
 

 

 

___________________ 

Singing Groups for People Living With 

Communication Challenges:  

A Best Practices Guide for Leaders  



 

©2025  SingWell  

Introduction 

This best practices guide has been developed for anyone leading singing groups for people 

with communication challenges. Whether you are an experienced choral conductor, voice 

teacher, music or speech therapist, audiologist, researcher or passionate about making a 

positive difference in your community, this guide offers a roadmap to guide your 

leadership journey.  

 

This guide draws upon insights from choir directors, voice teachers, music therapists, 

speech-language pathologists, researchers and allied health professionals to provide 

actionable advice on everything from getting started to structuring sessions and selecting 

resources. From how to get started to selecting resources and structuring a singing 

session, it offers practical advice, ideas and strategies for leading singing groups for people 

with communication challenges. It also bridges practice with the growing research on the 

health benefits of singing with others.  

 

This guide is a living document, continually updated by new insights from evidence-based 

practice and evolving research. Its purpose is to support you in safely addressing 

participants' physical needs while fostering connection and community through song. 

Inspired and validated by professionals like you who are dedicated to group music-making 

for improved well-being, we hope this guide inspires your practice and affirms the value of 

your work as a singing leader—because what you do matters. 

Before you read through our recommendations, we encourage you to set an intention for 

the group you would like to lead. You can approach this by asking yourself some key 

questions. For example, will this group focus primarily on communication challenges and 

health outcomes? Will there be a focus on community building and social bonding? Do 

you envision a group that culminates its work with public performances that celebrate the 

participants’ efforts? Or do you see a hybrid of all of these outcomes for your group? How 

you answer these questions can change, of course. The idea is to access this material 

through a lens that empowers you to envision the ideal group musical experience.  
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What is the SingWell Project? 

As someone who leads—or is interested in leading—singing groups for well-being, you 

have likely witnessed first-hand the intangible connection and elation that occurs when 

people sing together. It simply feels good to join with others in song.  

 

Group singing offers multiple health benefits. Its unique combination of music, rhythm and 

social interaction powerfully activates the body and brain. When people sing together, a 

biological phenomenon called entrainment occurs, synchronizing breath, heart rate, and 

movement. This creates a sense of belonging, community, and improved well-being. 

 

The SingWell project is a group of scientists based at Toronto Metropolitan University 

dedicated to understanding how this complex network of social, emotional, physiological 

and biological processes underpins the group singing experience. More specifically, we 

want to know how group singing functions for adults living with communication 

challenges such as aphasia, breathing disorders, hearing loss, Parkinson’s, stuttering and 

newcomers (i.e. immigrants and refugees). 

 

SingWell also serves as a professional hub for partners across Canada—speech-language 

pathologists, music therapists, choral groups, newcomer organizations, and leaders in 

social prescribing—who share our mission to harness the power of group singing for 

improved well-being and communication. Together, we are building an evidence-based 

approach to harness the transformative potential of group singing, promoting well-being 

across Canada and worldwide.  We invite you to explore our findings below and join us in 

this exciting journey to unlock the power of song. 

 

Our Findings: Social Benefits of Group Singing  

Group singing strengthens social bonds through multiple mechanisms. It triggers the 

release of oxytocin, often called the "bonding hormone," creating an instant connection. 

Over time, with regular participation, this sense of connectedness deepens, leading to a 

stronger sense of belonging and community—more so than many other group activities. 

Group singing also promotes prosocial behaviour by breaking down interpersonal barriers, 

fostering empathy, and helping participants develop transferable personal and social tools 

that benefit them in other areas of their lives.  
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Our Findings: Psychological Benefits of Group Singing  

Group singing lowers cortisol, a stress hormone that affects mental and physical health, 

while also triggering the release of oxytocin, often called the "bonding hormone." Reduced 

cortisol levels are linked to improved cognition and immune function, while increased 

oxytocin helps reduce anxiety. These hormonal changes have also been associated with 

pain reduction, with research suggesting that singing with others can raise pain 

thresholds, making participants less sensitive to discomfort. 

 

Additionally, singing with others regulates blood pressure, increases blood oxygenation, 

boosts the immune system and supports healthy lung function. It also activates regions of 

the brain associated with memory, thinking, movement, attention, language and emotion. 

