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Paper #1:  Personal Narrative 

 Music has always had a major presence in my life.  When I wasn’t even a year old, I was 

singing.  Perhaps, no English words were being sung, but I was singing and making up melodies 

based off of what I heard or just making them up in my head.  It was no question that I loved to 

sing, however, I was extremely shy and would cower away and silence myself once I realized 

someone was listening.  As I got older and began singing out at home more, I was regularly told 

to be quieter.  What my parents didn’t realize, was this was just part of my vocal development 

and I had little to no control over the volume that my voice would reach at times.  Still, besides at 

home, I was shy and was always terrified to sing in front of people.  In fact, I was terrified to do 

much of anything by myself in front of people.  I could interrupt class and make jokes from the 

“crowd”, but if the attention was solely on me from the start, that was a different story.  In many 

ways, I am still that person.   

 When I got to high school, I decided to join choir my sophomore year.  A new choir 

teacher had been hired, and he was so much more approachable than the previous choir director.  

For a shy singer like myself, that was a big plus.  My parents tended to just think I was  shy and 

quiet person who liked to draw, and didn’t pay much or any attention to the musical gift I had, let 

alone encourage me to work at it.  I do believe my voice is a gift, and my purpose lies within it.  

Mr. Rust (my high school choir director), saw this within me too.  It made me feel better, like I 
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wasn’t crazy for thinking what I had was different and special.  On “Back to School Night”, Mr. 

Rust immediately and quite enthusiastically recommended that I take voice lessons to further my 

development and build upon my natural abilities.  I will forever be grateful to this person, 

because without his consistent encouragement and faith in me, I’m not sure if I would be so 

involved in music anymore as I am today.   

 Looking back at my time in high school, I realize just how valuable a great teacher is.  I 

also realize how special music teachers are, since music is such a personal and vulnerable art.  

Being able to just let go and allow yourself to be in the music, rather than just singing notes from 

the page is an ongoing effort, and a skill that can be constantly worked on.   

 I didn’t know how to read music until it was absolutely required to learn in college.  Up 

until that point, I learned everything by ear.  During my first year, I walked into my first test for 

sight singing and rhythmic speaking (singing/speaking a melody or rhythm by just looking at the 

music without seeing it before).  My professor looked right at me after my sad attempts to read 

and utilize a skill that I had never learned, and said that I was incompetent.  Yes, that exact word, 

incompetent.   That killed a part of my spirit, and also caused my confidence in my abilities to 

almost go away completely, as if I wasn’t shy about this enough already.  I refer to my three 

years of college at this university as “my crap years”, where I struggled the entire way through, 

until I got to PSU where people genuinely care.  I tried to keep up with everyone, but no one 

besides maybe two or three professors even cared to try and help me without judging me as if I 

killed kittens for a living, because I couldn’t read music.   

 I transferred to PSU after enduring three trying years at the other college, and this is 

where things really began to change for me.  Faculty was helpful, and shared their tips and tricks 
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to help my skills in reading and sight singing develop, among other helpful advice.  I auditioned 

for the PSU Chamber Choir, and got in on my first try.  Luckily, the sight reading portion of my 

audition was basically a trick, because I was asked to sing a tune, then the sight reading part was 

given to me about five minutes after other parts of my audition, which was the same tune as what 

I was asked to sing at the beginning.  I read the first three notes correctly, then noticed the pattern 

and sang by ear the rest of they way without the director noticing (or maybe he did notice) that I 

was singing from memory, and not actually reading anymore (Yes, I know, very sneaky!).   

 Singing with the PSU Chamber Choir changed my life.  In my second year of being part 

of the group, we toured to Italy for an international choir competition that had been in existence 

for fifty-two years at that point.  It was a big opportunity not only for our group, but in 

representing our country.  A choir from the United States had never won this competition before, 

let alone even been accepted to compete in the competition in nine years before us.  We weren’t 

sure what to expect, besides knowing how incredible these choirs that we were going up against 

were.  I remember looking the different choirs up on YouTube, and slightly freaking out.  We 

thought it would just be a fun experience for us all to just be a part of.   

 At the start of the competition, we came to find that there was a lot of socializing between 

choirs, and everyone was cheering for each other.  Time and time again, we would hear of how 

different we were as Americans compared to how they assumed we would be.  The United States 

are basically big pretentious jerks that are greedy, yet here we were being the exact opposite and 

showing the world the America that we hope we all can be one day.  We discovered new music 

from many various countries that we found to love, and would not have discovered if it were not 

for this competition.  As our tour went on, day by day, we gave our hearts in our performances.  
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We had a connection that we all had never had before, and it apparently, reflected onto the 

audience as well.  It was probably the most vulnerable we all felt as a group at that point, forcing 

us to trust each other more, and connect with each other to become one big unit of other-worldly 

sound.  It was beautiful, and we inspired so many, and were inspired by so many others. 

