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Abstract

The ensemble structure within a choral program can influence singers’ musical identities, motiva-
tion, and self-worth. The hierarchical organization of a choral program can also influence students’
experiences in choir. For example, students in treble choirs may develop musical skills, self-confidence,
interpersonal skills, and group cohesion. However, traditional choral structures that position mixed
choirs as the top-level ensemble can also diminish the importance of treble choir experiences. Due
to a lack of top-level treble choirs in U.S. high schools, research on singers’ experiences in these en-
sembles remains limited. Therefore, the purpose of this case study was to examine the experiences of
an Advanced Treble Choir, Vivace, through the lens of Situated Expectancy-Value Theory (SEVT). We
examined the experiences of twenty-four student participants using multiple data sources, including
focus groups, twenty-four individual interviews, and fourteen weeks of researchers’ observation notes.
Using the SEVT framework, we report on singers’ perceptions of Vivace’s attainment value, intrin-
sic value, and cost of participation. An additional salient theme—Vivace in relation to mixed-voice
choirs—emerged outside of the SEVT framework. Based on these findings, conductors might consid-
er the musical and social needs of their singers when designing ensemble structures and hierarchies
within their choral programs to maximize benefits for singers.
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A Case Study of Herriman High School’s
Advanced Treble Choir, Vivace

Sopranos and altos significantly outnumber tenors and basses in high school choral pro-
grams in the United States (Elpus & Abril, 2019), a trend that has remained mostly unchanged
for the last 30 years (Stewart, 1991). To address this imbalance, directors might place begin-
ning singers in like-voiced choirs (i.e., soprano/alto and tenor/bass) and advanced students
in mixed-voice choirs. However, researchers have suggested that tiered choral structures with
high-stakes auditions into a top mixed choir may not serve treble singers’ best interests (Abril,
2007; Koza, 1993; Major, 2017; Major & Parker, 2023; Palkki, 2015; Parker, 2018; Pope,
2015; Rubinstein, 2020). For example, these structures can create a culture where students
view mixed choirs as superior to treble choirs (Major & Dakon, 2016; Parker, 2018). In addi-
tion, Adams (2022) found that sopranos and altos reported an anticipated loss of self-worth
at twice the rate as tenors and basses when not selected for the top mixed-voice choir. In oth-
er words, a structural model that places the mixed choir as the elite ensemble may exclude
qualified sopranos and altos, require the director to accept unqualified tenors and basses,
and/or create classroom environments in which sopranos and altos are undervalued. The
ensemble structure of a choral program can influence singers’ musical identities, motivation,
and self-worth, and should be carefully considered.

Aside from the challenges associated with tiered choral structures, placing students in like-
voice choirs offers benefits. For example, grouping singers by voice type can support changes
that occur during adolescence (Cooksey, 1977; Gackle, 2014). During this period, students
experience persistent and audible changes in vocal production, such as a husky tone and
temporary loss of certain notes (Abitbol, 2019; Cooksey, 1977; Kennedy, 2002, 2004; Lee
et al., 1999). In addition, adolescents have reported feelings of discomfort and humiliation
during the voice change (Kennedy, 2004; Mercado & Draut, 2024; Sweet, 2018; Sweet &
Parker, 2019). Separating choirs into soprano/alto and tenor/bass voices, especially during
adolescence, may help directors provide nuanced instructions that are specific to singers’
physical and emotional needs.

Researchers have also found that participation in treble choirs can foster singers’ musical
development (Bartolome, 2013; Major & Dakon, 2016; Mercado & Draut, 2024; Parker,
2018), promote a sense of belonging (Parker, 2018; Southcott & Joseph, 2015), and result in
higher perceived singing ability compared to participation in mixed-voice ensembles (Ad-
ams, 2022). For example, singers have reported that treble choirs can promote friendships
and combat social isolation (Bartolome, 2013; Southcott & Joseph, 2015). Further, Adams
(2022) noted that singers in treble choirs reported a higher growth mindset than singers in
tenor-bass choirs. Despite these benefits, singers in both mid- and top-level collegiate ensem-
bles within tiered choral programs expressed aversion towards participation in like-voiced
choirs (Dakon & Major, 2017; Major & Dakon, 2016).

These benefits and challenges parallel findings in general education, although researchers
have framed the outcomes in terms of gender identity rather than voice type. For example,
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researchers have reported that female-identifying students performed better academically in
female-identifying classrooms than in classrooms where students identified across genders
(Cherney & Campbell, 2011; Smith & Andersen, 2022; Tully & Jacobs, 2010). Compared
to classrooms where students identify across genders, student success in female-identifying
classrooms may be attributed to increased competition (Laury et al., 2019), fewer behavioral
problems (Lavy & Schlosser, 2011), higher self-esteem (Cherney & Campbell, 2011), and a
sense of comfort stemming from long-term socialization in gendered peer groups (Martin et
al., 2014). However, Martin et al. also problematized these findings, suggesting that students
in same-gender identity learning environments may have fewer opportunities to interact with
individuals who 1dentify across genders. Therefore, the perceived benefits of same-gender
identity learning environments—such as positive behavior, academic achievement, and high
self-esteem—may reflect long-standing social conditioning rather than the effects of one ex-
perience in a same-gender identity classroom.