More broadly, group singing is linked to improved psychological well-being, including 

increased competence, self-esteem and confidence.  

 

Our Findings: Benefits of Group Singing for Communication Function  

Research demonstrates that group singing is a powerful tool for developing expressive and 

receptive communication abilities in individuals with communication challenges. Studies 

show that synchronized vocal activities can enhance speech fluency and strengthen voice 

production in those affected by conditions such as aphasia, Parkinson’s disease, hearing 

loss, stuttering, breathing challenges and learning new languages. The respiratory control 

developed through group singing has proven beneficial for individuals with pulmonary 

conditions, improving their ability to manage breath support for speech. Beyond speech 

production, group singing also sharpens auditory discrimination and processing abilities, 

offering significant value for people with hearing impairments. This unique combination of 

benefits makes group singing a comprehensive intervention capable of simultaneously 

addressing multiple aspects of communication.  

 

Additionally, given the evidence that group singing can enhance communication skills, 

foster social connection, and build empathy, it may also be an effective community 

intervention for overcoming language barriers, such as those faced by newcomers and 

non-native speakers. 
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PART ONE: GENERAL GUIDELINES 

 

Who Leads Singing Groups for Improved Well-Being and Communication? 

The information in this guidebook is based on the evidence-based expertise of a wide 

range of professionals. These include musical professionals (choir directors, singing 

teachers, music educators, music therapists), healthcare practitioners (speech-language 

pathologists, nurses, social workers, gerontologists, therapists and vocologists), researchers 

and volunteers with musical backgrounds. 

 

The commonality shared by this diverse group is a dedication to group singing in ways that 

intentionally promote well-being for adults living with communication challenges. Their 

diversity reflects that while musical training is helpful, it is not a prerequisite for success as 

a group singing leader. The key requirement is a commitment to transform lives through 

the power of singing with others.  
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Qualities of an Effective Group Singing Leader 

Effective group singing leaders combine personal qualities, leadership skills, and musical and specialized knowledge to 

create an inclusive and supportive environment that builds trust and connection. While musical expertise is valuable, 

interpersonal skills—particularly empathy, patience and the ability to adapt with kindness—are fundamental.  These 

qualities work together to foster an atmosphere prioritizing people, well-being, and belonging over music-making. This 

approach helps remove barriers to participation and establishes relationships that encourage long-term participation. 

 

Personal Qualities 

• Empathetic and 

compassionate 

• Patient 

• Good communication 

skills 

• Open, fun-loving 

attitude and sense of 

humour 

• Humble and willing to 

learn from participants 

 

Leadership Style 

• Inclusive 

• Relationship-focused 

• Collaborative and 

open to co-creation  

• Adaptable and 

responsive 

• A balance between 

expertise and gentle 

guidance 

• Emphasis on process 

over perfection 

 

Musical Skills 

• Confident singer 

• Understanding of the 

singing voice 

• Knowledge of 

appropriate repertoire 

• The ability to play an 

instrument is an asset 

 

Specialized Knowledge 

• Understanding of 

specific conditions 

when working 

with those 

populations 

• Cultural awareness 

and 

responsiveness 

• Awareness of 

current research 

and best practices 

• Understanding of 

therapeutic 

aspects of group 

singing 
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Naming Considerations: Choir? Or Singing Group? 

There is an active discussion about how to refer to groups that gather to sing for improved 

well-being.  The important thing to understand is that there are implications associated 

with your naming choice and process. Depending on the group you work with, the name 

choir or singing group can influence participation. 

 

Singing Group 

Many leaders prefer a version of singing group because it sounds more casual and 

accessible for people who may feel nervous about singing with others. From this 

perspective, a singing group focuses on the activity rather than the structure. The general 

consensus among this group is that the term choir creates a barrier to participation 

because it can: 

 

● Imply a more formal, performance-oriented group 

● Suggest the need for musical experience, including reading music or part-singing 

● Feel intimidating to those who don't identify as "singers" 

● Carry negative cultural or religious associations  

Choir 

Other leaders feel that the term choir offers clarity and adds credibility to a group, 

particularly when seeking funding or community support. They also feel that for 

participants, being part of a choir rather than a singing group could foster a stronger sense 

of commitment, pride and collective identity over time. 

