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M any students might remember 
language classes that focused almost 
exclusively on grammar drills and re-
writing sentence structures in hopes 

of mastering each rule. Moving away from this 
tedious and unengaging process, the College 
has made a concerted effort to redesign in-
struction to be more interactive, meaningful, 
and culturally rich. 

Students can participate in these ex-
periences through BYU’s many language 
choirs—including French, German, Italian, 
Scandinavian, Slavic, Welsh—and a mariachi 
band. Each group performs in a combined 
end-of-semester language choir concert as 
well as other recitals. 

German Choir Director Curtis Isaak  
(Alumni Relations) explains these students 
“connect with other cultures—not just 
through study but through the universal lan-
guage of music.” Directors and students echo 
the same sentiment. 

FOSTERING HARMONY 
Interestingly enough, some students who join 
the choirs have not studied its designated 
language; in fact, many join out of excitement 
to connect with friends and peers. In the 

German choir, Isaak focuses on facilitating 
language learning and a cultural educational 
experience, but ultimately, he says, “It’s equal-
ly important to me that everyone involved has 

fun and builds lasting friendships.” That was 
certainly the case for Isaak. He reflects that he 
made some of his closest friends in German 
choir when he was a student. 

Other students join just because the lan-
guage intrigues them. Trevor Smith (Music 
Education ’26), an undergrad who directed 
the French choir, says he is especially inspired 
by his students who do not speak French but 
still seek to deepen their appreciation for the 
language: “They recognize that there’s beauty 
in it, and they want to participate in that 
creative process—which is something that 
I think we can all do with things that we are 
not familiar with.” 

EXPLORING CULTURE 
Students’ initial motivations—whether 
social or linguistic—quickly intertwine with 
a broader cultural education that unfolds 
through the music itself. At each rehearsal, 
students learn about the piece of music they 
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BYU language choirs are not just 
about learning a language—they are 

about forming a community and 
expanding personal perspectives. 

sing, discussing the time period, compos-
ers, and content, which allows students to 
introduce the piece in concert. For Slavic 
Choir Director and Adjunct Professor 
Catherine Lindsay (Russian), this illustrates 
the impact of combining language learning 
with another discipline. She says, “It’s not 
just the melodies and the composers but 
also the stories behind them—there’s a lot 
of culture behind the words.” 

During the fall 2025 semester, the French 
choir learned “Noël,” which Smith says “isn’t 
your typical song” for a couple of reasons. 
This piece, originally from the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, is set apart by its 
unfamiliar rhythms and its language—Kituba, 
a French creole. Smith included this piece 
in the class repertoire so his students could 
explore another Francophone culture outside 
of France. He explains, “When we talk about 
and indulge in other cultures, we open our 
minds to how someone in that culture would 
appreciate or participate in this music.” 

PERFORMING WITH PURPOSE 
These cultural experiences come to life in the 
performances that bring students and audi-
ences together. One of the most notable is 
Adventsingen, a traditional German event that 
celebrates the music, literature, and culture 
from Austria, Germany, and Switzerland, 
welcoming in the Christmas season. 

In December 2025, people flocked from 
all over the country for BYU’s 51st annu-
al performance. The audience listened to 
traditional readings in German by Professor 
Hans-Wilhelm Kelling (German Cultural His-
tory and Literature); vocal and organ solos by 
staff, students, and members of the commu-
nity; and musical selections by local musical 
groups like Musica Antiqua, Swiss Chorus 
Edelweiss, and a children’s choir from a local 
charter school. Participants also dressed up 
in authentic attire and played traditional 

instruments like hammered dulcimers, harps, 
recorders, and alphorns. 

GROWING IMPACT 
When audiences gather for concerts like 
Adventsingen, they enjoy a multicultural 
production but may not fully appreciate the 
individual development—beyond just vocal 
ability—behind each performance. 

Andrew Jones (Physics ’26), a member of 
Mariachi Los Pumas, says the class allowed 
him to practice leadership skills as he helped 
with the logistics and organization of their 
performances throughout the semester, often 
scheduling with various venues outside of 
BYU and advertising those events. On a more 
personal level, he learned to love and embrace 
culture. Of these performances he says, “I 
connect with an entire demographic of people 
in a way I’d never be able to otherwise.” 

Smith says that directing the French choir 
has helped him develop habits he would like 
to incorporate into his future classroom. For 
example, as a teacher, he knows the difficulty 
of setting a goal with his class and not always 
reaching it. “If I pick a song that pushes the 
choir, it’s going to be hard to learn, but it’s a 
great chance to apply the principle of hard work 
while having compassion on yourself.” Smith 
has gained a testimony of working through 
challenges with reflection, adding, “That’s 
when the most improvement happens—when 
you are willing to make mistakes.” 

Like Smith, others have found that lessons 
learned in choir extend far beyond rehearsal. 
Isaak’s perspective of the world shifted as an 
undergrad in the German choir, and his out-
look continues to evolve to be more globally 
minded. He says, “The German choir opened 
my eyes to the responsibility we all share to 
make the world a better place.” 

As Smith says, what better way to build 
this global connection than through “divine 
creation”—music. A 

by Briana Wright (English Teaching ’26) 
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Watch this Beacons of 
Light video to learn more 
about the 50th anniversary 
of Adventsingen. 

(bit.ly/byuchoir) 


