
      Members of RECAA Choir with director Dina Cindrić. 

 
“Think back to a song that brings you a 

sense of connection… to a person, a place, 
a time in your life…”

 
Songs that Connect Us is a community-engaged project for collaborative 
and meaningful group singing using storytelling and song. It fosters open 
communication and a respect for diversity.  

Participants are asked to think of a song that brings them a sense of 
connection. At the next meeting, they are invited to share their stories and 
songs, which are recorded. Over the course of the following sessions, 
participants work together to learn the songs. 

This project can be used to encourage dialogue on issues important to the 
community, or it might inspire collaborations with other community or 
cultural groups. Stories and songs can be presented in performance or use 
them as content for digital storytelling projects. 

 
// Songs that Connect Us was first initiated by the RECAA Choir — a community choir of elders 
from the ethnic communities of Montreal, many of whom belong to the community 
organization RECAA: Respecting Elders Communities Against Abuse. // 
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Questions to  
Inspire Storytelling 

Invite participants to reflect 
on these questions to help 

them tell their story: 

 
What 

What is the song? What is your 
connection to it? What does it 
mean to you? What memories 
does it conjure? How do these 

memories make you feel? 

When & Where 

When did you first hear or learn 
this song? Where were you? 

 
Who 

Who sang it? How did you feel 
when they would sing it to you or 

when you would sing it with them? 
Describe their voice. What did it 

sound like? 

SONGS THAT CONNECT US 
Collaborative and meaningful group singing  

through storytelling and song
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It is important that the members of your 
group feel comfortable and safe — both 
physically and emotionally, and it is your job 
as facilitator to create a space that fosters 
this.

Every session should begin with a physical warm-up to avoid 
injury to one’s voice. 

Begin with some gentle stretches and body awareness warm-
ups (see “Presence Warmups” on the PCM Hub) to help the group 
relax and feel more at ease.  From there you can do some 
breathing exercises and vocal warm-ups to prepare the group 
for singing. 

End your warm-up with a “Listening & Sounding Game” (refer to 
the PCM Hub). These games actively engage every member of the 
group and encourage whole-body listening and a playful sounding 
with the voice. They will help your members be more comfortable 
with themselves and each other. 
 
To create an emotional safe space that supports an environment 
of trust and respect, it is best to have your group sit (or stand) in a 
circle whenever possible. 

This seating arrangement encourages inclusiveness, conversation, 
an attitude of support, togetherness, and collaboration. People are 
more likely to feel valued and as a result, will feel more at ease and 
willing to share their ideas, stories, and voices. 

The online video-conferencing format simulates a similar 
environment but be sure to remind participants to keep their video 
on and to use gallery view. It is useful to establish some ground 
rules on how to initiate speaking and conversation, and how to 
limit distractions in this format.  
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CREATE A SAFE SPACE 
FOR GROUP SINGING & 
STORYTELLING

Tips for Creating  
Emotional Safe Spaces 

• Be vulnerable and empathetic. 

• Be curious and open to learning. 

• Give others the space to talk.  

• When someone is speaking, listen 
with the intent to understand, not 
respond. 

• When asking questions, use 
open-ended ones to inspire 
storytelling and conversation. 

• Allow space for conversations.  

• Invite members of the group into 
conversations if they have not 
spoken.  

• Encourage different points of 
view; all are valid and equally 
important.  

• Remind the group that they have 
permission to ask questions at 
any time. 

• Respect and acknowledge other 
people’s contributions. 

• Go with the flow.  

• Stay open. 

• Don’t be afraid to make mistakes. 
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Invite a volunteer to introduce their song and tell their story. Listen 
mindfully. Allow space for conversations. Allow other stories to 
emerge. With permission from the participants, record the stories 
and responses. 

Sing or play a recording of the song 
 
If the volunteer feels comfortable doing so, have them sing the 
song. If not, play a recording of it. Ask the volunteer how they feel 
upon hearing it again. Does it conjure any memories for others in 
the group? Record the responses. Talk about the song: Who wrote 
or performed it? What is it about? What does it mean? 

Repeat 
 
Sing or play the song again. Invite the group to tap or sway to the 
beat and hum along.  

