
Vocal Extremes: introduction and initial practice notes.

tutor: Yvonne Morley-Chisholm, Voice Teacher, Vocal coach.

Brief introduction: 

The voice is remarkably robust in a human baby, who instinctively practices the 3 “non- 
negotiables” that I mention below. 
As adults, certainly in a Western culture, we have tended to move away from each of 
them. Our breathing, physical ease and “readiness” is often compromised; we lose the 
natural support that we once had for our voice when we started life as a baby. 

The following exercises need to be practiced daily to acquire the “muscle memory” that will 
enable the work to become easy and adaptable within the expectations and demands of 
character. Motor Learning Theory demonstrates that “little and often” is the way to practice 
any new skill. The repetition creates neurological pathways in the brain and the new skill 
becomes embedded and available. 

The actor of today is expected to be able to scream, shout, play emotionally charged 
scenes on stage, screen and in the studio for radio drama, voice over work, animation and 
computer games. The following exercises are just the fist step in preparation to achieve 
the skills to enable that to happen safely, creatively and credibly.

The following 3 “non-negotiables”, as I call them, all need daily practice. If one of them falls 
short, the result is vocal abuse / damage. 

Further work, beyond this handout, will show how to work them together and into both 
character scene. 

“Bring out the Vocal Warrior in you” 

Lise Olsen

Voice, Text and Stage Combat tutor
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1. THE NON-NEGOTIABLE: BREATH WORK USING ABDOMINAL RELEASE (RECOIL / 
“SPLAT” for breath support)  

o This will help to prevent “abdominal holding” which otherwise weakens the voice through 
lack of appropriate support. It helps to avoid vocal strain and injury when voice is used in 
the extreme. 

Counting Exercise  

Aims:  

• to promote rapid in-breath with abdominal release.  

• to explore different speeds within various length of phrase.  

• to avoid clavicular breathing (lifting shoulders up and pulling abdomen in on inspira-
tion)  

• Try the following different positions as you practice: Semi-supine /On side (arm as 
pillow & knees bent)/ Hands and knees / sitting / standing / walking  

1. “The ascent” with slow and steady pace for: 
1 (breathe), 1,2 (breathe) 1,2,3 (breathe) etc until 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10  

2. “The descent” with a faster pace for:  

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10 (breathe), 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9 (breathe),  

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8, (breathe) etc until 1,2 (breathe), 1  

NB: make sure that a sufficient “ab” release / elastic recoil/ “SPLAT” is there as you 
breathe in through the mouth before speaking again)  

3. Add thought and emotion  

4. Use your script. Note the different lengths of phrase and any moments where fast pace 
and “snatched” breath is needed. Make sure there is “splat” for each breath in and that it is 
taken through the mouth.  

YOUR ADDITIONAL NOTES: 
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2. THE NON-NEGOTIABLE: RETRACTION (Consistently open and stable “throat”)  

o This will help to avoid constriction and “scratching”, which can lead to swelling of the vo-
cal folds (cords) with the ensuing discomfort and perhaps huskiness.  

Giggle exercise 

Aims: 
to stabilise the area directly around the larynx to avoid constriction 
to pull the false vocal folds apart 
to avoid damaging the true vocal folds 

1. Giggle with real commitment  

2. Keep the physical effort but lose the sound  

3. Use hands (as shown in the session) to give a visual image to the brain  

4. Negative practice: thumbs closer together and noisy breathing  

5. Positive practice: thumbs apart and silent breathing  

6. Feel sides of neck for the muscle tone (may take a couple of weeks to develop) 

YOUR ADDITIONAL NOTES: 
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3. THE NON-NEGOTIABLE: BACK ANCHORING (Using latissimus dorsi and other 
muscles in the back)  

o These will help stabilise and strengthen the body to increase physical support and 
subsequently contribute to protecting the voice from injury. It helps to promote vo-
cal stamina. 

“Posturing” exercises  

Aims: 
to tone the back muscles which help to support the voice in heightened work to avoid 
physical collapse and poor physical support 
to add physical support to promote vocal range, stamina and power  

Explore the following different positions to help feel the back muscles “tone” / engage.  

1. sitting / standing for the imaginary “Lat pull down” (pull down on imaginery horizont-
al bar above head)  

2. Peter Pan - standing, bend elbows then straighten arms and simultaneously pull 
back behind to a degree  

3. Ski poles: dig into the “snow” and pull yourself forward (can also be done with a 
partner to practice resistance)  

4. Pushing against a wall - either one or both arms  

5. Pulling against something  

6. Pressing into a surface  

7. Resisting someone (e.g. arms tied behind back)  

YOUR ADDITIONAL NOTES: 
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