 By the end of the competition, the awards ceremony commenced, and every other choir 

had been awarded.  When second place was announced, it wasn’t us.  The moment I didn’t hear 

our name, my knees buckled from under me and I fell to the ground.  We had won.  We had won 

the Grand Prix!  The feelings that I felt that were so real in our performances, were also 

recognized by the judges and other choirs.  As we made our way to the stage, we kept hearing a 

roaring, “U-S-A!  U-S-A!”  over and over again.  Many of us turned to smack or shush people in 

our choir from shouting it, but we came to realize it wasn’t anyone in our choir.  It was the 

audience.  It was the other choirs.  It was unreal.  It was that moment that I knew I was in the 

right place, being a part of a group that sets an example of what we want all of America to be one 

day.  I think of the sign that says, “In our America, all people are equal, love wins, black lives 

matter, immigrants and refugees are welcome, disabilities are respected, women are in charge of 

their bodies, people and planet are valued over profit, diversity is celebrated.”  The crowd wasn’t 

chanting for the America that is full of hate and greed, but the America that we represented.  I’ll 

never forget this. 

 Singing with other people is like nothing I have ever experienced.  It encourages team 

building, helps build social and critical thinking skills, and improves mental health.  That is, with 

the right teacher.  Too many times have people been turned off by being in music with an 

instructor that didn't care enough.  I say this, because I believe everyone can sing.  It even says it 
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in books I have been required to read for my Music Education courses.  The percentage of a 

person being actually tone deaf is so small, that it almost doesn’t even exist.  The value of a good 

teacher is more precious than gold.  As if music programs don’t struggle enough to remain in 

existence, one of my professors told me about a principal that tried to get rid of the music 

program in a school.  The back story of this principal, is when they were in school, their music 

teacher told them they had no talent.  Well, maybe not.  However, music is a learned skill that 

takes practice just like any other skill.  If a student is given a math test without any previous 

preparation, are they told they have no talent if they fail?  No!  Students are prepped.  They 

spend weeks and months on material and skill building.  Again, music is a learned skill!   

 I know that I have a natural talent for music, but that also means that I can teach others 

how to learn!  Isn’t that beautiful?  On top of that, learning music from all around the world 

helps students gain a different and more understanding global perspective.  When we understand 

each other, we learn how to coexist with each other, and communication comes more easily.  I 

believe in my skills and abilities to teach music, and believe everyone deserves the opportunity 

to learn.  I’ve heard many people come up to me and try to make jokes about, “Good luck getting 

the kids that don’t want to do it, be in music.”  Ha!  Good one!  They just need a teacher that can 

make it fun and enjoyable.  Music is for everyone, and there are basically endless amounts of 

different styles within cultures, as well as countless variations and evolutions of styles.  I love it 

when people try to nay say, because they just have no idea!  It’s hilarious to me.  “Singing is a 

phenomenon for all ages, times, and cultures, but it begins and is nurtured in childhood. 

Children’s vocal development can be greatly enhanced through training. The teacher who 

understands the physiology and capabilities of the young voice will select an appropriate 
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repertoire and instructional techniques for children from preschool through the elementary 

grades. (Campbell, Patricia Shehan; Scott-Kassner, Carol. Music in Childhood: From Preschool 

through the Elementary Grades (Page 72). Cengage Textbook. Kindle Edition.).” 

 It’s all about planning, doing the research and the work to make singing and enjoying 

singing possible for young people.  It is truly special and more valuable than many realize.  One 

way to get students engaged in their repertoire, is to pick music from the cultures of the students 

in the class.  When they can relate their own personal backgrounds with familiar content in the 

classroom, the connection is stronger.  This also gives students that do not come from the culture 

of where a piece originated from, to understand their classmates.  This creates effective change.  

Staring with understanding the ones directly in front of us is the first step in understanding the 

world around us.   “As music teachers, we are uniquely positioned to do this work. Music is an 

extraordinary medium for social justice. It facilitates personal and communal expression, 

storytelling, reflection, critical thinking, and creativity. Students can glimpse the world through 

music. In employing a social justice pedagogy for music education, we can help them challenge, 

critique, and shape both their world and their music in ways that help them express their ideas 

and tell their stories (Hess, p. 5).” 

 Not every school has music.  This is saddening to me, but I can do something about this!  

Bravo is a nonprofit organization that involves young people in orchestra, where they learn to 

play instruments in a nonjudgemental setting.  They also come to schools so that parents do not 

have to transport their kids from school to yet another location.  This is a great program!  Carlos 

Kalmar, the conductor of the Oregon Symphony, is in great support of this organization and 

believes it helps shape young people into budding musicians.  I have worked with Carlos 
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numerous times as a singer in my choir with the symphony, and he is an extraordinary musician.    

He has given young people opportunities to work with symphony members, and get a taste of 

musician life as professional performers.  I have done searching, and there is no choir foundation 

like this at all.  For one, a choir program like Bravo would be so much cheaper.  Almost free, to 

be honest.  The only costs would be to get music for young people to sing.  This has an easy 

solution.  Choir directors share music all the time, therefore after a piece has been performed by 

a choir, it gets filed away….  or lent out to another choir director to use with their choir at no 

cost.  By gathering information and making connections, getting music for young people to 

perform would be extremely simple. 

 So, this is where I am right now.  I am doing research and making connections at this 

point so that some day, young people will have equal opportunities to participate in choir and 

have a positive and enlightening experience they can hold onto for the rest of their lives.  They 

may even make a career out of it like I have been doing.  My dream for this is to make singing 

together possible for anyone, providing skills and aiding vocal and social development for 

students that may not have the opportunity otherwise.  Every student deserves music and CAN 

make music.  Some may have natural talent, but that just allows more opportunities to grow 

together as a group and help each other along the way.  Isn’t that beautiful? 
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