Ultimately, leaders should choose a name that best aligns with their participants' needs, 

group goals, local context and personal philosophy. Many leaders have found that 

engaging their participants in the process was also a beneficial way to foster buy-in, long-

term participation and social cohesion. 
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Getting Started 

Once you decide to lead a singing group to improve well-being and communication, the 

practitioners in our study suggested several additional steps, as outlined below. 

Define Your Purpose 

Defining the purpose of your singing group before you begin is foundational to its success. 

A clear purpose can inform every subsequent decision you make as a leader—from naming 

your group and adopting a leadership approach to choosing music, building partnerships 

and establishing a long-term vision.  

For groups dedicated to improved well-being and communication outcomes, a well-

articulated purpose creates a shared understanding among participants, volunteers and 

the larger community about what you aim to achieve together. Whether your focus is on 

building confidence, developing communication skills, fostering community connections, 

or simply experiencing the joy of music-making, establishing your why as a leader can help 

you navigate challenges, celebrate achievement and create a singing community that 

embraces every voice.  

Establish Partnerships 

Practitioners in our study emphasized the importance of establishing key partnerships 

before launching a therapeutic singing group. These partnerships offer valuable support 

and can help your singing group have an even more significant impact on those who sing 

with you. Aligning with organizations already invested in improving the lives of your target 

population can offer access to a wealth of resources, expertise and connections that could 

help your program thrive from day one. If your group is already established and looking to 

expand, a partnership with an aligned organization could help magnify your efforts to bring 

about improved well-being and community through song. 
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Organizations to Consider 

1. SingWell 

SingWell is a partnership project, which means we partner with a wide network of 

leading researchers, practitioners, and organizations across Canada and around the 

world. One of our key goals is to communicate what we learn to the communities we 

know can benefit from that knowledge. We are also building a map of group singing 

programs for improved well-being and communication in Canada, which can 

connect you with like-minded people who share your passion for group singing.  

 

2. National Organizations 

Many successful group singing programs have started their journeys backed by 

partnerships with national organizations dedicated to the communication 

challenges they serve. We suggest connecting with the local chapter of any of these 

organizations. 

Parkinson’s  
 

Parkinson 
Canada 

 
U-Turn 
Parkinson's 

 
World 
Parkinson 
Coalition 

 

Aphasia 
 

Aphasia 
Institute 

 
March Of 
Dimes Canada 

 

Hearing Loss 
 

Canadian 
Hearing  
 
Services 
Phonak/Sonova 

 

Stuttering  
 

Association 
Bégaiement 
Communication 

 
Canadian 
Stuttering 
Association 

 

Lung Health 
 

Canadian Lung 
Association 

 

3. Choral Organizations 

National and provincial choral organizations embrace group singing arts 

communities across Canada and may be positioned to offer guidance or connect 

you with others. We have also listed singing groups and choirs that may align with 

your vision and philosophy. 

Aphasia Choirs Go Global 
Better Breathing Choir, Memorial 
University 
Choir Alberta 
Choirs Ontario 
Choral Canada 

EnChor Choir 
Manitoba Choral Association 
New Brunswick Choir Federation 
Nova Scotia Choral Federation 
Saskatchewan Choral Federation 

Singing With Parkinson’s 

http://singwell.ca/
https://parkinson.ca/
https://parkinson.ca/
https://uturnparkinsons.org/
https://uturnparkinsons.org/
https://www.worldpdcoalition.org/
https://www.worldpdcoalition.org/
https://www.worldpdcoalition.org/
https://www.aphasia.ca/
https://www.aphasia.ca/
https://www.marchofdimes.ca/en-ca/programs/acs/acdp/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.marchofdimes.ca/en-ca/programs/acs/acdp/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.chs.ca/
https://www.chs.ca/
https://www.chs.ca/
https://www.chs.ca/
https://www.sonova.com/en
https://abcbegaiement.com/
https://abcbegaiement.com/
https://abcbegaiement.com/
https://stutter.ca/
https://stutter.ca/
https://stutter.ca/
https://www.lung.ca/
https://www.lung.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1632141370371583
https://betterbreathingchoir.wordpress.com/
https://betterbreathingchoir.wordpress.com/
https://www.choiralberta.ca/
https://choirsontario.org/
https://www.choralcanada.org/en/
https://enchor.ca/
https://www.mbchoralassociation.ca/
https://nbcfsite.wordpress.com/
https://nscf.ca/
https://www.saskchoral.ca/
https://singingwithparkinsons.com/
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4. Music Therapy 

Connecting with a music therapy organization may offer valuable guidance on 

working safely and effectively with people with communication challenges. Music 

therapists can offer expertise on clinical considerations, evidence-based practices 

and appropriate adaptations while providing a valuable referral network that may 

enhance your program's credibility with healthcare providers and funding bodies. 

