
IMPROVING BREATH SUPPORT 
AND INCREASING STAMINA

It should be understood that breath management and tone are interrelated. If the singer’s 
tone is unfocused (e.g., ‘breathy’), for example, air is lost too quickly due to inadequate 
closure of the vocal folds. It ‘leaks’ out between the separated folds instead of facing healthy 
resistance at the laryngeal level and being used up in a slow, minimal, steady stream.
In pressed phonation, air is expelled too rapidly from the lungs in an effort to push apart vocal 
folds that are too tightly closed. Too much air is used up at the onset of sound in order to set 
the vocal folds vibrating to begin phonation (making sound), leaving the singer with less air 
for the remainder of the sung phrase. In both cases, excessive amounts of air are used up 
during the sung phrase, and until these aspects of tone (e.g., vocal fold closure problems) are 
improved, the singer will continue to lack stamina or endurance.
One very common mistake that many singers make is using up more air than they need for a 
given vocal task. In an effort to make their voices sound more powerful, they force the air out 
of their lungs as rapidly as possible. They confuse increased breath usage with improved 
breath support, and they end up pushing rather than allowing the air to flow out in appropriate 
levels (amounts) and at an appropriate rate. Doing so may put stress on the vocal folds, will 
impede resonance and thus natural volume, and will certainly reduce the amount of air 
available at the end of the vocal phrase. Remember that tone should ride on a steady and 
minimal stream of breath. It often takes a while for singers to figure out just how much air they 
truly need for a given vocal exercise or phrase.

Newer and untrained singers also have a tendency to inhale as deeply as they can – this is 
often referred to as “tanking up” for a vocal task - even for a short exercise or phrase, then 
push out as much air as they can while singing the phrase because they falsely believe that 
they need to use up all that air in order for the tone to be "supported" well. Then, they inhale 
again as deeply as they can for the next short phrase. Within a few breaths, they find 
themselves feeling lightheaded or dizzy because their poor breath management has led to 
hyperventilation. 

We sometimes have to remind our students that they can either breathe less deeply for short 
phrases, or choose not to take a breath between two short phrases. Having less air in the 
lungs initially - just enough to sing the phrase comfortably and not feel as though they are 
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going to run out of breath at the end - usually prevents them from trying to push all the air out 
of their lungs as fast as they can. Pushing out more breath does not create more vocal power. 
Instead, it leads to strain and a forced sound, as well as less endurance - you'll always run 
out of air too quickly. Learn not to waste your air, and use correct vocal posturing to obtain 
optimal resonance.

For students who are struggling to use their breath correctly, we will sometimes have them go 
home and practice sustaining a note - a comfortable pitch for each individual - at a full volume 
(not shouting, though) for as long as they can. We warn them not to allow themselves to get 
to the point where they feel as though there is absolutely no air left in reserve because they 
will inevitably feel the desperate need to inhale loudly and quickly at the end of the sustained 
note - to gasp for air - which means that they are not learning to control their breathing well 
enough, as the whole body will often tense up while taking the next breath. 

Often, this exercise will help the singers stop pushing air out faster than is necessary, and 
they quickly learn to use their air more sparingly. Above all, they learn that using a lot of air 
and breath pressure is not conducive to maintaining a steady stream of tone – in fact, usually 
the opposite result occurs when they are forcing, as the tone is shaky or unsteady, the 
volume is inconsistent and the vibrato rate is unhealthy and variable. They usually return the 
next week feeling very encouraged by their findings and improved breath management skills.

In general, any exercise that requires either an extended series of notes to be sung on a 
single breath or long sustained notes (or both in combination) can help to develop breath 
support and improve the singer’s ability to sing for longer on a single breath, so long as good 
(efficient and clear) tone is in place. A long exercise pattern, such as Blending the Registers, 
can be gradually slowed down over time so that the singer can be increasingly challenged to 
use his or her breath more and more efficiently. As the muscles involved in breath support 
become stronger, the singer will find that he or she is able to sing these exercises more 
easily, as well as sustain notes for longer and sing longer vocal phrases without the need for 
taking a breath mid-phrase.

The following exercise is intended to train the singer in appoggio technique, which is 
designed to slow the rise of the diaphragm so that air is retained in the lungs for longer and 
used up more slowly. The entire exercise should be sung on a single breath. With each 
section of the exercise, the muscles that support inhalation should be encouraged to return to 
their initial positions, with the upper abdomen and lower ribs expanded as much as they were 
at the time of inhalation, thus preventing the premature rise of the diaphragm, as well as 
strengthening the muscles. 

The mezzo-staccato (dotted) notes should be sung with no breath taken in either before or 
afterwards, but with the abdominal muscles moving outward as though inhalation is occurring 
during them. Different vowels should also be tried. Remember that the clearer the tone of the 
voice and the slower the rise of the diaphragm, the more breath will be available to sing the 
entire exercise. 

If you run out of breath at some point during the exercise, either speed up the tempo of the 
exercise a little so that you are able complete it on a single breath or sing as far into the 
exercise as you can, then take a very small, quick breath between notes so that you can 
finish the pattern. In time, your stamina will improve, and the length of the exercise will no 
longer seem so daunting.
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