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A Note from the Artistic Director
Dear Friends,
Parking Garage Choir: A Pandemic Journey. A journey ever-changing, wrought with anxiety, pain,
loss, mourning, but also creativity, hope, persistence, and tenacity. Our journey for this concert
began in January of 2020, with a Saturday retreat filled with learning, good food, and camaraderie.
At 76 singers strong, rehearsals moved forward like a freight train, with each one better than the
last, as we prepared for local and national choral tours and the most rigorous concert programming
to date.
In March, the whole world came to a stop as the pandemic became our new reality. We had no other
choice but to cancel our season; our rehearsals, our concerts, our tours, everything.
As the world went virtual, our team understood the importance of staying socially connected to each
other. We hosted weekly Zoom calls where we checked in with each other and participated in social
activities, such as trivia night! Our last Monday together, we distributed PowerPoint Awards instead
of our traditional Paper Plate Awards and awarded our Director’s Choice award to graduating senior,
Autumn Swift. Finally, we sang Irish Blessing, as we do at the end of every concert, together with
muted microphones, following our recording from fall 2019. We laughed. We cried. We connected.
I watched as so many arts organizations shut their doors, canceled their current and future seasons,
and collectively mourned the loss of live art. Fortunately, Voices of the Valley was not forced to close
its doors permanently. I spent the summer buried in COVID research, professional music
organization websites, and choir blogs, trying to find a way for us to have a season.
We completely restructured our rehearsal schedule for virtual learning. Each choir participated in a
rotation of choral coaching, musicianship skills, and choir connections activities during a one-hour
rehearsal period. Nick Williams came on board as our audio/visual engineer for a virtual world
premiere of Desiderata, our commissioned work by composer, Jon Reid. Sam Brown stepped into a
new role as musicianship coordinator for each choir, and our staff planned activities to socially
connect with singers. VOV singers submitted singing assignments using My Choral Coach and
musicianship assignments using Breezin’ Thru Theory to prepare for virtual rehearsals. A team of
volunteers (Chelsea McMeen, Karen Hearn, Olivia McWaters) made singer’s masks for our singers to
wear, in case it would be safe to sing in person. More importantly, our VOV team agreed to stay on
despite massive budget cuts. We knew it would take a village to make this happen, and our village
stepped up!
We developed a partnership with the Stewart Community Home to continue our choir’s mission of
community engagement. Twice a month we met at the Stewart Community Home for socially
distanced activities such as yoga or tie dye night. We also hosted virtual events such as trivia night
and a Meet the Composer night with Jon Reid. We also collected much needed items for the Stewart
Community Home and will sing Christmas Carols on December 4th and 18th for their residents.

In early September, I read an article about drive-in choirs and was inspired to explore the idea of a
parking garage choir. Fortunately, we had preemptively purchased electronic equipment for possible
outdoor singing during the summer of planning. Rick McKnight and I sprung into action, securing the
appropriate noise permits for the RiverCenter parking garage and a partnership with the City of
Columbus.
On October 5th, we had our first parking garage choir rehearsal. The most current research on
singing and COVID-19 provides a framework to safely conduct outdoor in-person rehearsals. All VOV
singers and staff wear masks, socially distance, participate in health pre-screening before rehearsals,
and limit “active singing” to 30-minute blocks followed by breaks of silence. Olivia and I utilize Zoom
for singers who require virtual rehearsal.
There are certainly challenges in this space for the staff and singers, but it is all worth it to sing
together again. I may have made a bingo card for our singers to identify the sounds they hear during
our rehearsal, because we all need to have a good laugh. Being outdoors leaves us at the behest of
Mother Nature; whether it be humid and hot or bitingly cold. Regardless, we are thankful to the City
of Columbus for giving us a space to make music and for local businesses like Fountain City Coffee
for providing hot chocolate on cold days.
In many ways, we are building the plane as we are flying it. Despite the storm raging around us, the
plane continues on; driven by our singers, children who have adapted to everything with grace,
positivity, and professionalism. They are our inspiration to keep moving forward and to keep finding
a way.
I hope you will read this at our planned concert on December 14. There continues to be uncertainty
as if this concert will actually happen due to the unpredictability of the pandemic. The concert
includes the music that was to be presented at our spring 2020 Cantos Nativos concert, with
modifications. It also includes our commissioned work Desiderata composed by Jon Reid.
This is certainly a historic moment in the history of the Voices of the Valley Children’s Chorus. I’m
proud that we have found a way to keep connecting with each other and the community through
choral music. I’m proud of the generosity and creativity of our staff, volunteers, and community who
make ideas a reality. I’m proud of our singers’ tenacity to keep singing with big hearts and open
minds.
Through all the tumult and the strife,
I hear the music ringing.
It sounds an echo in my soul,
How can I keep from singing?
We can’t. Wishing everyone a safe and happy holiday season.
~Dr. Folta, Artistic Director

