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SINGING VS. 
SHOUTING: 
 Vocal Advice from an Expert, Part 2 

by Dina Else
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We hear the terms “breath support” and “breath management” 
thrown around a lot.  What’s the difference in these two phrases?  
Breath support refers to the correct breath pressure under the folds. 
Giovanni Lamperti says it this way: “The vocal folds are helpless 
without the power of compressed breath to feed their pulsation. 
Therefore the lungs should never collapse.” 

In Diagnosis and Correction of Vocal Faults, James McKinney 
says it like this: “The breath of a singer is the actuator of the vocal 
instrument. The pressure of the breath against the vocal folds sets 
them in vibration and phonation ensues.” Breath management, on 
the other hand, is the ability to control the rate in which you return to 
a body neutral position toward the end of a longer phrase, the slow 
ascent of the diaphragm if you will.

As we begin our conversation about this facet of singing, let’s 
talk about “diaphragmatic support.” Yes, the diaphragm muscle is 
highly involved in the process of pressurizing and compressing the 
air. Furthermore, the diaphragmatic involvement is necessary to 

achieve proper “breath support.” Let’s be clear about this however; 
the diaphragm is an involuntary muscle, and you do not have control 
of it. It triggers into action as the lungs begin to fill and then, through 
controlling the muscles involved in the breathing process, we can 
control the ascent and involvement of the diaphragmatic muscle. 
This is, of course, safely assuming that the proper descent of the 
diaphragm muscle was achieved during the breath intake. 

Step one in ensuring the continued involvement of the diaphragm 
muscle is to keep the rib cage expanded, with a certain amount 
of buoyancy throughout the phrase. Step two: Do not let the ribs 
collapse as the diaphragm slowly makes its ascent.

A FEW THOUGHTS ON THE ABOVE DIRECTIVES
I’m very careful to monitor my singers as we work on this step. 
Singers tend to take things to the extremes and “hold” the ribs 
out with the muscles locking and tensing, versus keeping the ribs 
out with buoyancy. The quickest way to get your singers to feel 

Welcome back! Now that we’ve ensured the proper body alignment is well 
underway and have established the basics of breath intake, let’s journey 
a step further into the topics of breath support and breath management.  
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the difference is to have them “hold” the ribs out and “lock” their 
muscles in place so they can feel what NOT to do. Then have them 
find that rib expansion associated with movement or buoyancy.  

My favorite tool for working this is an exercise band.  I’m careful 
to use the lightest weight band so that the expanded buoyancy 
is the primary focus. The thicker/heavier the band, the more the 
students will want to engage their “lock and hold” muscles. Using 
the band helps the singers realize that there doesn’t need to be a 
total collapse of the ribs and that it IS possible to keep the ribs lifted 
and buoyant during the sung phrase.  

Here are a few more bits of wisdom from Giovanni Lamperti: 
“Generally, faulty singing is caused by awkward respiration. In fact 
all bad habits of the throat are merely efforts of protection against 
clumsy management of the breath.” My other favorite quote of his 
on this subject is this: “Power either builds or destroys. The energy 
in regular vibration is constructive. The violence in irregular vibration 
is destructive.”

In regard to the muscles involved in breath management, James 
McKinney notes, “Perhaps the best way to gain control of the 
exhalation process is to try to maintain the expansion around the 
middle of the body, the upper abdomen, the lower ribs, and the 
back.” In The Structure of Singing, Richard Miller says it this way: 
“A skillful singer remains in the inspiratory position for as long as 

possible, maintaining a relatively high sternal position (taking care 
not to elevate it in military-parade manner), allowing muscles of the 
lateral abdominal wall to stay close to the position of inhalation and 
consequently delaying early rib cage collapse. Of course, something 
must eventually move, either the chest wall or the abdominal wall. 
Slowing these movements depends on an acquired, disciplined 
breath management technique.” Miller goes on to say, “A technique of 
lateral abdominal wall retention and the noble, elevated sternum has 
for centuries been known as ‘appoggio’. Clearly, one cannot continue 
to inhale while phonating, but the singer can retard the upward surge 
of the diaphragm and the collapse of the rib cage by training the 
musculature of the abdominal wall in cooperation with the pectoral 
musculature, to delay normal collapse of the breath mechanism.”

