possibili-
ties that work to the advantage of all sing-
ers.

SATB choirs are at the top of the cho-
ral hierarchy because of historical prece-
dence (although originally the soprano
and alto parts would have been covered
by boys’ voices). Through the centuries,

Recently published by popular demand,
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AND ASCENSION
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ten about, and promoted SATB choral
repertoire, which lends a historical sig-
nificance and authority to the music and
the voicing. As a result, numerous great
works, complete with histories and analy-
ses, are available for SATB ensembles.
Presently, the choral profession considers
the timbre mixing of men’s and women’s
voices preferable, as evidenced by the
quantity of SATB ensembles performing
at ACDA conferences and by the quan-
tity of professional recordings of mixed-
voice choirs.

Always a favorite with audiences, men’s
choirs fall next in the hierarchy. Besides
the particular timbre combination of bass
and tenor voices, there seems to be some-
thing extraordinary about a group of men
who sing together: women swoon and
men cheer loudly—even adults who
might otherwise never attend a choral
concert. Performing everything from early
music and sacred motets to Broadway and
jazz, complete with the occasional chore-
ography and costume addition, men’s

ied repertoire.

There seems to be a nostalgia toward
children’s or boychoirs that places them
next on the hierarchy. Community orga-
nized children’s choirs are experiencing a
new revival in this country. Their popu-
larity may be due in part to the charm of
children singing and the images of a bet-
ter world that it invokes. While the
boychoir tradition perpetuates the histori-
cal exclusion of women from music-mak-
ing, children’s choirs provide
opportunities for the abundance of girls
interested in singing. Additionally,
children’s choirs have attracted the atten-
tion of talented, contemporary compos-
ers and, therefore, have a diverse and
challenging repertoire available.

Women’s choirs generally fall to the
bottom of the choral hierarchy for vari-
ous reasons. First, some listeners do not
prefer the timbre of women’s voices—a
dislike internalized even by some women.
Furthermore, female singers learn early
that mixed-voice choirs receive more
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voice choirs tour, record, and are usually
the last to perform on concerts, a position
that suggests their dominance. Most di-
rectors construct their choral programs
with the mixed-voice choir as the ad-
vanced ensemble, and this limits the par-
ticipation of women to the number of
available male singers. Directors then place
the excess women in a women’s choir,
which students often perceive as the
dumping ground for leftover and less tal-
ented female singers. Being assigned to a
women’s choir, then, is a direct comment
on a woman’s (in)ability. Finally, most of
the repertoire available to high school level
women’s choirs is limited to appropri-
ately feminine topics, such as love or na-
ture, which fail to hold the attention of
singers and audience.

In summary, categories and expecta-
tions of gender in the preference for cho-
ral voicings mirror those of schools and
society at large. In our patriarchal society
masculine qualities are privileged, and this
results in greater power and status for
men. Similarly, directors and singers have
an implicit sense that choirs with males
in them command more attention, a more
diverse repertoire, and greater authority.

Repertoire Issues

At first glance, the gender stereotyping
of choral repertoire seems obvious. Be-
cause men have written most of the mu-
sic performed by choirs, boys sing about
manly things, such as wars and drinking,
and girls sing about womanly things, such
as marriage and the home.?’ Regardless of
how apparent the stereotyping, choral di-
rectors do not consider the incidental ef-
fects this repertoire may have on boys and
girls who sing music primarily from and
about the patriarchal male point of view.
In this section I will discuss a variety of
problems with standard choral repertoire
and show how these problems operate to
reproduce gender stereotypes.

Mixed-voice and women’s choirs not
only sing primarily the music of male com-
posers, they also perform music written
mostly from the male perspective. Many
love songs are written from the perspective
of stereotypical male desire that positions
women as mere objects of beauty. Gustav
Holst’s “My Sweetheart’s Like Venus” dem-
onstrates this objectification:

CHORAL JOURNAL
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My sweetheart’s like Venus, she’s
lovely and light,

She’s fairer than blackthorn, she’s
slim and she’s bright,

There’s no one is like her, from far
or from near,

It’s truth I am telling for all men to
hear.