Theoretical Framework: Situated Expectancy-Value Theory

In the research literature on treble choirs, scholars have examined singers’ perceptions of
musical skills, self-confidence/self-worth, interpersonal skills, group cohesion, and choral hi-
erarchies (Adams, 2022; Bartolome, 2013; Major, 2017; Major & Parker, 2023; Parker, 2018;
Southcott & Joseph, 2015; Sweet & Parker, 2019). These reported benefits and challeng-
es reflect tenets of Expectancy-Value Theory, which researchers have used to explore how
students choose tasks based on enjoyment (value) and perceived competence (expectancy)
(Eccles & Wigtield, 2002). Eccles (1984) developed this theory to examine how male- and
female-1dentifying students’ beliefs about their mathematical abilities influenced curricular
choices. To further examine student motivation in schools, Wigfield and Eccles (2020) mod-
ified the theory to Situated Expectancy-Value Theory (SEVT) for performance-based activ-
ities. SEV'T consists of four parts: (a) intrinsic value (i.e., enjoyment), (b) attainment value
(1.e., personal importance), (c) utility value (i.e., usefulness), and (d) perceived cost (i.e., sacri-
fice). Using this framework, music education researchers have studied students’ motivation to
compose with technology (Chen, 2019), learn an instrument (McPherson, 2001), and study
music (Juvonen, 201 1; Kingsford-Smith & Evans, 2019; Mota, 1999). The SEVT model pro-
vides a unique lens to examine treble choir participation, particularly, singers’ perceptions of
enjoyment, usefulness, success, and perceived cost of participation, which may influence how
directors choose to structure their choral programs.

Research Questions and Purpose Statement

The purpose of this case study was to examine the experiences of an Advanced Treble
Chotr, Vivace, through the lens of Situated Expectancy-Value Theory (SEVT). The follow-
ing research questions guided our study: (a) How do the participants describe enjoyable and
unenjoyable experiences in Vivace? (b) How do the participants define success and failure in
Vivace? (c) How do participants perceive the usefulness of Vivace? (d) How do participants
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describe the perceived cost of participation in Vivace?

Method

Researchers have primarily examined treble choirs at the beginning or intermediate lev-
els, perhaps due to the scarcity of advanced treble choirs in the U.S. There is a dearth of
research on high school singers’ experiences in a treble choir positioned as a top-level en-
semble within a tiered choral program. Therefore, we chose to examine Vivace because it
is positioned as one of the top ensembles at Herriman High School in Utah. We conducted
an intrinsic case study to understand the participants’ experiences and bounded Vivace as
our case (Barrett, 2014; Stake, 2005). The specific boundaries were as follows: (a) time: one
semester; (b) place: Vivace rehearsal and performance spaces; (c) participants: students en-
rolled in Vivace during the semester of data collection; (d) data: observations, interviews,
and focus groups; and (e) theoretical lens: SEV'T. We purposefully chose these boundaries to
align with our research questions and method. Herriman is an urban public high school in
Herriman, UT that enrolls approximately 2,800 students in 10th—12th grade (see Table 1).
At the time of this study, Herriman High School’s student population was 84% White, with
11% of students eligible for free and reduced lunch. Vivace’s student demographics were
95% White, with 4% of participants eligible for free and reduced lunch.

Table 1
Demographics of Herriman High School and Vivace

Name Enrollment Graduation  Free/Reduced Ethnic
Rate Lunch Distribution
Herriman High School 2,800 inthe  94% 11% 84% White
’]0th_‘|2th . .
10% Hispanic
grade

1% Asian or Pacific Islander

1% Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander

1% Black or African American

3% Two or more races

Vivace 24 100% 5% 95% White
1% Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander

Positionality

Andrew 1s the director of Vivace, and his role as a co-researcher allowed us to examine the
participants’ experiences within the context of the community and choral program (Kinch-
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eloe, 2012; Patton, 2015). Involving teachers in design, data collection, and analysis positions
“teachers as researchers rather than researched teachers” (O’Mara & Gutierrez, 2010, p. 45)
to provide a “nuanced and complete set of data” (p. 52). Andrew’s engagement strengthened
our understanding of the complex phenomena. Emily’s involvement included developing
the research design, the IRB process, recruitment, data collection, analysis, and final write-
up. Andrew’s involvement included assisting with the research design, data collection, analy-
sis, and assisting with the final write-up.