Staff Bios
Dr. Michelle Folta, Artistic Director
Dr. Michelle Folta is an associate professor of
choral/general music education at Columbus State
University and the artistic director for the Voices of the
Valley Children’s Chorus. Dr. Folta earned her Ph.D. in
Music Education at the University of North Texas in
Denton, Texas. Previous degrees include a bachelor’s degree in Music Studies from the
University of Texas at Austin and a master’s degree in Music Education from the
University of North Texas.
Prior to graduate work, Dr. Folta taught middle school choir for eight years in Austin,
Texas, where she was recognized as “Teacher of the Year.” While teaching in the public
schools, Dr. Folta was instrumental in transforming her campus into a Fine Arts
Academy, preventing the school from possible closure. Her choirs received consistent
superior ratings in festivals and contests during her tenure as well as many
opportunities to perform with community choruses and religious organizations.
Dr. Folta has served as the guest clinician for the GMEA Muscogee County Middle
School Chorus as well as local middle schools and high schools in the Chattahoochee
Valley. Dr. Folta served as the guest clinician for the Georgia Music Educators
Association Sixth-Grade Honor Chorus, and was the guest clinician for the West
Georgia Choral Society's Choral Festival in the spring of 2018. In February of 2019, Dr.
Folta was the guest clinician for the Region XIII Tenor Bass All Region Choir in Austin,
Texas.
Dr. Folta has presented research in a variety of state, national, and international
venues. Additionally, she has published research articles in state, national, and
international music journals.
Dr. Folta was recently named a finalist for the 2021 GRAMMY Music Educator of the
Year Award and Columbus and the Valley’s “Rising Star” award. Dr. Folta and her
husband, Zach, reside in Columbus, Georgia with their daughter, Lena.
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Olivia Fortson, Assistant Director
Olivia Fortson is a recent graduate of the Schwob
School of Music at Columbus State University where
she received a degree in music education. Olivia was a
student at the Schwob School of Music for four years
where she performed in multiple vocal ensembles,
recitals, vocal competitions, and played principal roles
in two operas.
Olivia has been active in her community through music education
including being a guest clinician for the Wynnton Arts Academy's Fine Arts
Day in 2018, leading performances with Voices of the Valley such as
Keyboards for Kenya, and performing in musical community outreach
experiences with Schwob's Opera Theatre.
Olivia has been with Voices of the Valley since August of 2015 where she
worked alongside Dr. Folta to build the program. She started as a
volunteer and has been promoted through Undergraduate Assistant,
Senior Staff Member, and is now proud to be the Assistant Director of
Voices of the Valley.
As Assistant Director, she directs the newest choir, Prima Voce. She will
direct them on their upcoming tour in May throughout the Atlanta area.
Olivia is from LaGrange, Georgia but currently resides in Columbus,
Georgia with her husband Brandon and her two dogs, Roxy and Valerie.
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Sam Brown, Accompanist
Sam Brown is the Piano Instructor and Arts Department
Chair at Rainey-McCullers School of the Arts in
Columbus, Georgia. In 2015 Sam graduated with a
Bachelor of Music in piano performance from Bob Jones
University, where he won the annual commencement
contest in 2012 and served as a collaborative pianist.
During his time at BJU Sam sang in the graded choral program and developed
a love for choirs. In his last year as a piano accompanist, he performed with
Eliezer Yanson and the University Singers on Perelman Stage at Carnegie Hall.
In 2017 Sam earned his Master of Music in piano performance from
Columbus State University’s Schwob School of Music where he served as the
collaborative pianist for the Voices of the Valley Children’s Chorus, under the
direction of Dr. Michelle Folta, and the CSU Choral Union, under the direction
of Dr. Ianthe Marini and Constantina Tsolainou. Sam has worked extensively
as a rehearsal accompanist for choral masterworks including Verdi’s
Requiem, Mozart and Haydn’s Te Deum, Bruckner’s Mass in E Minor, and
Mozart’s Missa Brevis in F Major.
In 2019, Sam returned to the Schwob School of Music as part-time faculty to
teach secondary piano at the university level. Sam is an active member of
national and regional associations (MTNA, NAfME, American College of
Musicians, and Arts Schools Network) in addition to serving on the board of
the Youth Orchestra of Greater Columbus. In 2017 and 2018 he received a
Top Teacher award from Steinway & Sons in recognition of his establishment
of the Rainey-McCullers School of the Arts piano studio and his students have
received top ratings in local, regional, and state competitions. Sam’s teachers
include Maureen Penix, Peter Davis, Norman Krieger, Tatiana Muzanova, and
Alexander Kobrin. In his free time, Sam plays competitive badminton and
enjoys spending quality time with his wife Sarah, their newborn son, and
their three cats.
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Emily Moore, Undergraduate Assistant
Emily Is a Senior Music Education Major at
Columbus State University. She grew up in
Douglasville, Ga and attended Chapel Hill High
School. This is Emily's fourth year being with
Voices of the Valley. She has been apart of the
Columbus State Opera Department, helped with
the Schwob Summer Music Festival, was President of the Columbus State
University's Collegiate National Association for Music Educators Organization,
and has been a member of the Columbus State University Singers, Choral
Union, Chamber Singers, and Schwob Singer. Emily also teaches voice and
piano lessons in her free time and was recently an in-house support teacher
for kids who were learning this semester online. Emily will be student teaching
this coming spring to get her certification to be a music teacher.

