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Anyone Can Sing and Write, Right?

“Anyone can sing,” said Amy Yeung, professional soprano singer and Assistant Professor of Music at UTM, during the week of Voice Lessons: The UTM Faculty Writing Project 2008.  “Thank you Amy,” I thought to myself.  I believe that now too, although I was not always convinced of it.  My attempts at singing and playing the guitar at the same time used to depress me so much that I would put the instrument away with disgust, convinced that I could not do it.  However, something kept drawing me back to the instrument and I kept trying.  Anyone can sing.  Yes.  I like to hear that.  
I have a good friend who also believes anyone can sing and his attitude had a profound effect on me during the year or so we spent together before he moved to Wisconsin in June 2007.  As he put it in his Manchester accent, “Ye just have to go for’t.”  He meant that you just had to put all of your feeling in the song, all of your soul, your whole self.  I think that is true too, and I can tell when a singer is not putting his or her whole self into the song.  The kind of music I like are the songs that convince me that the singer really is feeling what she or he is singing about, or that they really lived through the story they are telling.  Hank Williams is like that.  So was Townes Van Zandt, Johnny Cash, Mother Maybelle Carter, and many others.  I can hear their hearts breaking in the lyrics.  Who alive today sings through such an authentically broken heart?  I don’t hear that in Britney Spears, Justin Timberlake, or any other current pop star.    

So anyone can sing.  I am convinced of that.  And anyone can write.  That’s what I have to remind my students.  Anyone can write.  Even the students who have been told for twelve years that they are not very smart and will never be very good at anything, much less academic writing.  I know that all people have something to say, something to share.  Everyone has something interesting in their lives that is worthy of reflection and sharing with others.  The trick is to pull that “something” out of the abyss and get it onto the written page.  That is the challenge.  
Anyone can write and anyone can sing, and everyone is entitled to their opinion.  That does not mean all opinions, singers, and writers are equal of course.  Some are clearly better than others.  But despite our shortcomings, we can all do these things to some extent.  Perhaps the secret to excellent writing and excellent singing is the same: the writer, like the singer, must put her whole self into the writing, she must “really go for’t,” as Rick would say.  In a bluegrass songbook I have, the editor suggests that if you can’t sing well, at least sing loud.  Maybe the same is true for writing.  Even if you lack confidence, go ahead and get something on paper and say it loud and proud.  Don’t hold back.  Over-exuberance can be edited later.  Like amateur coffee-house singers whose voices are barely audible, writers with low self-confidence seem too reticent to turn it up loud, to push forward full-throttle.  Writers need the same thing to achieve success as anyone else in any other field: practice, practice, practice. 
I read recently in This is Your Brain on Music
 how various studies show that in order to be an expert in anything, be it music, art, writing, chess, sports—anything—a person has to put in 10,000 hours of practice.  10,000 hours.  According to my math, if you practiced about 3 hours a day every day, it would still take you about 10 years to be an expert.  If you can practice 8 hours per day, expert status could be achieved in almost 4 years, which is probably what Mozart did and other so-called child prodigies.  If your father is one of the best musicians in Europe and he gives you high quality lessons from the time you are two, then, yes, you may be an expert by the time you are 8 years old.  When we hear someone play the piano expertly or see the work of a highly accomplished painter, we say “Wow!  What talent!”  But what we are really seeing are the results of 10,000 hours or more of diligent practice.  
This information gives me hope as a writer and as an intermediate musician, and I want to use it to provide hope to my writing students.  They need to understand that expert writing ability is not something you are born with; it is achieved only after years of hard work.  Anything worth doing well is going to be difficult and will take a long time.  But it is encouraging to think that we all have the potential to become experts in something.    

� Daniel J. Levitin.  �HYPERLINK "http://www.amazon.com/This-Your-Brain-Music-Obsession/dp/0452288525/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1242150451&sr=1-1"�This Is Your Brain on Music: The Science of a Human Obsession�.  Penguin, 2007.  