Canadian Association Of Music Therapists 

 

5. Speech Language Therapists/Audiologists 

Speech-language pathologists and audiologists offer vital expertise specific to 

communication disorders, which can inform program planning and adaptations for 

your participants. These professionals can provide guidance on practical 

considerations for your program while also serving as valuable referral partners who 

understand how group singing can complement clinical therapy goals. 

Speech-Language Audiology Canada 

 

6. Social Prescribing 

Social prescribing is a healthcare approach where medical professionals refer people 

to non-clinical support in their community—such as group singing—to improve their 

health and well-being alongside traditional medical care. Connecting with social 

prescribing organizations helps link your singing group with healthcare providers 

who could help people with communication challenges find and access your 

program, while potentially providing funding opportunities and broader community 

support. 

Canadian Institute for Social Prescribing  
Canadian Institute Of Social Prescribing (CISP) + Student Collective 

 

7. Community Music Schools and Organizations 
Music and arts organizations in your community may offer shared resources, 

collaborative programming and support while helping you build broader networks 

to help sustain and grow your program. These partnerships may also provide access 

to venues, performance opportunities, funding sources and participants who might 

benefit from singing. Please let us know about allied arts organizations in your 

community that are invested in group singing for well-being. 

 

https://www.musictherapy.ca/
https://www.sac-oac.ca/
https://www.socialprescribing.ca/
https://cspsc.ca/
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8. Research partners 

Connecting with researchers investigating the benefits of group singing may be the 

catalyst you need to launch a program in your community.  Universities and colleges 

are rich with potential as partners. Whether it is researchers studying the benefits of 

group singing or students who would benefit from volunteering for your group, 

establishing an alignment could be very beneficial for your group, its participants 

and advocacy alliances for group singing in your community.  

 

 Singing leaders in our study reported approaching local universities and colleges to 

recruit music education, speech-language pathology, music, physio, kinesiology, 

audiology and occupational therapy students who became valuable resources in 

establishing and expanding their singing groups.  

 

Costs 

Your funding will need to cover key costs associated with your program. These include: 

● Practice space 

● Resources (music/printing, etc.) 

● Stipend/Honoraria for leadership team 

● Snacks, tea, etc., for socializing team 

The practitioners we spoke with stressed the importance of payment for the leadership 

team, particularly as your contribution of time will be well beyond the weekly session with 

your singing group. 

Sources of Funding 

You could have some of these areas covered by charging a participation fee. In some cases, 

this fee may be covered by health-spending funds if participants have flexible health 

benefits. You could also request donations from community organizations. For example, 

places of worship or research facilities may donate or offer a meeting space for a reduced 

fee. Businesses may donate items for social time, musical or audio equipment, printing 

services, etc. SingWell has created a donations in kind letter that you use or modify to 

establish these mutually-beneficial relationships to support your singing group. 
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Additionally, if  you set up your group as a professional organization, you may be able to 

apply for grants supported by evidence-based research on the benefits of group singing 

related to your target population. If you are a charitable organization, you may qualify for 

specialized funding or potentially align with a community group that could support your 

efforts.  You may also be able to align your efforts with a community health centre who 

would like to host your group as a way of extending services to its population. This 

alignment may help you cover many of the costs associated with running your singing 

group and establish a reliable source of trained volunteers. 

In-Person, Online or Hybrid: Participation Models 

In Person 

Meeting in person offers benefits that cannot be replicated online. When singing together 

in the same space, participants physically experience the vibrations and resonance of 

voices blending. As noted in our research overview, this shared acoustic experience can 

bring about heightened benefits. One of these is improved well-being related to social 

connection and renewed self-identity.  Sharing physical space creates a tangible sense of 

community. With body language and facial expression fully visible and natural feedback 

flowing within the group, building trust, confidence and connection is enhanced. 