Teach the Song by Rote  
 
Rote learning is based on listening, imitating and repeating. 
Teaching a song by rote is an excellent way to help your group 
develop listening skills and work on technique. It encourages 
auditory memory without requiring any formal musical training or 
musical literacy making it accessible to everyone. 

Depending on the comfort level of the individual who chose the 
song, they may be willing to teach the song or may instead wish to 
have the facilitator do it. In either case, refer to the how-to guide in 
the sidebar for guidance. Depending on the song and depending 
on the group, you may wish to provide lyric sheets. In the 
beginning, try shorter, simpler songs or consider learning just one 
verse or the chorus. 
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How to Teach  
a Song by Rote 

 
Prepare at Home 

By preparing ahead of time, you will 
be better equipped to teach the 
song. Listen to recordings or study a 
score. Choose a simple verse or 
chorus that you intend to teach and 
break it into into smaller parts 
(consider the phrasing, melodic and 
rhythmic patterns, etc). You should be 
able to sing the song comfortably 
before teaching it to the group. 

Teach the Song to the Group using 
Call-and-Response 

To teach the song to the group, first 
sing the song (or the part of the song 
you intend to teach) in its entirety.  
Then use call-and-response: sing 
one phrase or part of a phrase and 
have the group echo you. Repeat as 
needed. 

Other Strategies 

If the song or certain parts of it are 
particularly challenging, consider 
these additional strategies: 

Chant the Rhythm 
Keeping a steady beat on your lap, chant 
the rhythm on a neutral syllable such as 
‘da’. Use call-and-response. Repeat as 
needed. 

Sing the Melody  
Sing the melody on a neutral syllable such 
as ‘doo’. Use call-and-response. Repeat as 
needed. 

Speak the Text 
Speak the text in rhythm. Use call-and-
response. Repeat as needed. 

INTRODUCE THE SONG

TEACH THE SONG
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What if someone chooses a song in a language that the majority 
of the group do not speak? Singing songs in other languages may 
seem daunting — but by taking the time to break it down into 
smaller parts you will find it isn’t difficult at all. 

Here are some tips to help you sing songs in other languages with 
confidence and respect for the culture from which they come. By 
doing so, you and your group will discover a world of repertoire, 
and will develop a greater appreciation for other cultures, 
languages and ideas.  

Find a “Language Coach” 
Ask your group if anyone is a native speaker of the language. If they are: great! They are your language 
coach! If not, ask the group if they know someone who is, or speak with cultural organizations in your 
community and invite a guest ‘coach’ to your rehearsal. This is an excellent way to engage with the 
community and culture and learn something new. If this person is unable to come to your rehearsal, ask if 
they would kindly record themselves speaking the text slowly and clearly. Share this recording with the 
group. Remember to thank and remunerate your guests accordingly.  

Understand the Context of the Song 
It is important to understand the context of the song culturally and historically. You need to be respectful 
and not appropriate the culture from which the song originates. Educate yourself. Do research. Have 
discussions with your group. You may discover that there are songs that are not appropriate for your group 
to sing, in which case, do not sing them. Consider contacting and engaging with cultural groups in your 
community. 

Know what you are singing about 
You will want to know what you are singing about. Spend some time talking about what the text means. A 
literal, word-for-word translation is useful to better understand the language and better tell the story of the 
text. Ask your in-house or external language coach to translate the text, word-for-word in person to allow for 
discussion.   

Learn the Pronunciation  
Use call-and-response to learn the pronunciation. Have your language coach speak the text slowly, phrase 
by phrase, and have the group echo it back. Allow time for questions. Some sounds and words will be much 
more difficult than others for non-native speakers. Concentrate first on vowel sounds, as vowels carry most 
of the singing voice, then work on any problem consonants. Encourage your language coach to listen to the 
group and give feedback. Consider also how some words when sung sound differently than when spoken. If 
your in-house language coach feels comfortable doing so, ask them to sing the phrase slowly so the group 
can hear the pronunciation in the context of the song. Repeat as needed until the group feels comfortable 
with the text.
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SONGS IN OTHER LANGUAGES Tips for Singing in 
Other Languages 

  
• Find a “Language Coach” 

• Understand the Context of the 
Song 

• Know what you are singing 
about 

• Learn the Pronunciation
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