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Abstract 
This article discusses the development of an Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC) choir at a specialist school. All student participants in 
the choir are non-verbal and use AAC to participate in the music-making, and 
this way of singing has been developed at the school by a transdisciplinary 
team including a music therapist and speech language therapist. The 
creation of the choir and a typical session is described, and relevant literature 
from other New Zealand therapeutic choirs and speech language therapy is 
considered. Thoughts on how the choir benefits participants are discussed, 
particularly through expression of creativity and musicality, opportunities to 
perform and development of personal voice and identity. 



 6 

Introduction 
Kimi Ora1 is a specialist school in Wellington, New Zealand for students aged 
five to twenty-one with complex special needs. Alongside their classroom 
teachers and teacher aides, students are supported by a team of therapists 
including speech language, occupational, physio, sport and music therapy. 
Many students at the school use Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC), which is assistive technology used to help a person 
communicate and control their environment (TalkLink, 2022). In 2021 Hazel, 
music therapist, and Catriona, speech language therapist, worked together 
to set up an AAC choir at Kimi Ora School. Permission to discuss the choir 
in this article has been given by the school. 

The initial idea for the choir was sparked by Swanson’s online presentation 
at the World Congress of Music Therapy 2020, titled Breaking Down 
Communication Barriers with AAC (Swanson, 2020a, 2020b). During the 
presentation, the concept of AAC choirs was mentioned as an idea for 
incorporating AAC into music therapy.  

Hazel: 
I was interested in this idea, but on initial research, all I could find on 
this topic was an interesting video from Cerebral Palsy Scotland 
(2020), of their AAC choir singing Last Christmas by Wham! In this 
video, they used their devices to read the lyrics of the song alongside 
a backing track. I also reached out to Dr Swanson via email, who 
responded that she wasn't aware of any published literature around 
AAC choirs specifically (personal communication, January 5, 2021). 

Many of the students I was working closely with at Kimi Ora use AAC 
as their primary method of communication, and I was interested in 
how the musical structure of a choir could be adapted to include AAC 
devices. In particular I wanted to find ways in which AAC could be 
used musically and creatively. I met with Catriona and suggested that 
we create a choir specifically for students using AAC, and the concept 
of Kimi Choir was born. This has developed with the support of the 
school community into a thriving AAC choir with a growing repertoire 
and opportunities to perform.  

  

                                                
1 http://www.kimiora.school.nz/ 
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Literature Review 

Therapeutic Choirs in Aotearoa New Zealand 
In New Zealand, literature has been published exploring therapeutic 
neurological choirs, including the well-established CeleBRation and 
Cantabrainers therapeutic choirs. In a 2013 article, Talmage et al. described 
the Choral Singing Therapy (CST) protocol used at the CeleBRation choir in 
Auckland and the music therapist's role within the choir. The protocol has a 
strong focus on supporting the voice in both singing and speech production, 
and liaising with specialists such as speech therapists is listed both as part 
of the music therapist's role and as a recommendation for others 
implementing the CST protocol. The Kimi Choir design was inspired by the 
way therapeutic choirs such as CeleBRation use musical activity to practise 
and develop communication skills. 

Through interviews, Talmage et al. (2013) also found that "many participants 
emphasised the social and musical nature of group singing" (p. 17), and that 
the choir provided an avenue for social contact and community participation. 
The choir has given in-house, semi-public and public performances, and the 
authors report that "Many members have experienced enjoyment, increased 
confidence and a sense of community service through performing" (p. 29). A 
study by Jenkins et al. (2017) found that people with a neurological condition 
who participated in one of the CeleBRation or Cantabrainers choirs 
"perceived positive improvements including physical, psychological and 
social benefits as a result of choir participation" (p. 60). 

Talmage and Purdy (2021) interviewed thirty-three current and potential 
neurological choir facilitators in New Zealand. These participants included 
music therapists, speech language therapists, community musicians, and 
other professionals, in both rural and urban communities within the North and 
South Islands. Participants identified physiological and psychosocial benefits 
of community singing, and common features of the choirs included physical 
exercises, generally flexible repertoire, and social time with refreshments. 

Kimi Choir clearly differs from the choirs explored in these studies in 
population and approach; most notably in that our students primarily use 
AAC to participate rather than physically singing with their voices. Further 
research would be needed to determine whether some of the benefits 
identified by these studies could also be provided by this type of choir. 
However, many identified benefits of choir participation are psychosocial 
(Lee et al, 2018), so it may be that these benefits can still be enjoyed by 
participants who do not physically sing.  
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Hazel: 
I reflected on this when I attended the 2021 Music Therapy 
Symposium presentation given by Cantabrainers therapeutic choir 
(Wade et al., 2021). Whilst the choir activities were focused on 
speech, including vocal warm-ups, I noticed that the music was a 
powerful motivational factor for participants to work on areas of 
communication they had difficulty with. The group energy created a 
fun and uplifting mood which I feel also happens in Kimi Choir. 