In studio, I talk to my singers about their abdominals, lateral 
abdominals and their intercostal muscles. When the inspiration has 
been achieved correctly, the lower torso has expanded laterally, 
dorsally and frontally. I’m a firm believer that if singers don’t understand 
what’s working then they can’t control what’s working. I make sure 
they understand that all of these muscle groups are involved in helping 
the body “remain in the posture of inhalation.” I’m also very careful to 
focus in on the stomach wall.  I’m not sure about your singers, but mine 
tend to want to protrude the stomach wall and call it good. When this 
happens, the outward push causes laryngeal tension. We aim for all 
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of the muscle groups working in combination to “remain expanded” 
(think 3-D), therefore keeping the diaphragm muscle engaged.  

As I shared in the last issue, I like to explain breath management 
to my students this way: The breath intake is their “deposit,” the 
beginning of the phrase is their “savings” and the end of their 
phrase is their “spending.” We’ve just extensively covered the 
“savings” portion of the breath management. Now let’s delve into 
the management aspect (the spending phase) in more detail.  

MASTERING APPOGGIO
In order to “remain in the posture of inhalation, stay expanded or 
remain in the inspiratory position,” a singer needs to master appoggio, 

a term used to indicate how the muscle groups work together to 
achieve the proper balance of push and pull. The term appoggio is an 
Italian word that means to “lean against.”  A singer’s main goal during 
breath management is to stay as long as possible in the “inspiratory 
position,” but only as long as is comfortable. A singer’s responsibility 
is to identify and drill the natural processes involved in developing 
the “push and pull” of “remaining expanded” and then to keep these 
muscles engaged so that breath support remains intact during the 
last part of the phrase. I like to tell the students that this is like having 
one foot on the gas and one foot on the brake, counterbalancing for 
control. James McKinney describes it this way: “The ‘breathing in’ 
muscles stay active during the controlled exhalation stage; they help 
retain breath in the body by offering resistance to the breathing-out 
muscles, and assist in the process of breath support thereby.”  

I feel that this (the “spending” or “controlled exhalation”) is the 
aspect of breath management that is the least understood. Many 
choral directors know you’ve got to achieve an “in, down and 
out” breath intake that expands the torso frontally, dorsally and 
laterally. Many—though by no means all—choral directors know 
that the torso and ribs should remain expanded and buoyant at the 
onset and beginning of the phrase. What many choral directors 
don’t realize is that the appoggio muscle interaction, the push 
and pull, should remain through the end of the phase. When we 
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recognize this moment, our main goal is to keep the diaphragm 
muscle involved/engaged during the entire phonation phase. In 
order to do that, we can’t allow the ribs or torso to collapse, even 
toward the end of the phrase.

BREATH AS CONSTANTLY 
MOVING ENERGY, NOT WEIGHT
As we conclude our time together on this topic, keep in mind that 
breath must never be used as weight; it is energy, something that 
is always moving.  Keeping this a mantra in your rehearsals will pay 
huge dividends and keep you from having to diagnose and fix all of 
the issues that come from forcing the breath process and using your 
air as weight.  Rather than the idea of feeling like a singer has to 
transport their breath out into the room, I find it very useful to work 
with the idea of “going down into the breath” or the feeling of “keeping 
the breath in your body” as the tone leaves your face. In closing,  I 
have a few more maxims from Giovanni Lamperti:

 “As a blossom draws strength to bloom from the plant, so the voice 
draws energy to sing from the body.” 

“Exhale through each note.” 
“The moment you have energy of breath sufficient for the 

phrase, re-adjustable for all details and all pitches in the phrase, 
yet continuous from start to finish, you can sing.” 

“Loose, pushed out breath is useless even injurious, though you 
have lungs full, for it causes local efforts, irregular vibration and 
disrupted energies.”

I’d like to leave you with a tip I use as I travel and clinic show 
choirs. This works wonders as the learning process moves from 
singing to the skill of singing and dancing. If the choreographer 
will allow it, have your singers hiss as they learn the choreography.  
This will help them incorporate proper breath support into their 
muscle memory alongside the choreography. It’s one thing for the 
choreographer to constantly remind the singers to breathe (thank 
you to those of you that do this), but if you can make them hiss, 
you know for a fact that they are doing it! If they’ve already learned 
the choreography, no worries, this technique is helpful during all 
phases of the learning process and keeps the breath a primary 
focus.  
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