To avoid coercion, Andrew did not participate in recruitment efforts, and we made it clear
to students that participation was not tied to their grade. In addition, only Emily conduct-
ed the individual interviews and then de-identified the transcripts for Andrew to analyze.
We de-identified the interview transcripts to determine if Andrew’s role as their teacher
influenced the participants’ responses, and we communicated this process to the partici-
pants. Our intent was to minimize pressure to provide what they might perceive as desirable
responses, and in our analysis, we found consistent themes across data sources. Finally, we
both completed observation notes during and after each rehearsal; however, Andrew led
the rehearsals, therefore, his observations were post-hoc. In the following paragraphs, we
describe how our position as researchers and teachers contributed to our understanding and
interpretation of the case.

Emily

At the time of this study, I was in my fourth year as a university professor, where I con-
ducted a non-auditioned treble choir. As a high school teacher, I conducted beginner and
advanced treble choirs for nine years. When I began teaching in high school, the advanced
treble choir was the top ensemble in the program. I adopted the previous teacher’s policy,
which required students to enroll in two choral ensembles to participate in the advanced tre-
ble choir. However, when the school moved from an eight-period to a seven-period schedule,
I was forced to drop this requirement. I merged both treble choirs into one and positioned
the mixed choir as the top ensemble. I perceived that my choral program had never fully
recovered from this structural change.

Andrew

At the time of this study, I was in my fifth year at Herriman and had six years’ experience
teaching choirs in public schools. I had little experience working with treble choirs before
starting my position; however, I applied for the job because I witnessed a stunning perfor-
mance by Vivace at a state music conference. I program repertoire for Vivace before other
choirs and prioritize my work to help them succeed. Although Vivace sings challenging rep-
ertoire and receives high ratings at festivals, I work to create equal opportunities for all choirs
in my program, including the advanced tenor-bass choir and the advanced mixed choirs I
conduct.
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Data Collection and Analysis

Data included individual interviews, focus groups, and researcher observation notes across
14 weeks. Upon invitation, 24 of 25 Vivace members volunteered to participate in the study
(see Table 2 on the next page). We received Institutional Review Board approval and collect-
ed participant assent and guardian permission forms. The participants and guardians agreed
to the use of Vivace and Herriman; however, we replaced the names of the individual par-
ticipants with pseudonyms.

We began with a full group meeting at the end of a 3-day choir retreat with all 24 partici-
pants that lasted for 46 minutes. We asked participants to share their expectations for Vivace
that year. During week four, we conducted three focus groups. Each focus group consisted of
seven to nine participants and lasted between 24 and 28 minutes. We scheduled the groups
based on their availability (two during lunch breaks and one after school). We asked partici-
pants to describe the social and musical experiences that occurred within Vivace.

During week eight, Emily conducted 24 individual interviews that lasted between 20 and
40 minutes each and occurred in a music practice room at Herriman. Emily led participants
through a series of open-ended questions regarding the perceived usefulness and cost of
Vivace. At this point, Emily transcribed the data, and sent the focus group and de-identified
interview transcripts plus the combined observation notes to Andrew. We separately coded
the data using values coding to examine the “interpersonal participant experiences and ac-
tions” (Saldana, 2021, p. 132). During this cycle, we examined what the participants valued
in the choir (i.e., musical and social experiences), how they described their experiences in
the choir (i.e., choir is fun, stressful, challenging, and cliquey), and their attitudes toward the
choir (1.e., bad attitude, excited to sing, relaxed, and social pressure).

During week fourteen, we conducted the second set of focus groups and split the partici-
pants into two groups based on their assigned lunch periods. We printed a list of emerging
themes, and these focus groups also served as member checks. For example, we discussed
each emerging theme with the participants, and they agreed, disagreed, and/or expanded
on the themes verbally and/or in writing. Then, we organized the data through the SEVT
framework into thematic statements. Finally, we used code weaving to summarize our in-
terpretations of the data through salient themes. To address trustworthiness, we used multi-
ple data sources to validate our findings and the participants engaged in member checking
during the final focus groups. In the following case profile, we offer a description of Vivace

(Geertz, 1973).

