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Chorister Handbook 
 

Who we are 
Island Bel Canto Singers is an auditioned women’s 
choir that has been singing together since 1997. Our 
choral repertoire is diverse, from early classics to 
contemporary music, world music and musical theatre, 
all in a variety of languages. We sing both accompanied 
and a cappella, and mainly in three-part harmony.  

Our professional team 
The choir is delighted to have Fiona Blackburn as our 
Artistic Director. Fiona brings a wealth of knowledge 
and experience in choral music. She has a B.Mus in 
vocal performance, a B.Ed in secondary music, and a 
M. Mus. in choral conducting. She has performed, 
recorded and toured for 13 seasons with Vancouver 
Chamber Choir, and for 5 seasons, she sang with 

Vancouver Opera in various roles. As the Founding 
Director of the BC Girls Choir, Fiona has toured with 
the choir through numerous countries and led them to 
winning the coveted Children’s Choir of the World 
trophy, the highest honour at one of the world’s most 
prestigious competitions—the Llangollen International 
Musical Eisteddfod in Wales. Fiona was awarded BC 
Choral Federation’s 2016 Healey Willan Award for her 
work in promoting choral singing in BC. She is known 
for her passionate support of the art of singing in all its 
forms, as well as her engaging and uplifting interaction 
with singers of all ages. In addition to her role with our 
choir, Fiona conducts Malaspina Choir. 

Stefanie Unger is our resident accompanist. She is a 
versatile, collaborative pianist with a broad-ranging 
portfolio of vocal and instrumental works. Stefanie has 
worked with numerous choirs in Indiana, Eastern 
Europe and Southern Ontario. Now firmly settled on 
Vancouver Island, she enjoys accompanying Island Bel 
Canto Singers and other groups in Nanaimo’s vibrant 
choral community. 

What we stand for 
Our purpose is to provide a forum for women of all 
ages to: 
• pursue choral excellence through the continuous 

development and improvement of their musical and 
vocal skills, and 

• broaden and enhance public interest in and 
appreciation of choral music through entertaining 
and inspiring performances of a diversified 
repertoire to various audiences. 

As part of this purpose, we: 
• support and encourage local musical talent, and 

• foster goodwill and community spirit by networking 
with other choirs to enrich and extend the choral 
tradition in Nanaimo and the surrounding area. 

We embrace teamwork, respect, and camaraderie in an 
atmosphere of open communication.  
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We are a fragrance-free group. Please DO NOT wear any 
fragrance (body, hair or clothing) to any choir gathering. 
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New member intake 
We accept new members into the choir at the 
beginning of each term each year:  
• The Spring term typically begins on the second 

Wednesday in January and ends with our Spring 
concerts on the first weekend in May.  

• The Fall term typically begins on the Wednesday 
the week following Labour Day and ends with our 
Christmas concerts on the first weekend in 
December. 

The first few rehearsals each term are run as “open 
rehearsals” This means you can attend these rehearsals 
with no obligation, to see if you want to join us. During 
this time, you will be partnered with a member in  
your section to answer your questions and provide 
information and support wherever necessary. 

If you decide you are interested in continuing with the 
choir, you will need to schedule a vocal assessment 
with our Artistic Director. You will sing a few vocal 
exercises and sing O Canada, so that she can get a 
sense of your range and tonal colour. It is important to 
note that Island Bel Canto Singers is better suited for 
singers with some choral experience and basic music 
reading skills. For more information about the vocal 
assessment, please check our website. 

Once you fully join the choir, you will be given access 
to the members’ page of the website to obtain your 
music and other resources. You will have until the end 
of January/ September to pay your fees. 

COVID-19 precautions 
Until further notice, the choir will be operating subject 
to a COVID-19 safety plan. All members will be 
required to observe the requirements of this plan 
(available on the members’ page of the website) as a 
condition of membership. 