In their book Creating Music Cultures in the Schools: A Perspective from 
Community Music Therapy, Rickson and McFerran (2014) describe non-
verbal learners using AAC to play a note as part of a group performance. 
This takes place in the illustrative vignette Including Diverse Learners in a 
Major Music Event in the Community to Promote Inclusion, a fictional account 
inspired by real-life projects. They write that "the learners were aware that 
they had an important contribution to make, and they worked hard to play 
their part at the right time" (p.73). When describing this account of learners 
with disabilities engaging in community music-making, they describe 
participants discussing "musical integrity" and how "our music would be 
meaningful, not just noise" (p.73). We also feel that a musically satisfying 
result is important for the choir to be enjoyable and motivating for all involved. 
The importance of the musicality of the choir was also highlighted by 
neurological choir participants (Fogg-Rogers et al., 2016; Talmage et al., 
2013). 

Speech Language Therapy – Developing Your Voice 
The students in our choir use switches such as a LITTLEmack (AbleNet, 
2022; Figure 1) to assist their communication, and as a method to access 
the world around them. Short messages such as “Yes” or "That's what I want" 
can be recorded onto these devices. The student can then activate the 
message independently in a way that works for them, for example by moving 
their head or leg to press the switch.  

Switches are used to enable students to indicate yes or no, which then aids 
them to access more complex communication devices, such as 
Pragmatically Organised Dynamic Display (PODD) books (see Novita Tech, 
n.d.; and Figure 2), and to build relationships. Technology is constantly 
changing and evolving, and these switches also assist students to participate 
in activities such as cooking, assistive technology sessions and playing 
games. One small head, arm or leg movement can open a world of 
opportunity for these students. 
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Figure 1  
LITTLEmack Switch 

  
Image description: Top and side views of the LITTLEmack switch. The switch is a 
large, round, coloured push button. The electronics are contained in the base. Record 
and playback instructions are printed on the device. 
 
Figure 2  
Pragmatically Organised Dynamic Display (PODD) book 

 
Image description: The book is a set of tabbed sheets. Each sheet shows a grid of 
large coloured symbols with captions. For example, the top sheet displayed here 
includes a large arrow with the caption “Let’s go”.  
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Beauchamp et al. (2018) discuss the importance of students who are 
learning to use switches to communicate having access to them throughout 
the day and across a range of activities. The reasons for this are twofold. 
One, these switches act as the student's voice, and as such, they should 
always have access to them, just as each of us has access to our voice 
whenever we need it. Two, the students are still learning and developing their 
skills in using their switches to communicate. Therefore, they need to be 
provided learning opportunities to develop these skills. For students who 
have additional needs, such as visual, sensory, or hearing impairment, this 
process may take years to develop. The more opportunities and the wider 
range of time they have to work on these skills the more likely these students 
are to develop them. 

Also emphasised by Beauchamp et al (2018) was the importance of students 
learning to use switches through fun and in a non-testing environment. 
Children learn best when they are in an environment that is motivating and 
encouraging, with minimal stress (Willis, 2007). Our choir gives students the 
opportunity to explore their switch and the consequences of using their voice 
in a fun and safe environment. This assists the students to build confidence 
in their skills. We have observed students increasing their switch use in choir, 
and this then led to overall increased switch usage throughout the day. 
Overall, we want the students at Kimi Ora School to be autonomous 
communicators (Burkhart & Porter, 2012), able to communicate with anyone, 
anywhere, and at any time they want. This increases their independence and 
their opportunities outside of their school environment. The skills that they 
learn and practise in choir are assisting them to grow into being effective 
communicators and participants in society.  

Shaw (2019) explored what makes a student feel included in their school 
environment. The key areas identified were the relationships they build, 
participating in school life, and learning skills that will help them in later life. 
Kimi Choir gives students the opportunity to work on all three of these 
aspects. The relationships that they build with both their peers in choir and 
other students who come to watch choir are strengthened by having a shared 
interest. They have been able to participate in our school production by 
singing with the choir, which has helped them to feel more ownership of their 
performance. And, of course, as mentioned above, the switching skills the 
students develop in choir help them to be effective communicators and 
continue to build relationships and participate fully.  

