This article first appeared in the Winter 1989 issue of Focus on Worship, a former publication of WELS Commission on Worship, James Tiefel, editor.

Trends and resources may change over the years, but the insights of this article are still useful for us today.

So You Direct the Junior Choir!

by Mary J. Prange

The children of today are the church of tomorrow. This is a rather obvious statement and certainly explains why the main goal of any parish’s Christian education program is to teach children to know Jesus as their Savior. An equal concern should be to teach children how to worship that Savior. Since worship and music are so closely joined, it is the responsibility of Christian educators to teach children to use the gift of music in worship and to appreciate its power to edify the body of Christ. One of the ways this is best accomplished is through a children’s choir.

A children’s choir can be any group of children whose specific purpose is to participate in the worship service by singing an anthem, hymn verse, or liturgical sentence. This group may consist of several grades from the parish school, the Sunday School, or a specially chosen group of singers. This article will concern itself mainly with a group called the Junior Choir. While we have included some specific references to the Junior Choir in a parochial school, much of the advice will be beneficial in other situations as well.

This enthusiasm will easily transfer to any sacred piece appropriate for worship if the piece is presented with some energy by the teacher.

The Junior Choir might best consist of children in grades five through eight who volunteer their services. Unless there is a specific reason to limit the number of singers, all students should be permitted to sing provided they cooperate during rehearsals and meet their obligations to be present when scheduled to sing in church. A note explaining the responsibilities of both choir members and their parents should be sent home, signed by the parent and returned to the director. Children who are absent when the choir sings should be required to bring a written excuse. Thus the child will learn to be responsible to the commitment he has made to the organization.

What if only a few children sign up to sing in Junior Choir? If that is the case in a parochial school, the school needs to take a serious look at its overall music program (or lack of it!). No child will volunteer for extra musical activity unless he or she has learned to enjoy singing in the lower grades. This is accomplished by exposing children to a great variety of both sacred and secular music.

Music series are available today in which every song is recorded in such an interesting and enjoyable way that every child will love to sing along. This enthusiasm will easily transfer to any sacred piece appropriate for worship if the piece is presented with some energy by the teacher. It may take several years to develop the Junior Choir in this way, but if the proper groundwork is laid, the younger children will naturally progress to the next step in their musical training.

Another method of recruitment is to plan some special event in which only Junior Choir members are privileged to participate. This may be a skating party, an overnight trip to sing at another church, or presenting a musical play complete with staging and costumes. Sounds like a lot of work? That’s right; it is! But the goal will be accomplished: new members will come into the choir. Once they are there, the director must believe that it is possible to teach them to love any piece of music which is presented with energy and enthusiasm!

The Junior Choir is now ready to go. Its purpose has been defined, and thirty or so energetic pupils sit before the director in eager anticipation. What should be expected of them now? Perhaps the most important requirement at this point is for the director to know what sound he wants to hear. Try to find a recording of a children’s choir that is pleasing and play it for the children. Children learn best by example and are excellent imitators. Thus if they hear a good sound, they are likely to produce a good sound. Here are some additional tips for getting a good sound from children: Insist that singers sit up straight, and teach them to breathe from the bottom of their lungs without raising their shoulders. Look for open mouths with jaws dropped. Eyes should be alert. Encourage singers to get the tone focused correctly by “singing through your eyes:” Don’t allow shouting! When more volume is required, use phrases like “Put more energy into your singing;” or “make a bigger sound;” rather than “sing louder.” It is important that the director not always sing along with the children. Rather listen to the children sing. A tape recorder can also be very useful in this regard.

Choosing music is another important task for the director. This can be a monumental job when one begins to realize how much music is available. Always begin with the text and ask whether it says anything beyond generalities. Is the Gospel message presented? Is the text appropriate for the season of the church year or the Sunday’s lessons? Then look at the music. A hymn sung in unison, especially an unfamiliar hymn which could be learned by the congregation, is a very good place to start. Part‑singing should be attempted only after the group has sung well in unison. Otherwise too much time is spent learning parts and not enough effort is concentrated on singing well. All styles of music should be represented in the choir’s repertoire from plain song chant to the chorale to Christian contemporary. A proper balance is very important. Finally, pitch levels of the song should be considered. Choosing only pieces on the lower end of the children’s range will not help develop the upper ranges.

Directing a children’s choir may not sound like a welcome task, but it is really one of the most important aspects of a congregation’s worship life. If our children don’t learn to love to worship through song, what future is there for singing in the church? May the Lord, who gave to his church the gift of music and is certainly pleased when this gift is used to his glory, bless the efforts of all who accept the challenge of teaching children to worship!
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