Rehearsals 
Starting with our Fall 2022 term, we rehearse each 
week on Wednesday evening, from 6:45 to 9:15 pm at 
St. Philip By-the-Sea Anglican Church at 7113 
Lantzville Road in Lantzville.  

Be sure to bring your own water bottle and a pencil to 
make notations of the Artistic Director’s instructions. 
There is a break mid-way through the evening. Once 
COVID restrictions are lifted, snacks will be donated by 
members for the break; we provide herbal tea—bring a 
mug! 

We occasionally hold sectional rehearsals; these may 
be called by either the Artistic Director or within your 
section if a need is identified.  

In addition to attending these rehearsals, you are 
expected to practise your music at home. Each week, 
the Artistic Director will send out an email with notes 
about what to prepare for the next rehearsal. 

Attendance 
Regular attendance is a large part of demonstrating our 
commitment to the choir’s success, and it is essential if 
we are to perform well. The general expectation is that, 
barring unforeseen circumstances, all members will 
attend the weekly rehearsals and sing in our concerts.  

Regarding absences, we consider both your personal 
circumstances and the well-being of the choir as a 
whole. In trying to be fair to both the individual and the 
group, we have established the following guidelines: 
• If you are going to miss a rehearsal for any reason, 

you need to let the Artistic Director know as soon 
as possible in advance by phone or email. After any 
absence, you need to contact a member of your 
section to bring yourself up to date on what you 
missed (music instructions/notations).  

• Three absences during any term (single or 
consecutive) are considered the typical maximum. If 
you reach this level, you may receive a call from the 
Artistic Director to review your situation. 

• Following an absence of 2 or more consecutive 
rehearsals, you need to contact the Artistic Director 
to discuss how you are managing with the 
repertoire.  

• If your travel plans involve missing 2 or more 
rehearsals, contact the Artistic Director to discuss 
the impact of your absence on the choir. If possible, 
please arrange your absence so you can be back by 
the end of the first week in February (for the Spring 
term) and October (for the Fall term). 

• The last three regular rehearsals before a concert 
are crucial for the performance and morale of the 
choir as a whole. We ask that you attend all these 
rehearsals, barring illness or other unforeseen 
circumstances, and do not take discretionary 
absences, such as vacations, during this time. 

Music 
You have the option to download pdfs of the sheet 
music from the website, and print out your own copies. 
This way, you can mark up your music however you 
like.  

Or you can receive a package of original sheet music 
from our Music Librarian. You may mark original sheet 
music only with a pencil, and at the end of the term, you 
must erase all your notations before you return your 
music to the librarian. If you lose or permanently 



Island Bel Canto Singers Chorister Handbook, updated August 2022 islandbelcanto.com Page 3 of 5 

damage any original music, the choir requires $5 for 
each piece of music involved; this fee is to be paid 
when the music is reported lost or turned in damaged. 

To help you learn your music, computer-generated 
rehearsal tracks for each part and, when available, 
sample recordings, are posted in the members section 
of the choir’s website. You are encouraged to use 
these files however you want (rehearse online, or 
download them to use however you want). If you don’t 
have access to the internet, or cannot download/burn 
your own CD, please speak with the Creative 
Coordinator.  

You will need to provide your own black music 
folder/binder to use at concerts. Choral folders are 
available online through musicfolder.com or through 
our Concert Production Coordinator. 

If you ever have any questions about the music, or 
need help with it, please speak with the Artistic 
Director or your section leader. 

Concert wardrobe 
The choir will provide you with a concert top, scarves 
or other accessories; you are expected to return these 
items as directed. If you choose to keep the concert 
top when you leave the choir, you are expected to pay 
$20 for its replacement. 

You will need to provide your own:  
• Black ankle-length skirt or dress slacks. 

• Black hosiery and black shoes. 

Black means a solid, matte black, not shiny or gray in 
tone. 

