
Six Steps to Learning a New Song

• Research the song.
• For an opera aria or musical theatre song: at the minimum, read the scene in 

which the aria or song takes place. Consider reading the entire libretto and 
any source material.

• For an art song or popular song: read about the composer and/or lyricist and 
the meaning of the song, if available.

• Write out the text by hand and recite it.
• Write out the text as prose rather than lyrics.
• Read the text aloud at different speeds considering the character’s or creator’s 

word choice, paying attention to where you naturally breathe.
• If an aria or musical theatre song, pay attention to dramatic shifts in tone or the 

character’s action/intention.
• Focus on breath connection and clear, resonant diction as appropriate to the 

musical style of the song.
• Slowly learn the components of the song.

• Combine rhythm and words by intoning, which is extended, energized speech 
without musical pitch. Add appropriate breath marks as you go. 

• Combine melody and rhythm by singing on a lip trill or with straw phonation. 
Next, sing on [ni] to access a resonant tone and [n] plus the vowel of each 
word to practice maintaining the resonance as the vowels modulate.

• Alternate between lip trill, straw phonation, [ni], and [n] plus the vowel, 
discovering which tools are helpful at different points in the song. When this 
feels consistent, add singing the lyric into the rotation.

• Take your time with these steps so you can bring your full voice to the piece.
• Translate the text into your own words. 

• Consider the essence of what is being said in each phrase and how you 
communicate it.

• Translate the text while singing - you need not rhyme or use the same amount 
of syllables as the song’s text.

• Mark the high point of each phrase in the score.
• Consider where you are heading toward or away from in each phrase. 

Remember that high notes are not always the high point of the phrase. 
• Notice if this changes where you breathe or how you experience the meaning 

of each phrase.

IMPORTANT: Avoid listening or watching recordings or watching a videos of other 
artists performing the piece. 

After these steps are complete, ask yourself: How can I bring my essence as a human 
being - the accumulation of my lived experience - to this piece in a way that is 
meaningful to me and to those who receive my performance?
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