Case Profile

Walking through the Herriman hallways toward the choir room feels like a typical sub-
urban U.S. high school in Utah. Students talk with friends, walk alone, engage with their
phones, and a few are yelling and running. This social energy extends into the choir room. As
Vivace students enter the room, some greet each other with hugs and smiles, whereas others

remain reserved or isolated.
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Table 2
Student participants
Pseudonym  Yearsin Gender  Grade  Enrolled Choirs at Herriman High
Choir  Identity
Addison 1 year Woman 1 A Cappella, Vivace
Aiden 3years  Man 12 A Cappella, Camerata, Cantique, Chamber, Opus, Vivace
Amelia 2years  Woman 1 A Cappella, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Amy 2years  Woman 11 A Cappella, Vivace
Aria 3years  Woman 12 A Cappella, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Aurora 3years  Woman 12 A Cappella, Vivace
Ava 3years  Woman 12 A Cappella, Cantique, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Avery 2years  Woman 1 A Cappella, Vivace
Bailey 2years  Woman 1 A Cappella, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Camila 2years  Woman 1 A Cappella, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Cora 2years  Woman 1 A Cappella, Vivace
Gena 2years  Woman 1 Chamber Choir, Vivace
Kari 1 year Woman 1 A Cappella, Vivace
Kennedy Jyears  Woman 12 A Cappella, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Kinsley Jyears  Woman 12 Chamber Choir, Vivace
Kirstin 2years  Woman 11 Chamber Choir, Vivace
Maddie 3years  Woman 12 Chamber Choir, Vivace
Mia 3years  Woman 12 A Cappella, Cantique, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Miriam 3years  Woman 12 A Cappella, Cantique, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Parker 3years  Woman 12 A Cappella, Vivace
Sadie 2years  Woman 12 Chamber Choir, Vivace
Skylar Jyears  Woman 12 A Cappella, Cantique, Chamber Choir, Vivace
Sophia 2years  Woman 1 A Cappella, Vivace
Taylor 2years  Woman 12 A Cappella, Chamber Choir, Vivace
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Vivace rehearsals begin promptly at 9:05 a.m. Andrew leads exercises on focus, breath
support, alignment, blend, tone, intonation, and range extension. Participants demonstrate
advanced vocal techniques and musical independence. They perform advanced repertoire
compared to most treble choirs in Utah. For example, they sing four- to eight-part divisi
music with extended vocal ranges, advanced polyphony, and chromatic harmonies. A sense
of ownership, accomplishment, and dedication is evident throughout rehearsals. During
rehearsals, the participants express frustration when mistakes occur, respond with smiles to
beautiful phrases, and react with eye rolls and occasional resistance when corrected.

After rehearsals, participants describe feeling tired, fulfilled, frustrated, and motivated.
Vivace 1s a top-level choral ensemble comprised of advanced 11th and 12th grade treble
singers. Although the ensemble functions like other advanced high school choirs in terms
of rigor, it differs in its exclusive treble voicing, which may shape the participants’ musical
and social experiences. In the following section, we frame the experiences of Vivace through
SEV'T to illuminate how participants’ perceptions of value and cost intersect in an advanced
treble choir.

Findings and Discussion

We identified salient themes in the data through the lens of SEVT and organized them
according to perceived attainment value, perceived intrinsic value, and perceived costs asso-
ciated with singing in Vivace. Perceived utility value did not emerge as a salient theme in the
data set. Without prompting from us, participants frequently compared their experiences in
Vivace to those in mixed-voice choirs. Although outside the SEV'T framework, we included
this salient theme.

Perceived Attainment Value

Aligning with SEVT] perceived competence and attainment value can motivate music
participation (Juvonen, 2011). For example, if an activity has a high attainment value, an
individual might feel proud of their effort when they accomplish a difficult task. The partic-
ipants described Vivace rehearsals as “stressful” (Mia, focus group lc), but “helpful” (Mia,
interview) because “it makes us want to do better” (Addison, focus group 2a), and “if you
don’t push yourself, you don’t improve” (Amy, interview). Further, Amelia perceived that
participating in Vivace motivated her as follows:

It’s really beneficial for us as teenagers to be pushed because that’s how it is in the
real world...if I'm like, working a job, driving, doing all these responsibilities...I can
kind of be treated more like an adult. I don’t need to be an entire adult...but like,
somewhat...so it’s really nice...that extra little shove to be able to get everything done.
(interview)

Researchers have found that music students value challenging repertoire and ensemble
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experiences that advance their musicianship (Adderley et al., 2003; Bartolome, 2013; Major
& Dakon, 2016). In this study, the participants demonstrated motivation to practice music
outside of class. For instance, Avery stated, “It makes [me] feel proud...makes me wanna
work harder for that feeling” (focus group lc). Similarly, Aria stated that Vivace “helps me
as a musician...to sound good, and I want...the whole choir to succeed” (interview). The
participants described how their work in and out of class led to successful musical experi-
ences and a sense of accomplishment, which aligns with previous research on treble choirs
(Bartolome, 2013; Major & Dakon, 2016; Mercado & Draut, 2024; Parker, 2018; Southcott
& Joseph, 2015). These findings reflect the high attainment value of advanced treble choirs,
which may create unique spaces to strengthen singers’ musicianship.