A significant benefit of the choir has been having our students participate in 
waiata, which is a vital aspect of Māoritanga, or Māori culture (Higgins & 
Loader, 2014). The New Zealand Music – Sound Arts curriculum places 
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value on traditional and contemporary Māori musical arts, recognising music 
as a fundamental form of expression (Ministry of Education, 2014). The Kimi 
Ora School Charter also states that the school is committed to celebrating 
tikanga Māori through daily use of Te Reo Māori and waiata, supporting the 
principles of partnership, protection and participation in Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 
Although as choir leaders we are both Pākehā, we are fortunate to be able 
to discuss and develop the use of waiata in the choir with other staff including 
those who direct our Māori learning.  

We have a diverse choir membership and we have all enjoyed being able to 
explore the culture of Aotearoa New Zealand through music. This opportunity 
particularly aided one of our choir members to achieve her goal of actively 
engaging in waiata to connect with her own culture. Other students have also 
enjoyed exploring roles within a waiata, such as students taking turns to be 
the leader and begin the song, or the exclamations “Aue!” and “Hi aue hi!” 
which are typically performed by men. Sheehan’s (2017) article about waiata 
and belonging explored how performing waiata both emphasises Māori 
identity and additionally helps to foster a sense of connection. This 
importance of performing waiata gives something that everyone can feel 
connected by and have in common.  

Overall, choir helps our students to foster their voice, both in the physical 
production of sound and the way they express themselves. It also gives them 
an opportunity to grow and develop their identity as individuals, performers, 
and New Zealanders.  

A Typical Choir Session 
A typical choir session starts with a hello song, welcoming students to the 
rehearsal. Our numbers vary each week, and we may have up to 14 students 
as well as several teacher aides, teachers and therapists in the group. Our 
rehearsals take place weekly during the term and last for around 45 minutes. 

We usually have time to sing two songs together during a session, and for 
each we follow the same pattern. Firstly, Hazel sings the song through, with 
ukulele accompaniment so that the students can hear all the parts. Then she 
sings the song again, line by line. Students use their AAC device to choose 
which line they want to sing, by switching to indicate “yes” in the pause after 
the line. Hazel or another staff member then records that line on to their 
switch. Once everyone has chosen a line, we sing the song all together, with 
students switching to sing their line whenever they wish. Usually, we sing the 
song through, then switch to humming for a while, so that students can more 
clearly hear their own and others' switching. We finish by singing again. We 



 12 

often sing a song two or three times in a session before moving to the next 
song, giving students time to experiment with when to sing their line. At the 
end of the session, we sing a goodbye song as students head back to class.  

Initially, we started by singing rounds, singing Bella Mama (a traditional song 
often attributed to the Torres Strait Islands) and Te Aroha (a Māori waiata) as 
our first two songs. We felt this was a good way to test the concept as these 
songs are designed to be sung with the lines overlapping. Once we found 
this worked successfully, we expanded to other short songs, such as the first 
verse of Me He Manu Rere, part-songs, and adapted longer songs to sing in 
our style. Since establishing the choir, we have already had the opportunity 
to take part in several performances within and outside of the school, 
including the school production and an online national choir event. For 
performances, we have asked students to choose a line for the performance 
in advance then practise for a few weeks with that line, to get to know it well. 
As our repertoire has increased, we have also asked students which songs 
they would like to perform. 

During the session time, Hazel primarily leads the music and singing, and 
Catriona ensures students' AAC devices are set up correctly and working 
properly as well as joining in with the music. This is a group that really thrives 
on the ability for us to work in a transdisciplinary manner, which has been 
key both in session time and in planning. We have found it invaluable to 
discuss our observations of how students respond to the songs and the choir 
format, and how to structure and focus sessions so that students are able to 
practise the skills they need to use their AAC devices effectively. Additionally, 
we have been able to work together to meet individual students’ 
communication and music goals; over our time working together, we have 
found that the goals of speech language therapy and music therapy often 
closely align in this environment, particularly around participation and the 
expression of oneself. 

Discussion 
This method of using AAC in music allows for creativity and self-expression, 
as students are co-creating the music spontaneously and in the moment. For 
many of our students, communication through AAC can take quite a long 
time, particularly to express more complex thoughts, and requires planning 
or suspending an activity until the message is complete. It is quite different 
for them to be able to participate in an activity using their AAC in “real time”. 
Once the initial recording onto their switch is complete, they do not need to 
rely on someone else to facilitate their participation in the music-making. This 
allows students the freedom to experience themselves as active musicians 
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and performers, rather than only being able to make choices that then 
influence a separate final product. 

The choir also provides flexibility for students who are at different stages in 
their journey with AAC to work on their individual goals within the structure of 
the same activity. Some students might be working on developing their 
understanding of cause and effect in using their switch, whilst others might 
be improving skills of planning and reasoning (Hua et al, 2017). All can still 
take part in the choir together as their engagement will still contribute in a 
meaningful way to the activity, and students whose skills are more advanced 
provide peer modelling for others. The choir rehearsals are a regular space 
where students can become comfortable and gradually experiment more 
with their participation within a consistent framework.  