You are encouraged to wear “bolder than normal” 
makeup, including bright lipstick — some basic makeup 
information is provided on the choir’s website.  

You may wear jewelry to add extra sparkle, as long as it 
does not draw attention from the choir’s overall look. 

The choir’s website 
The members section of the choir’s website, 
islandbelcanto.com/members, is your go-to place for 
the latest info. There, you’ll find our calendar and 
rehearsal schedule, this handbook, the scanned music 
files and rehearsal tracks already mentioned above, as 
well as any other materials relevant to your 
participation in the choir.  

The members section is password-protected, and the 
Creative Coordinator will provide you with the user 
name and password at the beginning of each term. 

Fundraising 
Our Christmas and Spring concerts are our major 
fundraising events; you will be asked to sell tickets/ 
promote our concerts to family, friends and others in 
your personal network. Fundraising is also done 
through the Christmas Purdy chocolate sales, BC 
Choral Federation Raffles, and other initiatives, and we 
strongly encourage all members to participate. 

Fees  
All choir members pay fees which, together with the 
money raised through charitable donations, grants, 
sponsorships and fundraising, are used to pay the 
choir’s operating expenses, such as: 
• Artistic Director and accompanist fees,  

• music and wardrobe items,  

• BCCF membership dues, society fees, and 
insurance, 

• facility rentals for rehearsals, workshops and 
concerts, 

• rental of the storage locker and post-office box, 

• production of concert CDs. 

Fees are due by the last rehearsal in September and 
January.  

We strongly believe in the value of singing and try not 
turn away any singer for financial reasons. If you are 
experiencing hardship, speak confidentially with the 
Treasurer about creating a payment plan, or if 
necessary, a possible subsidy; she will outline the 
options available to you. 

Except in the case of prolonged illness, there are no 
refunds or adjustments in the fees. 

Getting the work done  
We are all volunteers, and we need everyone to assist 
in getting things done to keep individual workloads 
manageable. 

Legally, the choir is managed by The Island Bel Canto 
Singers Society, a non-profit society and registered 
charity. The society’s constitution and bylaws are 
available in the members section of the choir’s website. 

The Board consists of the President, Treasurer, 
Marketing/Promotion Manager, and 2–3 Directors-at-
Large. Assisting the Board are the following support 
positions: 
• Concert Production Coordinator 

• Ticketing Coordinator 

• Creative Coordinator 

• Music Librarian 
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• Bookkeeper 

The Board takes care of the choir’s business and 
ensures the choir as a whole operates as a cohesive 
and fiscally-responsible group. They contract and 
oversee the choir’s professional musicians, oversee the 
choir’s plans and activities, and manage the choir’s 
policies. They work together as a team, assisting one 
another in the planning, problem-solving and work.  

Directors and coordinators are encouraged to recruit 
other members to assist them in their duties where 
possible. 

Meetings 
The Board meets as needed to deal with the choir’s 
business issues; the Artistic Director and Accompanist 
attend as needed. The dates of upcoming meetings are 
announced to the choir, so that members may attend if 
they want. 

Our Annual General Meeting is held in early June each 
year to review the past year’s activities and financial 
results, and to elect a new Board for the next year. 
Everyone is urged to attend. 

Director responsibilities  
President 
• Act as the primary liaison between choir members 

and our professionals. 

• Prepare the agenda for, and chair, all meetings, and 
prepare the minutes. 

• Keep the choir up-to-date with announcements and 
emails about choir activity and current issues (e-
newsletters optional). 

• Contract the choir’s music professionals. 

• Coordinate member intake with the Artistic 
Director. 

• Create and maintain the choir roster each term, and 
update the consolidated list of all choir members. 

• Create a calendar each term, of rehearsals, concerts, 
executive meetings, and other choir activities. 

• Update the Chorister Handbook and Executive 
Handbook as required. 

• Ensure all directors and coordinators are getting 
their work done. 

Treasurer 
• Collect member fees and charitable donations, and 

issue receipts. 