The participants perceived that singing in Vivace developed their vocal technique. We
observed advanced sight-singing skills, which allowed Andrew and the participants time to
focus on vocal skills. For instance, Kennedy explained, “[we] learn the part, and then we
can skip to technique...and get to like the little details, so we [can] be the best that we can
be” (focus group la). The participants also described how they persisted through challeng-
es in Vivace. For instance, Sadie remarked, “I take criticism or constructive feedback and
then work on it...I used to take things so personally...but [Vivace] makes you learn how
to spin things really positively, really fast” (focus group 2b). Likewise, Gena explained, “I’'ve
learned to take criticism a lot better...I see the positive in everybody’s comments...because
it is coming from a good place” (focus group 2b). Challenging experiences can encourage
“accountability, risk taking, and leadership” (Parker, 2014, p. 25). Participants perceived that
challenges propelled their musical development, and the positive relationships formed in
Vivace may have fostered resilience.

Participants also discussed the benefits of singing advanced four- to eight-part literature.
In particular, Aiden stated, “I really like the opportunity to sing high in falsetto...I don’t get
to do that as much in a tenor-bass choir...I've expanded my range a lot” (group meeting).
Additionally, Taylor shared, “I sit right next to someone who can sing tenor, like she’s super
talented at singing low...we can do so much more with those low voices” (interview). The
participants reported that the focused treble environment allowed them to improve their vo-
cal technique and range, aligning with previous research on treble choirs (Bartolome, 2013;
Mercado & Draut, 2024; Parker, 2018; Southcott & Joseph, 2015). For example, Parker (2018)
described that “when choral teachers expected and consistently worked on the highest levels
of music-making with the choir, participants broadened their personal musicianship and lis-
tening practices, engaging more expressively in their lives as a whole” (p. 453). In this study,
the participants reported that high expectations and perceived challenges propelled their
musical development. These findings may reflect an advantage of working solely with sopra-
no and alto voices, affording the director the time to provide nuanced feedback. Therefore,
advanced treble ensembles that perform challenging repertoire may create unique spaces for

members to develop their musicianship.
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Perceived Intrinsic Value

Researchers have found that students may enroll in music ensembles to develop friend-
ships (Adderley et al., 2003; Major & Dakon, 2016). In this study, positive social experiences
manifested as intrinsic value. Some participants shared positive experiences in Vivace that
stemmed from a sense of belonging, such as in the following conversation:

Miriam: These are my people...the one place that I'm always safe, we’re always going
to do well...It’s just like another home...

Aiden: This is a safe space...the choir is close to each other...

Gena: When I'm here, I can just like let my freak flag fly...I love choir so much; it just
makes me so happy to be here. (focus group 1b)

Similarly, Amelia shared, “Anytime I'm coming into the choir room, I'm like, okay, this is
my safe space... If I screw up, it’s fine, everybody does, and if T kill it, then everybody around
me is like, ‘you killed 1t!”” When discussing their positive relationships with one another, Ken-
nedy shared, “The music is what brings us together...you come to sing and then you stay
because of the relationships you make” (interview). In our observations, we noted that the
participants greeted each other with hugs, cheers, and smiles. For instance, Amelia elaborat-
ed on interactions with other members and said, “When I come into Vivace...Mia gives me
a hug, and so I’'m immediately like...now I can relax, this is nice, I'm with the people that I
know and love the most.” Other participants described “a sense of companionship” (Kinsley,
interview), “because it’s, like, [a] group of girls” (Kari, interview), and they “feel more com-
fortable around just women” (Avery, interview). Some participants perceived that singing in
Vivace facilitated friendships and inclusion into a peer group.

In music classes, peer groups can bridge social gaps, encourage belonging, and promote
empowerment (Parker, 2018; Rawlings & Young, 2021). Specifically, treble choirs can pro-
vide positive social experiences (Bartolome, 2013; Major & Dakon, 2016; Southcott & Jo-
seph, 2015) and “fortify emerging social identities” (Parker, 2018, p. 454). In addition, in-
trinsic value may be especially important for select choirs, as McPherson (2001) reported
advanced students more often cited intrinsic motivators when learning to play an instrument
than beginning students. In this study, participants overwhelmingly reported positive social
experiences as a perceived intrinsic value of Vivace.

Perceived Cost

In SEVT, cost 1s what individuals perceive they endure to participate in and/or succeed at
a task. Two salient themes emerged as perceived costs of participation in Vivace—pressure
and social isolation. For instance, Gena explained, “It’s a lot of pressure...choir in general is
not the only thing I have going on in my life” (interview). Pressure stemmed from multiple
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sources. For instance, Kennedy remarked, “We get critiqued by our own peers and teacher,
and then we go to a competition and get critiqued by judges” (focus group 2b). For a few
participants, the perceived cost stemmed from internal pressure, and Kennedy noted she did
not want to be “the weak link” (interview). Gena also stated, “It’s, like, an internal doubt and
fear because I personally hate screwing up...if I'm not good at what I'm doing, I feel really
bad about myself...I love the high pressure, but some days it’s...a lot for me to handle” (focus
group 2b). Likewise, Mia shared, “[you] like, compare yourself to the person sitting next to
you and the one across the room...and then everybody kind of just gets scared” (focus group
2a). In Vivace, pressure from multiple sources to succeed came at a perceived cost.