Online or Hybrid 

As virtual choir technologies evolve, an online format has proven to be  successful for 

singing groups. Benefits of online group singing include: 

● removal of geographic, transportation and seasonal weather barriers 

● comfortable participation from a familiar home environment 

● the ability to join from care facilities or during health treatments 

● reduced fatigue from travel and physical setup 

● less exposure to viruses and vulnerability to injury (falls, etc.) 

● less anxiety about singing in front of others 

● option to record sessions for review and practice 

● more straightforward to support participation from caregivers 

● flexibility to participate at varying levels of general well-being 
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Whether mobility or immunity is a concern or participants feel more comfortable singing 

in the privacy of their own space, offering an online option can remove barriers to 

engagement. Other benefits include: 

● viable alternative option when in-person attendance isn't possible for fluctuating 

health or weather conditions 

● opens the group to people from other geographical areas 

● allows gradual transition to in-person participation  

Some singing leaders have found simple software solutions that make it possible to offer a 

hybrid format in which some singers participate in-person and others online. Zoom is the 

most commonly used platform among practitioners. SingWell and others have studied the 

efficacy of JackTrip, a platform that requires a bit more setup, but offers unique technology 

that uses AI to minimize latency, making it possible for participants to sing in synchrony.  

Whichever platform you adopt, hybrid singing groups offer flexibility that accommodates 

the complex needs of participants.  

Practice Space 

If you offer in-person or hybrid sessions, you will need to locate a venue.  Here are some 

questions to consider:  

● How easy is the space to access, particularly for those with mobility issues? 

● Is there ample room for participants to sing comfortably, whether sitting or 

standing? 

● Are chairs available?  

● What are the acoustic properties of the space? How is the lighting? 

● Does the space have a functioning piano? Is there power for a piano and audiovisual 

equipment? 

● Is the space well-ventilated? 

● Is the space adequately heated/cooled, and is this something you can control? 

● Are restrooms easy to access for all mobilities? 

● Is there an area for social time where snacks and drinks could be made available? 

● Is there a lockable storage closet? 

● What is the cost of renting the space? Do you have liability insurance coverage in 

that space? 

https://www.zoom.com/home
https://www.jacktrip.com/
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Meeting Time 

Meeting time is typically determined by the needs of the participants and the availability of 

space. Most in-person and hybrid groups meet for 60-90 minutes a week, allowing time for 

socializing during a scheduled break (see socializing below). Online groups typically meet 

for 30-60 minutes weekly. 

Building a Team 

While many singing leaders work successfully on their own, several leaders emphasized the 

value of building a collaborative team chosen to support the needs and safety of 

participants. Ideally, a team would include some of all of the following: 

● A community musician/choir director  

● Music therapist or speech-language pathologist/therapist with training specific to 

the communication disorder your group is for 

● Volunteers to sing along and support the needs of participants   

● An accompanist to allow the singing leader full mobility and physical access to 

participants 

Equipment 

Equipment needs will vary depending on the leader, space and singing group type. 

Common equipment requirements include: 

● piano/accompanying instrument(s) 

● music stand 

● audiovisual equipment for projecting words 

● laptop and HDMI cables to connect to audiovisual equipment 

● chairs 

● tables for drinks/snacks for socializing time 

Family Members and Caregivers 

Some singing leaders value the participation of family members and caregivers, as it invites 

them into a joyful community where they can share positive experiences with their loved 

ones. Others feel it is a valuable time to connect with participants without family and 

caregivers in attendance. That time may also be appreciated for respite.  
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Volunteers 

Many leaders appreciate volunteers' help and energy in their singing space. Volunteers can 

support participants and sing along, adding acoustic resonance and timbre to the group to 

enhance the auditory experience. They can also help set up and clear the room, operate 

audiovisual equipment, photocopy and distribute music/word sheets, make and serve 

refreshments and take payment if you run on a drop-in fee. Volunteers can be recruited 

from partner organizations, hospitals, schools and the community. However, it is a good 

idea that they have some training on supported communication and a recent Police 

Record Check. Many health care centres and facilities will also require tuberculosis testing.  

 

Choosing Music 

Selecting music for singing groups is vital to participant engagement. For that reason, 

most group singing leaders lean toward well-known songs. Familiarity with a song triggers 

autobiographical memory, a repository of life experiences we access to construct and 

remember who we are. The shared reminiscence that occurs in a singing group helps 

strengthen social bonding and self-identity and helps mitigate the loneliness that people 

who struggle with communication challenges often experience. 