• Make bank deposits for all income received. 

• Pay bills and contract payments. 

• Contract rehearsal, concert and workshop venues.  

• Oversee the submission of grant and sponsorship 
applications and subsequent post-event reports. 

• Renew the choir’s BCCF membership, insurance, 
storage room, and post-office box annually. 

• Work with the bookkeeper to present up-to-date 
financial statements at Board meetings, and keep 
the executive informed of our financial status. 

• Present the annual financial statements and budget 
for the following year at the AGM. 

Marketing/Promotion Manager 
• Promote our concerts: issue e-newsletters to 

patrons & inactive members; submit online event 
listings & newspaper press releases. 

• Maintain the choir’s social-media presence. 

• Arrange for photography of practices, concerts, and 
a group portrait each term. 

Directors-at-Large 
• Bring diverse viewpoints & experience to Board 

discussions & brainstorming sessions, and assist 
where possible.  

Coordinator responsibilities 
Concert Production Coordinator 
• Manage the storage, transportation & arrangement 

of risers. 

• Recruit volunteers for front-of-house and post-
concert receptions. 

• Solicit reception goodies from members. 

• Organize reception refreshments. 

• Oversee the set-up and clean-up of the concert 
venue. 

• Distribute wardrobe tops to new members. 

Ticketing Coordinator 
• Point-of-contact for all things ticket-related. 

• Print & distribute tickets to members. 

• Track member sales. 

• Track online sales & reservations, and issue 
confirmations. 

• Get float & cashbox from Treasurer before 
concerts, and return it afterwards. 

If you have any issues or problems at any time about how 
things are being handled within the choir, please talk to 
one of the executive members so that the situation can 
be dealt with appropriately.  
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• Instruct FOH volunteers on welcome table. 

• Collect cashbox & materials after concerts. 

• Reconcile sales results, and give it to the Treasurer, 
with the sales proceeds for deposit. 

Creative Coordinator 
• Maintain the choir’s website. 

• Design suitable graphic, e-flyer, ticket masters, and 
produce programs for concerts each term. 

• Coordinate production of Sibelius & other rehearsal 
resources, and integrate them within the website. 

• Record concerts, and produce & distribute demo 
CDs. 

• Maintain a archive of digital music files (Sibelius 
files, pdfs, concert recordings), concert programs 
and promotion materials. 

Music Librarian 
• Receive & process new sheet music (number, hole-

punch, stamp, add to library database, give copy to 
AD). 

• File all sheet music in alphabetical order in storage 
cabinets. 

• Distribute music to members who want original 
music, and manage its return. 

• Organize lending music to other choirs, and follow 
up on its return. 

• Deal with damaged and lost music. 

Bookkeeper 
• Maintain bookkeeping ledgers. 

• Reconcile bank statements. 

• Produce financial statements. 

• Calculate and submit Entandem fees following 
performances. 

• Complete and file provincial & federal government 
reports.  

Responsibilities of our professionals 
Artistic Director 
• Plan, prepare for and conduct all rehearsals and 

concerts, including selecting repertoire and soloists, 
sourcing and ordering new music, and making sure 
music is available when needed. 

• Select and engage concert guests, including 
determining dates and music. 

• Ensure expenditures for music and concert guests 
are within the choir’s budget.   

• Assess prospective choir members. 

• Collaborate with the President in managing the 
choir’s attendance at rehearsals. 

• Collaborate with the Concert Coordinator as 
required about artistic staging issues. 

• Pursue ongoing professional development and 
training to hone skills and remain current. 

• Work with the executive, including attending 
meetings as necessary and coordinating, leading or 
assisting in special choir initiatives from time to 
time, in a manner consistent with our mission, goals, 
values and practices. 

Accompanist 
• Provide accompaniment at our rehearsals and 

concerts. 

• Work with guest musicians and choir members for 
ensemble work when required. 