In schools where most students identify as female, there exists higher levels of competition
between students than in schools where most students identify across genders (Cherney &
Campbell, 2011; Laury et al., 2019). In music classrooms, students can experience anxiety
when placed in highly selective ensembles (Abril, 2007); and ensemble placement can neg-
atively impact soprano and alto singers’ self-concepts at twice the rate of tenor and bass
singers (Adams, 2022). Therefore, appropriately balancing task difficulty may be crucial for
treble choir directors to consider as they work with students who experience varying degrees
of perceived competence.

Participants also explained that social cliques existed within Vivace, which they described
as 1solating. For example, Bailey shared, “There’s definitely a handful of us that are...left
out...they have their cliques and stuff...I try to like join in...but it’s kind of awkward. I'm
like, I'm just gonna chill in the corner...such a vibe.” Descriptions of isolation varied be-
tween participants, and Kinsley explained that Vivace 1s, “inclusive but it’s also exclusive...
we have these little cliques in Vivace, and I don’t think that’s intentional, but they still exist.
At the same time, everyone is willing to help each other out...we just have this weird balance”
(focus group 2a). Addison attributed feelings of social isolation to the age gap and stated,
“There are a lot of seniors that I like, but I feel like they think I'm too young or something
because they have these groups that they’ve been in for so long” (interview). Although treble
ensembles can encourage responsibility (Parker, 2014), high levels of competition and pres-
sure coupled with fear of failure and social 1solation in treble ensembles may present unique
challenges for directors.

Outside the SEVT Framework: Vivace in Relation to Mixed-voice Choirs

We did not set out to examine the participants’ perceptions of Vivace versus mixed-voice
choirs. However, participation in Vivace requires students to sing in another choral group
at Herriman, and all participants sang in the intermediate and/or advanced mixed-voice
ensembles. Therefore, unprompted, the participants compared these experiences, and we
included this salient theme in our findings.

Participants perceived a faster pace in Vivace than mixed-voice choir rehearsals. Kennedy
explained, “the men slow us down” (group meeting). In response, Aiden stated,
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Oh, no, big facts. There’s no doubt...it takes so much longer for the guys to get some
of the basic stuff down. I like singing with the girls more than with the guys. I like
moving quickly, and I like being able to pick up on parts quickly.

In her interview, Ava stated, “I just feel like, the men kind of hold us back sometimes and
they don’t put in as much effort as some of the women do” (interview). Participants reported
that the perceived slow pace in mixed-voice choirs stemmed from the presence of tenor and
bass voices. In addition, participants perceived that Vivace promoted higher levels of musi-
cianship than mixed-voice choirs, aligning with Parker (2018) and Adams (2022). However,
these findings may be more reflective of long-standing choral traditions rather than stereo-
typical gendered traits. For example, adolescent tenors and basses experience voice change
in ways that are developmentally distinct from sopranos and altos (Cooksey, 1977; Gackle,
2014). In addition, Palkki (2015) discussed the “constraining social prescriptions regarding
gender and sexuality” that tenors and basses can experience (p. 26). Therefore, comments
such as, “it takes the guys so much longer” could reflect cultural and structural dimensions
of choir rather than the musical abilities or dispositions of tenor and bass singers.

Some participants described that “the environment is much more relaxed” in Vivace than
in mixed-voice choirs (Avery, interview). For instance, Camila explained, “In Vivace, it kinda
feels like...walking along a beach. It’s nice and quiet, and you just hear the waves. But in
Chamber, it kinda feels like you’re in a bounce house like...oh my goodness, there’s so many
things happening” (interview). However, some participants indicated that Vivace’s environ-
ment lacked excitement and spontaneity, when compared to mixed-voice choirs. Kennedy
shared, “The guys lighten up the mood” (focus group 2a). Some participants suggested that
they enjoyed singing with tenors and basses and would choose mixed choir over Vivace,
which aligns with Major and Dakon (2016) and Parker (2018), who found that some singers
perceived treble choirs as less valuable than mixed-voice choirs. For example, Parker (2018)
noted that participants viewed “women’s choirs as another step toward the top-tier ensemble
and not an end goal” (p. 456). Although students can excel academically in classrooms with
mostly female-identifying students (Cherney & Campbell, 2011; Tully & Jacobs, 2010), and
treble singers have reported higher perceived singing ability than singers in tenor-bass or
mixed-voice ensembles (Adams, 2022), prolonged engagement in single-gender identifying
peer groups may limit students’ ability to collaborate with peers of different gender identities
(Martin et al., 2014). Therefore, singers can gain valuable experiences in both mixed-voice
choirs and treble choirs. For some, participating in treble choirs may provide the ideal envi-
ronment for focused learning and social connection, particularly for those who have previ-
ously experienced positive gendered socialization.