 

The structure of a song is also an important consideration. Predictable, repetitive melodies 

structured in A-B-A form (verse-chorus-verse) allow participants to focus on vocalizing 

rather than the complexities of language formulation. This structure reinforces language 

patterns and builds confidence in vocal expression. In vocal music, rhythm is the text of the 

song, creating a temporal framework that guides speech production and allows 

participants to focus on the flow of communication. This rhythmic scaffolding supports 

communication and empowers participants to express themselves with improved ease 

and confidence.  

 

The music you choose should ideally be familiar or easy to learn using a call-and-response 

(rote) teaching method. It is also a good practice to select a variety of upbeat and slower-

tempo songs that will allow you to adjust to the energy and mood of the group. Other 

structural characteristics to consider when choosing songs include: 

 

● Familiar songs relevant to the interests of the group 

● Simple, repetitive melody and rhythm 
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● Simple, repetitive text 

● Short, manageable phrases 

● Slow-medium tempo (or songs with an easy-to-adjust tempo) 

● Unison, partner songs and canons 

● Content that fosters a sense of community 

● Musical elements that support improved communication  

Songs suggested by participants that reflect these characteristics should also be 

considered as embedding authentic choices in a group, which can positively impact well-

being outcomes. 

 

Abiding by Copyright Law and Respecting Musical Creators 

The songs we love to sing in our choirs and singing groups are original works protected by 

copyright law. In Canada, a musical work is protected under copyright law for the life of its 

creator plus 70 years after the death of the last surviving creator.  

 

The people who own the rights to these musical works are songwriters, composers, lyricists, 

musicians, and publishers who rely on the royalties generated by their work to sustain their 

livelihood. Here is an overview of how choirs and singing groups can respect the rights of 

these creators and abide by copyright law: 

 

1. Photocopying sheet music is illegal. If you are purchasing sheet music for your group 

for a song that is protected by copyright law, you must buy the total number of 

copies you will need for each member. This includes digital sheet music.   

2. There are many older songs that are now public domain. You may use these songs 

freely, and the sheet music can be easily found online. However, some arrangements 

of these songs may still be protected under copyright. This means that you may still 

need to pay for the sheet music for these songs.  

3. In your private choir/group sessions, you may print off lyrics and play audio 

recordings of songs without violating copyright law.  

 

When a choir/singing group hosts a live performance, creators are entitled to royalties for 

the live performance of their work. These royalties are collected through Entandem, a 

Canadian rights-management organization that issues licenses for the public playing, 

performance, communication, and reproduction of music.  
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For live performances (ticketed or free), choirs and singing groups can respect the rights of 

creators and abide by copyright law by: 

 

● Inquire whether the venue hosting your group's performance or concert has 

obtained an Entandem license, if so, your concert is covered.  

● Some venues may not possess a license that covers the performance of live music. In 

this case, choirs and singing groups are responsible for obtaining an Entandem 

performance license. This is done after the performance/concert. In the spirit of 

supporting creators for their valuable work, it is encouraged that choirs and singing 

groups obtain their Entandem performance license shortly after they have hosted a 

performance. This includes online-streamed performances. Licenses can be 

obtained through Entandem’s online portal at entandemlicensing.com.  

● Ensure that whoever is paying for the license, either the venue, presenter, or your 

choir/singing group, includes the list of songs you performed. This ensures your 

license payments' royalties are directed to the correct rights holders.   

 

This is not a legal opinion. It is each group's responsibility to ensure they are abiding by 

copyright laws. We encourage you to contact Choral Canada or Entandem if you need 

more information. 

 

Recruiting Singers 

Leaders suggest the best place to begin recruiting is by connecting with 

 

● Associations connected to the communication challenge your singing group will 

address (see ‘Partner Organizations’ above) 

● Associated charities (see ‘Partner Organizations’ above) 

● Community groups 

● Care homes 

● Inpatient rehabilitation settings 

● Community therapists 

● Researchers 

● Healthcare referrals, including social prescribing 
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In terms of marketing, leaders have had success with: 

 

● Highly shareable content distributed on social media platforms like Facebook and 

Instagram 

● Print or digital flyers shared in healthcare and rehabilitation settings by staff and 

therapists with potential participants and their caregivers 

● Local press, radio, websites and events 

● Word of mouth  

 

Typical Session Structure 

While singing leaders follow a general session structure, they adapt their approach based 

on participants' specific communication challenges and safety needs. We recommend this 

foundational structure as a starting point for a 60-minute in-person practice. Please consult 

the communication challenge section for timing, detailed modifications and safety 

considerations. 

