
Helpful Tips for Young Composers 
 

 

Below are some of the reasons why some pieces might receive low scores and some suggestions for making 

your work more polished. We hope you will find them helpful in preparing your entry: 

 

1) Score was unreadable. In particular, some of the most common difficulties for both “judges” and 

performers, are 1) vertical alignment of notes 2) horizontal spacing (e.g. having notes crammed in at 

the end of a line) and 3) words which are too small, messy, or under the wrong notes. 

 

2) Part writing was basically 1 or 2-part rather than four-part. While not every SATB choral piece 

HAS to contain 4-part harmony, it is one of the things that mixed choirs do very well; thus, I consider 

it one of the “staples” of choral writing. The interplay between sections of 1, 2, 3, and 4-part writing is 

usually, for me, one of the most interesting and expressive things about a choral piece. 

 

3) Text accents were set inappropriately. An extremely weak or unimportant syllable placed on a 

strong and prominent beat drives me up-the-wall crazy, as does the reverse of that. Say the text over 

and over, walk to it, dance to it, cook to it and shower to it, until you know which syllables contain the 

ESSENCE of the writing, and which simply help out. (Hint: “the” and “a” almost always just help 

out!) 

 

4) Choir members do not always have as large a range as soloists. Observe closely the ranges of each 

part. When a section is singing too high or too low for comfort, it can't be making the best music 

possible. 

 

Guidelines: 

• Soprano: middle C to high B-flat 

• Alto: low F to high E 

• Tenor: low B to high A or B-flat 

• Bass: low D-E (seconds) or low F (baritones to high D (seconds) or F (baritones) 

 

5) Think about how your music is going to reflect the words themselves. Don't be afraid to spend a 

lot of time with your poem making decisions, before you even write a note. Which syllables should be 

sung on just one note, and which ones on melismas (more than one note per syllable)? Which words 

should be on high notes, and which ones on low ones? Which sections of the poem call out for a solo 

voice, a melody in unison or octaves, a rich 4-part setting, etc. If there is a mood change in the poem, 

consider how you want to reflect this: a change of choral texture? a key change? a tempo change? a 

change of vocal range or accompaniment? 

 

Do include: Dynamics! Tempo! Articulation! (if applicable) (accents, staccatos, slurs) 

 

6) Consider showing your piece to a composer or music teacher or choral director while it's still in 

the process of being written. Find out what they think the strengths and weaknesses of the piece are, 

and consider whether their comments can help the piece. If the person you go to isn't interested or 

constructive or helpful, go to someone else! 