Implications

Within the SEVT framework, participants perceived that, while singing in Vivace, they
developed musicianship and identified challenges as a catalyst for success—attainment value,
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and they described feelings of belonging—intrinsic value. However, participation in Vivace
also came at perceived cost—specifically pressure to succeed and social isolation. In addition,
although participants acknowledged benefits of Vivace, some still expressed a preference for
mixed-voice choirs.

Perceived utility value refers to how individuals view learning experiences as useful in ar-
eas outside the present context, in this case, Vivace (Mota, 1999; Wigfield & Eccles, 2020).
We did not include utility value as a salient theme in our findings because broad goals and fu-
ture-focused evidence (such as resume building, career preparation, and college admissions)
was limited in our data set. To avoid leading questions and speculations, we did not specifi-
cally ask the participants how Vivace may have contributed to their future goals, but perhaps
a revision of the interview protocol would have elicited data on utility value. However, the
absence of utility is also interesting. Participants overwhelmingly discussed value and cost in
terms of musical and social experiences rather than an activity tied to their future goals.

Vivace is a top-level treble choir, which is unique for high school choirs in Utah. Despite
the perceived value of Vivace, some participants viewed singing in mixed-voice choirs as
more elite than treble choirs. Researchers have found that students perceive treble choirs
as inferior to mixed-voice choirs (Parker, 2018; Wilson, 2012) and have questioned tiered
choral structures in which mixed-voice choirs are positioned as the top ensemble (Koza,
1993; Palkki, 2015; Parker, 2018; Pope, 2015; Rubinstein, 2020). For example, Koza (1993)
suggested that “an absence of males is only a problem if mixed ensemble music 1s considered
the most legitimate” (p. 227). Similarly, Pope (2015) problematized treble choirs that serve
as a “dumping ground...for females who did not make it into the premier SATB ensemble”
(p- 59). In this study, participants reported Vivace was more efficient and more challenging
in terms of musical development than mixed-voice choirs. However, participants also in-
dicated that they preferred singing in mixed-voice choirs, citing unique social experiences
and lighthearted atmospheres as benefits. Assigning value to choral experiences based on
ensemble structures and hierarchies can conflict with a program’s actual value and perceived
value. The participants did not experience Vivace in isolation; instead, they compared the
pace, rigor, and social dynamics to mixed-voice choirs. Therefore, students’ experiences in
choral ensembles appear to be relational. Directors should carefully consider how they label
ensembles, audition singers, and design rehearsal and performance experiences within their
choral ensembles.

Researchers have reported that choral programs with mixed choirs as the top ensemble
can come at a cost for soprano and alto singers (Koza, 1993; Palkki, 2015; Parker, 2018;
Rubinstein, 2020). However, we found that singers in Vivace also experienced costs associ-
ated with participation. Perhaps the costs of participation are more associated with choral
hierarchies than voicing. For instance, when removing auditions from a high school choral
program, Major and Parker (2023) described that singers have experienced “positive social
identity...and unique opportunities for leadership” (p. 55). Singers likely experience value
and cost when participating in any ensemble, but if’ a choral program has a large majority
of soprano and alto singers, an auditioned mixed choir positioned as the top ensemble may
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come at a greater cost to sopranos and altos than to tenors and basses. Finally, Demorest et
al. (2017) conducted a predictive correlational study and examined future predictors related
to music participation in school. They included perceived costs in the survey, but it did not
emerge as a strong predictor. Music self-concept, peer influence, and family musical experi-
ences were strong predictors of participation in school music. When considering value and
cost, these findings point to the need for choral directors to examine if and how ensemble
hierarchies and voicings serve their students’ musical and social needs.

Limitations and Future Research

Music programs in the U.S. already enroll a disproportionate percentage of students from
high socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds (Elpus & Abril, 2019), and Vivace exceeds the
national average with 4% of participants eligible for free and reduced lunch. In addition,
participation depends on Vivace members enrolling in another choir at Herriman High, and
most participants demonstrated advanced sight-singing skills. The participants’ high SES
backgrounds, sustained exposure to vocal training, and advanced sight-reading skills likely
contributed to their perceived success in Vivace.