 

1. Welcome 

2. Physical warm-up and stretching  

3. Vocal warm-up and breathing exercises 

4. Gentle singing and movement 

5. Social time (tea, coffee, snacks, etc.) 

6. Group singing/sing-along 

7. Cool-down and parting words 

 

The Value of Social Time 

Most of the singing group leaders in our study recommend that time be made for 

socializing during a session. These social breaks serve several vital purposes for participants. 

They offer a low-pressure environment where communication skills can be practiced 

informally. The shared experience of singing together provides natural conversation topics, 

making it easier to initiate interactions. Additionally, these breaks help prevent fatigue, as 

singing and focusing on communication can be mentally and physically demanding. 

 

The social component also helps build a supportive community among participants. While 

singing together creates connection through shared activity, the breaks allow people to 
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develop deeper personal bonds. For those who may feel isolated due to communication 

challenges, these social connections can be just as valuable as the singing practice.  

 

Depending on the group, this time for social connection can be offered before or after the 

singing session begins. However, most leaders suggested that socializing at the halfway 

mark provided an excellent opportunity for participants to take a break. Offering snacks 

and beverages deepens the experience for all participants, although safety considerations 

must be made depending on the communication challenge the group addresses (see Part 

Two).  

 

Organizing the Space 

Singing leaders choose a room set-up based on space limitations, specific needs of their 

participants and consideration for creating a sense of community to promote social well-

being and engagement. Common set-up includes: 

 

● All participants and the leader seated in a circle (accompanist outside the circle) 

● All participants and leader are seated in a circle (if the leader self-accompanies with 

guitar or keyboard) 

● All participants sit in a semi-circle with the leader/accompanist at the front 

● All participants are seated in rows with the leader/accompanist at the front 

 

The singing leaders we spoke with also suggested care be placed regarding: 

 

● Spacing of chairs for movement and comfort 

● Mobility concerns 

● Access to washroom facilities 

● Proximity to projector screen (if using) 

 

Whatever setup you choose, it is important to consider how it may impact the experience 

that participants have. For example, does your arrangement support social connection? 

Can eye contact be made? Does it allow for conversation? Is the space welcoming? Doing 

your best to answer these questions as you set up your space may contribute to the 

invaluable social bonding that is central to the group singing experience. 
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Managing Anxiety about Singing 

It is not uncommon for participants to arrive at the first several sessions with anxiety about 

singing. Some of this can be attributed to a cultural mindset about singing in a choir. 

Others may feel anxious about being in a group or self-conscious about their 

communication challenge. Remember that these barriers can result in low participation 

and attendance, which means people are not accessing the benefits of group singing. To 

mitigate this, singing leaders can: 

 

● Engage with/acknowledge each participant gently and consistently 

● Create a sense of joy and belonging  

● Normalize mistakes (reframe as growth) 

● Check-in with caregivers 

● Allow time for relationships to develop between participants 

● Greet participants as they arrive 

● Affirm participants when the session is over 

 

Managing Group Dynamics 

Facilitating any type of singing group requires skillful navigation of diverse personalities 

and behaviours. For example, you may encounter participants who sing too loudly, 

dominate conversations during social time or display socially inappropriate behaviors. 

Experienced participants may think it is helpful to correct other singers or the leader. 

Useful strategies for managing these dynamics include: 

 

● Gently encourage loud singers to  "blend"  

● Create structured interaction opportunities where everyone has a turn to speak 

● Establish clear group expectations early on and address issues privately with respect 

and specific feedback 

● Acknowledge unwelcome input briefly and redirect focus to the activity 

 

Challenging behaviours often stem from participants' desire to connect or be valued. By 

acknowledging each person's contributions while maintaining group dynamics, leaders 

can create a space where everyone feels seen and supported. Consistent, kind boundaries 

benefit the entire community and model healthy social interaction for all participants. 

  


