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Professional vocalist’s survival guide for singing popular music in the 21st Cent. 

How you should sing is dependent on many variables (but always in a relaxed natural way). 

Bad technique will only get you so far and you will have to take a lot of time off between 
engagements to let the vocal apparatus recover if you abuse it. To help you sing well in any style 
with longevity, health and a great sound, I’ve written some pointers below that have helped me do 
exactly that. I employ what many refer to as ‘the mix’, a blend of chest and head voices. 

10 Important points 

1. Get a professional, qualified vocal teacher who has had a long, healthy and successful 
history of experience, preferably in various styles of music, but typically a teacher who specialises, 
or at least can offer you advise, in the style that you as a student wish to sing. 
 
2. Breathing must be from the diaphragm and allow the body to fill the lungs fully, although a 
huge breath is not always needed and contrary to popular belief high notes don’t require extreme 
amounts of air, in fact they require less than low notes. Shoulders rising are a telltale sign that the 
chest is being used and thus the breath is only a shallow one and not suited to the respiration 
required to sing well, especially if you intend to belt, which many singers do, thus breathing has 
traditionally been valued highly as the most important factor to good singing. 
 
3. Singing too high, typically in your chest voice, (or pulling up) can cause strain and 
permanent damage. 
 
4. Relaxed singing is the key - but with good, relatively natural, yet practiced technique 
 
5. When you sing you resonate sound in your head. Some resonation is dull and some can be 
unclear to the listener, conversely overly nasal tone can be unpleasant. (Recording your voice is the 
best way to tell if your tone is pleasant and effectively resonant). Generally your singing voice 
should be the same in resonance as your speaking voice and if not interfered with will be the direct 
result of your body’s natural ability to resonate. 
 
6. Know and understand what approach to singing will be best suited to the circumstances in 
which you will find yourself employed as a singer. (Will your current head voice blend and be 
heard as clearly in a given ensemble as your chest voice and furthermore will the transition be 
smooth E.g. Will you use a microphone, will there be a loud band accompanying you and if so will 
the PA be adequate for you to be heard clearly over the ensemble?) Refer to point 5 – can your tone 
help you to be heard by resonating certain frequencies or overtones more loudly without causing 
you vocal strain or creating an undesirable tone? Singers need to understand the difference between 
head voice blending with chest voice vs. that of falsetto and chest. 

 

 

7. Know you range & registers when choosing songs and the keys in which to sing them 
Falsetto:  A method of voice production for men that is usually not practical at a louder volume 
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and often has a fake sound that is usually not a desirable timbre. It employs partial use of the vocal 
chords and is typically more limited in dynamic variation and tone quality than the modal voice and 
usually reserved for a special effect such as imitating a female’s register rather than a vocal staple. 
The main problem with this vocal production is that is does not blend with the chest voice very 
well. 
 
8. Basically the same mechanism is used in a similar way to produce all vocal sounds, 
however there are some variations dependant of the mode of vocal folds themselves. Mostly it is a 
matter of focusing the mind to direct the body to perceive the production of sound in an alternative 
way that results in very different outcomes such as falsetto. Generally you want to keep voice 
production natural and relaxed to avoid vocal strain. Ironically we mostly need to stay out of the 
way of the body and just let it do what it does naturally. Rarely does a singer have a life time of no 
limits so eventually further understanding and assistance of a great vocal coach is recommended to 
help you counter any habits of interfering mentally with what the body can do naturally. 

 

9. How often do you practice? Do you warm up? A professional will sing everyday unless ill 
and even then I like to vocalise gently with lip trills etc. Try to practice singing in a manner 
proportionate to the usual performance time of a gig. (In other words if you sing in a hotel for 4 x 
40 min sets you will need to train for perhaps a few hrs a day with breaks). You’ll need to work up 
to this the way an endurance runner would slowly build up the distance they run each day so that 
running a marathon is not too dissimilar to their usual routine of running. Generally a good rule of 
thumb is if you perform and don’t sound as good at the start as you do towards the end you’ve 
probably not warmed up adequately. 

 

10. Relaxation and confidence are very important for most things in life, especially when 
performing on an instrument and even more so when the body is the instrument.  

 

An analogy I like to use is comparing a singer to a sports person: 
Lets say a tennis player hits a ball wide they may be susceptible to losing their nerve. A pro will 
not lose form. A bad thing to do would be to tighten your grip on the racket and tense up. Singing 
is the same. You will perform better sometimes than others and you will get sick and strained. In 
the face of this you must not holdback or become stressed, as this will only exacerbate the 
problem by creating tension. You may need to go back to the basics and concentrate on some of 
the above aspects and/or seek advice and assistance from a teacher, speech pathologist or an 
appropriate physician such as an ENT who understands the voice intimately and its use in singing. 
Usually you will need to rely on all of these as well as your own good sensibilities.   
 
As an overview I define singing as sustained speech. This requires the same posture as speech, 
however in singing you will need to pay typically more attention to maintaining a balance of air 
and muscle. Mouth shape when forming the vowels is paramount when singing. This formant 
tends to affect the positioning of the larynx which if done incorrectly can cause a singer to become 
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fatigued very easily so the larynx should maintain a predominately relaxed and somewhat neutral 
position. 
      
Good luck, stay confident and healthy and always keep singing well and learning. Mostly share 
your singing and enjoy your voice. 
 
Links: 
http://www.classicalworks.com/html/glossary.html 