Joshua Butler, Undergraduate Assistant
Joshua Butler is currently a junior at Columbus State
University majoring in Music Education. Growing up,
Joshua lived in Newnan, GA where he attending East
Coweta High School. Being heavily involved with the
theatre and the musical aspects of the fine arts, it was
very easy for him to forge the dream of both teaching
and creating a safe haven for all to enter. He joined Voices of the Valley early
November of the last school year. There, he found his new family in which he
intends to help nurture and grow in any way he can.
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Brandon Tharp, Undergraduate Assistant
Brandon Tharp is a sophomore at CSU and the
Schwob School of Music and was born in Hastings, MN
and currently resides in Griffin, GA. He is pursuing a
Bachelor in Music Education. Brandon has had roles in
both the Schwob Operas (you would have seen him as
Triathlon Dan and Prince Charming.)
Brandon is an avid Atlanta and Minnesota sports fan, loves the outdoors,
and spending time with friends.

Cassidi Jackson, Undergraduate Assistant
Cassidi Jackson is a Junior at Columbus State University
studying Music Education with a choral focus. She is
originally from Augusta, Georgia where she attended
Evans High School, graduating with a scholarship.
Cassidi has been involved with CSU’s Schwob Singers,
Schwob’s Chamber Singers, and CSU’s Choral Union.
She is the current president of CSU’s CNAfME organization, and has been
volunteering for Voices of the Valley since Spring of 2019.

Sierra Reis, Undergraduate Assistant
Sierra Reis is currently a freshman at Columbus State
University, majoring in Music Education with a
concentration in voice. Sierra was born and raised in
Columbus, GA and graduated from Columbus High
School. Her accolades include being a vocal major at
the Georgia Governor’s Honors Program as well as the
local Page One Scholarship winner in the area of music. She has participated
in choir and solo singing since she was a child, and is excited to begin
working with Voices of the Valley to share her love for music with the singers
and staff.

Guest Artist
Caroline Richards, Percussion

Caroline Richards is from the town of Lawrenceville, GA,
and is a percussion performance major obtaining her
masters degree from Columbus State University. She
obtained her music education degree from CSU, and
enjoys teaching music across all spectrums such as
private lessons and marching band. She has performed
with the LaGrange Symphony Orchestra and the Columbus Symphony
Orchestra, and has been a part of many stage productions at the
Springer Opera House and the River Center for Performing Arts.

Autumn Swift, Director's Choir Award Recepiant

Autumn Rose, member of the Voices of the Valley choir
from 2015-2019. She enjoyed participating in all three of
their choirs, singing and learning all the way. She is
currently a student at Georgia Military College, where she
is earning her associates in science. Autumn is also a
great lover of the arts, she enjoys writing poetry, reading

and drawing! Her experience with Voices of the Valley helped her hone
her music skills.
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Wau Bulan ...................................................................Arr. Tracy Wong
Art Thou Troubled ............................................................ G. F. Handel
Tongo ........................................................................... Arr. Greg Gilpin
Caroline Richards, Percussion

The Truth is Great ........................................................... Bob Chilcott
Instrumental Interlude
Michael Knowles, Cello
Arutyun Piloyan, Violin

Amavolovolo ........................................................ Arr. Rudolf de Beer
Thula Klizeo ................................................ Arr. Leanne MacDonnell
Mairi's Wedding ................................................. Arr. Hugh Roberton
Caroline Richards, Percussion

Indodana ............................................................. Arr. Michael Barrett
Janice Jeon, Cassidy Rogers, James Schopen-Davis, Soloists

Esto Los Digo ................................................................... Kinley Lange
Genesis Woods, Soloist

Instrumental Interlude
Michael Knowles, Cello
Arutyun Piloyan, Violin

Desiderata ......................................................................Jonathan Reid
Irish Blessing .................................................. Linda Spevacek-Avery
Autumn Swift, Director's Choice Award Winner Spring 2020

Meet the Composer!