Participants in this study identified their gender as woman or man; none identified as
transgender or nonbinary. Therefore, we cannot speak to the experiences of transgender or
nonbinary singers. Researchers have suggested that choral programs organized by voicing or
gender can create challenges for transgender and nonbinary singers (Carlson, 2025; Palkki,
2017; 2020). In a review of the literature on this topic, Carlson (2025) suggested that choral
directors should consider how voice parts, ensemble names, and required attire can affect
student belonging. Therefore, ensemble structures should ensure support for singers of all
gender identities.

Future researchers might examine transgender and nonbinary singers’ experiences in
tiered choral programs, especially those with like-voiced choirs. We also suggest that future
researchers examine ensemble hierarchy and structure across a variety of choral contexts.
For example, researchers could design a comparative study of like- and mixed-voice choirs
and/or choral programs with and without hierarchies to examine these issues in greater
depth. In addition, researchers might engage in longitudinal research to determine the long-
term effects of like-voiced choirs.

The findings from this case study cannot be generalized to all choral programs; howev-
er, transferability might apply to similar choral settings. For example, directors with tiered
ensemble structures might consider how choral hierarchies influence student motivation,
identity development, and the perceived values and costs associated with participation in
advanced ensembles. Directors should consider the musical and social benefits of all choirs
when designing choral programs (Bartolome, 2013; Parker, 2014, 2018; Southcott & Joseph,
2015). Enhancing the value of every ensemble and minimizing perceived costs may foster
student motivation and engagement across all ensembles. However, if a choral program has
a higher ratio of soprano and alto to tenor and bass singers, and the mixed-voice ensemble
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is the premier group, a great deal of musical potential may be left untapped.
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Appendix A
Interview and Focus Group Questions

Full Group Meeting (week one)
* Describe any expectations you have for Vivace this year.
* Describe any concerns you have for Vivace this year.

* What are your personal goals for Vivace this year?

Focus Group One (week four)

* Describe experiences in Vivace that you feel are the most helpful AND the least
helpful to your vocal and musical development, and why.

* Describe experiences in Vivace that you feel are the most helpful AND the least
helpful to your social and/or emotional vocal and musical development, and why.

* During the retreat, several students mentioned that they were nervous that cliques
might form in choir this year. How do you think that is going so far?

* How do you see Vivace fitting into the overall structure of the choir program at

Herriman?
* Describe your favorite memory from Vivace rehearsals and/or performances.

* Describe any experiences in Vivace that may or may not have contributed to a sense
of accomplishment.

* Describe any negative experiences in Vivace.

Semi-Structured Interview Questions (week eight)
* Describe musical contributions that you make to Vivace.
* Describe how you interact with other members of Vivace.
* Describe how you feel about your singing voice during Vivace rehearsals.
* Do you identify with a particular voice part?
* Describe how you express your vocal development needs during rehearsal.

* What is the most important aspect of Vivace? What do you want to remember when
you think back on your time in Vivace?

* How has the experience of being in Vivace affected you? Have you perceived any
changes as a result of the experience?
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* What feelings have been generated by being in Vivace?

* Andrew has programmed music for the year about finding your purpose, your inner
power, and rising up. Describe how you feel about the music’s meaning.

* When you walk into the choir room for a Vivace rehearsal, describe how you feel on
a typical day.

* Describe why Vivace is or is not important to you.

* Pretend I'm a high school student who is on the fence about joining Vivace. If I said,
should I join Vivace? What would you say to me and why?

* Avery-you mentioned that you are less timid this year in Vivace than in other choirs.

Can you explain why?

* Ava-you mentioned that you are “more powerful” since being in choir. Do you mean
vocally, personally, socially?

* Maddie-you mentioned that being in Vivace has helped your “confidence grow” Can

you elaborate on that?

* Miriam-you mentioned that you don’t have a lot of self-esteem, but that choir is a
safe place where you feel like you belong. Can you elaborate on why you think that
1s? What happens in choir that makes it a safe place?

Focus Group Two (week fourteen)

* Some of you mentioned that you try to find a good schoolwork/life balance. Where
does Vivace fall in that schoolwork/life balance?

* Someone said that they feel pressured to look/act/dress a certain way. How does

Vivace play into that?

* Some of you mentioned that you sense pressure from other members in the choir to
learn your music and perform at a high level. Can you elaborate on that?

* For some of you, there existed this idea that the choir program “needs more men”
Do you feel that way? Can you talk to us more about that?

* Please see the attached handout for some of the themes that emerged during previ-
ous focus groups and interviews. Please read through this list and circle anything with
which you agree and cross off anything with which you disagree. I just want to know
your perceptions of these themes, not how you think the whole choir feels. There is
no right or wrong answer. You can choose to write your name on this paper or leave
it blank, and you are not required to turn in this form. On the back of this paper,

please write anything else you want to share with me about Vivace.