Although the passage mentions that the
sweetheart is bright (which probably re-
fers to radiance as opposed to intelligence,
given the nature of the other descriptors),
the rest of the verse and song describes
only her external appearance, for the sole
purpose of establishing her as an object to
be admired. Many school-age boys are
equally enamored of their girlfriends’
looks instead of their intelligence, per-
sonality, athletic capability, musical tal-
ents, kindness, and other more complex
qualities. By performing songs about such
traditional forms of femininity, male and
female singers internalize harmful stereo-
types of the appropriate terms for ro-
mance: slender bodies, long flowing hair,
passive women, active men. The language
of these songs may seem old or poetic
and, therefore, harmless. However, the
prevalence of eating disorders among teen-
age girls who starve themselves for the
sake of such beauty suggests the need for
more thoughtful music selection (see Ap-
pendix B for a discussion of the severity
of this problem). Granted, choir is not
the only place teenagers receive these mes-
sages, but directors might consider texts
carefully before adding to the barrage of
sources that define beauty in such a harm-
ful, superficial manner.

Standard mixed-voice repertoire also
includes songs that focus on male sexual
domination and conquest of women. The
following example is the textual transla-
tion of Monteverdi’s madrigal, “Si ch’io
vorrei morire” (Quatro Libro dei
madrigali):

I wish to die,

Now that I kiss love,

The beautiful mouth of my beloved
hear.

Ah dear and sweet tongue,

Give me so much spirit

That with sweetness in this breast
it may extinguish alas my life.

DECEMBER 1998

until I swoon.
Ah mouth, ah kisses, ah tongue,
again I say I wish to die.

In this text we hear only the man’s
voice, and it is somewhat predatory in
nature. There is no dialogue with the con-
senting woman; we only hear the man’s
pleas for sexual satisfaction. While such
texts are open to different interpretations,
to high school and undergraduate stu-
dents, this text, taken at face value, sup-
ports the dominant societal stereotype of
women as mere sexual conquests.

Another song I have adjudicated re-
peatedly at competitions and festivals is
Offenbach’s “The Neighbors’ Chorus.” In
this text the neighbors inquire about a
relationship that has become violent:

Did you beat her, try to choke her
till you made her pout?

Did her father take a poker, did he
throw you out?

Did you beat her and choke her and

Ah!

Granted, Offenbach’s work demands a
tongue-in-cheek rendition, but given the
prevalence of wife abuse and sexual ha-
rassment, this song requires delicate han-
dling.?! Just as English teachers discuss
the problematic term nigger when teach-
ing Huckleberry Finn, so should music
teachers discuss problematic gender rela-
tions in song texts.

Besides singing from the male perspec-
tive, choral directors require girls to sing
about male experiences, even in all-
women ensembles. Don Besig’s “Reflec-
tions of a Lad at Sea,” and Nancy Telfer’s
“I'se the Bye” (“I'm the boy who rows the
boat to catch the fish, etc.”) are two selec-
tions performed by women’s choirs. Ask-
ing young women to sing these particular
songs is not necessarily harmful, but calls
into question the severe lack of repertoire
about a diversity of women’s experiences,
the passive or nonexistent roles women
play in most choral texts, and the fact
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ences (how many boychoirs have sung
Thompson’s “A Girl’s Garden™?).

Ron Nelson’s “He’s Gone Away” is a
popular women’s choir selection whose
highly seductive melody detracts atten-
tion from the dubious message in the
text. The chorus is:

He’s gone away for to stay a little
while,

But he’s comin back if he goes ten
thousand miles.

The husband or boyfriend has gone away
(to war perhaps) and left a pining lover
behind. In the first verse, the woman is
left behind asking the following questions:

Oh, who will tie my shoes?

And who will glove my hand?

And who will kiss my ruby lips
when you are gone?