Jonathan Reid is a music educator, composer, and pianist based in
Greenville, SC.As a music educator, Jonathan has demonstrated excellent
leadership in his classroom and school districts. While teaching in
Georgia, Jonathan sent over 25 students to sing in the Georgia All State
Choir, as well as earned consistent superior ratings at GMEA performance
evaluations. He was invited to participate in a Georgia Department of
Education committee to revise the GA Performance Standards for Music
to guide other educators throughout the state. Jonathan has also taught
in Dallas, TX, and is now based in Greenville, SC, continuing in his passion
for teaching the art of choral music to young singers. As an arranger and
composer, Jonathan's piano and choral music is featured in the catalogs
of Beckenhorst Press, Chorister's Guild, Majesty Music, and Soundforth
Music. In 2020-21, Jonathan's music will be added to the catalogs of
BriLee, Carl Fischer, Hal Leonard, Hinshaw, and Walton Music. He has
studied composition and arranging under multiple teachers, including
Dan Forrest. Jonathan is the winner of the 2011 John Ness Beck
Foundation Award, the 2019 Indianapolis Symphonic Choir Commission
Competition, and the 2019 Gregg Smith Composition Contest. His choral
music has been performed all over the country, and has been awarded
the JW Pepper's "Editor's Choice" award on multiple occasions.

We Will Miss You Sam Brown!

Sam, thank you for everything
you have done for this organization.
You will be missed by everyone and
we all wish you the best of luck on
your next journey!
-VOV

Thank You!

Nick Williams
Matt McCabe
Terena Crawford
Dexter Smith
Sue Tomkiewicz
Jon Reid
Caroline Richards
Schwob School of Music
VOV Board of Directors

Thanks to our Partners!

Thanks to our Partners!
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Welcome Andrew Harry!
Welcome to
Andrew Harry!
He will be joining
us this coming spring
as our new
Collaborative Pianist.
Andrew Harry is an active musician and educator in west-central
Georgia. Andrew is a member of the faculty of LaGrange College as a
collaborative pianist, vocal coach, and adjunct music instructor of music
history and theory. He also serves as the Artistic Director of the Csehy
Summer School of Music in Langhorne, Pennsylvania. In addition to his
teaching, Andrew works as the music director for St. Andrews
Presbyterian Church in Midland, GA.Andrew holds an artist diploma and
master’s degree in piano performance from Columbus State University,
where he studied with Alexander Kobrin and Henry Kramer. He is
currently pursuing a doctor of music education degree in fine arts
administration. Andrew is married to Amanda, and they have three sons,
Dillon, Erie, and Cyrus. Andrew and Amanda share a private piano studio
in Columbus.

Congratulations Dr. Folta!!!

Our fearless artistic director has recently been
announced as being a Grammy Finalist!
We are so beyond proud of you and all of the
work that you do for this organization!
Tune in on Sunday, January 31, 2021 to see the
awards!
https://www.grammy.com/grammy-museum/news/recording-academy-andgrammy-museum-announce-10-local-teachers-2021-music

Upcoming Dates
Desiderata Vitrual Choir Premier | December
16, 2020
Caroling | December 18, 2020
Deadline for VOV Audition Video Submissions |
December 21, 2020
First Rehearsal for the Spring Semester |
January 11, 2020

Shop Our Store!

visit us at
www.voicesofthevalleychorus.org/shop
for all of your Voices of the Valley Merch!

Notes from the Staff

Our VOV Villiage came together to
make tonight possible. This concert
is for you; for your grit, your
passion, and your love of singing.
Thank you to everyone who made
tonight possible!

A Special Thanks to our Board

Rick McKnight, Chairman
Mark Montgomery, Secretary
Kara VinZant, Treasurer
Steve Pace, Chairman Emeritus
Carolina Rodriguez
Spence Sealy
Dr. Ianthe Marini
Kimetha Eysel
Karen Hearn