Oh he’s gone, look away over
yandro

doing much for herself. Instead of taking
this opportunity to become independent
and self-sufficient, she decides to rely on
her family:

Oh, its pappy’ll tie my shoes,

And mammy’ll glove my hands.
And you will kiss my ruby lips when
you come back.

Look away, look away over yandro

Directors need to reflect on what girls
learn from singing about themselves as
love objects and pining lovers, while sing-
ing about boys as providers, suitors, he-
roes, saviors.

Occasionally, male composers attempt
to write women-centered music, i. e., mu-
sic that embodies images and social roles
they think women would enjoy perform-
ing. Frequently, this can be problematic
and even offensive. The following example
is an insipid attempt entitled, “Charge
It!” by Jeff Funk (New Directions Choral
Series: Belwin Inc):

Consider the use of department
store shopping bags as inexpensive
props. (J.E.F.)

I’ve got a black belt in shopping!
Life would be so hard if it weren’t
for credit cards.

Shoes and clothes... I got to have
’em all!

Gotta get to a mall where I'm
gonna...

(chorus)

Charge it! Charge it!

Put it on the plastic for now and
worry ’bout it later.

Charge it! Charge it!

When I'm on the hunt for new
clothes,

I gotta cater to my sense of style
and fashion.

Gotta get to a mall ’coz shopping
is my passion.

But I ran outta cash. I hate writing
checks.

I'll simply sign my name by the
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(skip a verse)

#3 The boys depend on us to have
great clothes and look real fi(h)ine.
We can’t let ’em down.

I’m gonna grab my purse, throw on
my coat, and grab the keys to the
car!

The mall ain’t far.
(chorus—with modulation)

In addition to poor financial advice, this
song fosters a shallow, two-dimensional
stereotype of women. The women in this
song are concerned with two things: re-
taining their “black belt” in shopping and
looking attractive for the boys. This is an
offensive, problematic text for teenage
gitls already inundated by media ads sug-
gesting the same stereotypical role.
Composer Roger Bourland has been
successful at writing strong music for
women’s choirs. He chooses texts that do

gy e

sets to music the works of distinctive
women writers or poets. Consider the fol-
lowing text from his Alarcén Madrigals
(Yelton Rhodes Publications), “A Small
but Fateful Victory”:

that summer night my sister said no
never again, never again,

she wasn’t doing the dishes anymore
my mother could only stare maybe
wishing she had said the same thing
to her mother

she too had hated her “wifely”
chores of cooking, cleaning,
cooking, cleaning

always looking after six brothers and
her father

a small thunder shook the kitchen
as we quietly exchanged looks
around the table of five brothers
the impasse broke when my father
put on an apron and started to run
the hot water in the sink

I could almost hear the sweet music
of victory ringing in my sister’s ears

...... ) sevvasen v vassnin
that summer night my sister said

no!

Also consider the text Bourland’s “The
Last Song.” The poem was written by
Bell Hooks, a famous African American
scholar, when she discovered she had
breast cancer:

within our hands we hold the magic
seed

let us eat and drink together our
time will not be long

within our voice we carry the magic
sound

our song of sorrow our dance of
praise

within our hearts we house the
hidden flowers

fragrance of morning dew of
nightfall that we may sleep sound
remembering always this time
together

this time within our hands
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that are rarely present in quality choral
music: a defiant teen and a breast cancer
survivor. It is refreshing to perform music
that breaks the stereotype of women’s lives
centering around having a mate.

In summary, gendered notions of ap-
propriate texts for girls and boys affect
and limit directors’ repertoire selections.
The majority of choral repertoire is about
male experiences and written from the
male perspective—even women’s choirs’

girls will comply with any repertoire
choice (see Appendix A for examples of
the extent of these expectations). One has
to wonder how long boys would tolerate
singing songs primarily about girls and
songs written from the female perspec-
tive. Just as textbook companies have re-
thought the presentation (or lack thereof)
of women in history, literature, social stud-
ies, and science, choral directors and mu-
sic publishers need to respond to the same
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