Being part of a choir has also provided our students with opportunities they 
otherwise would not have had. In particular, we were able to take part in 
several performances across the year taking place within school, outside of 
school, and online, including taking part in a national event for school choirs. 
Using the language and structure of a school choir provides a relatable 
concept for others to understand that we are a music group and respond to 
us accordingly; it can be difficult for people with no experience of AAC to 
understand how our students communicate, but a school choir is a known 
concept and may be relatively easier to include. Having a musical focus has 
made sure that this endeavour sounds and acts like a choir, and not just a 
group with a fun idea. Students have used their communication skills to 
express excitement leading up to a performance and positive feelings after 
the performance. This links into the Key Competencies in the New Zealand 
curriculum, in particular Participating and Contributing (Ministry of Education, 
2020). Students are actively involved in the communities of the choir and the 
school, and through the choir can participate in wider community events. 

In the illustrative vignette mentioned above, Rickson and McFerran (2014) 
describe some of the challenges that can be faced by people with additional 
needs taking part in a less than perfectly designed community event, such 
as transport logistics, need for extra time and money to be spent, wheelchair 
access, sensory needs, timing of meals and reorganising class timetables. 
We encountered all these challenges when arranging for the choir to take 
part in an external performance, and it was only due to the support and 
willingness of all staff at the school including teachers, teacher aides, 
therapists and leadership that we were able to take part. Sadly, the 
inaccessibility of spaces and events means that it is no small feat for our 
choir to give a community performance. 
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Rickson and McFerran (2014) also describe how a performance could be an 
opportunity "to be accepted and respected in the community", but that there 
is also a chance that "lack of understanding or intolerance [from an audience] 
could also have a bad effect on our young people" (p. 70). They describe 
giving learners space to express whether they would like to be involved and 
that learners would show their interest by engaging willingly with the activity 
if they were enjoying it. For our context, the whole school community was 
again extremely important when consulting with students as to whether they 
wanted to perform. Teachers and teacher aides were able to discuss the 
performance and what to expect with their classes and gather students' 
views, and students had opportunities to express their feelings to different 
trusted staff members. This helped us to feel confident that students were 
willing and excited to perform and well-prepared for what they would 
encounter. 

As well as the physical “voice” that our students develop through using 
switches in fun learning situations such as choir, our students are also 
developing their own personal voice – that is, to express themselves in a way 
that suits them and their personality. For a student who uses AAC, their voice 
plays many roles. Wickenden (2011) spoke to young users of AAC about how 
they saw themselves. She explored the idea of selfhood and personhood. 
Selfhood relates to how people see themselves, while personhood relates to 
how others see them. Any young person will go through this process, but it 
is especially important for our learners. For example, Wickenden (2011), 
discussed with young AAC users that they themselves did not see their 
disability as being a particularly interesting part of themselves. They were 
more interested in being seen as who they were: funny, cute, or smart. Their 
families were more focused on what they could do, identifying them as being 
good friends or siblings. However, they worried that people who did not know 
them may only see their disability, something they themselves were not 
particularly interested in, or felt they should be identified as. This means they 
could have a huge gap between their selfhood and how other people see 
them. Choir gives our students opportunities to change and challenge both 
personhood and selfhood. They can be seen, and see themselves, as 
performers, active participants, and individuals.  

Choir has given students a space to explore their identity and how they can 
express that. They have begun to explore this within the context of a group, 
including how their voice impacts them and how their contributions uplift and 
add to that of their peers. This helps our students to develop and maintain 
relationships and friendships with the other students in the group. Students 
are also able to explore what aspects of choir are important to them. As well 
as picking the line that they sing, some students pick the person who they 
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would like to record their line for them, and how they would like the line to be 
sung. For one student, her main focus before a big performance is what she 
will wear. Choir has given us plenty to talk about and explore. In the future, 
we have plans for how else we can explore our students' interests and 
identities more, such as rapping, song writing, and exploring repertoire which 
is meaningful to them. Choir has been such a success largely due to the 
personalities of our students who bring their own individual preferences, 
strengths and enthusiasm to the group.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 
This article explores our experiences as therapists creating and 
implementing an AAC choir. This has been an exciting experience for us, and 
we have enjoyed watching the students develop and grow through this 
process. Student voice is something that we advocate for strongly at Kimi 
Ora, as we follow our students’ passions and create opportunities for them 
to voice their opinions. A future area of research would be to investigate 
students’ attitudes around the choir, as well as their whānau and school 
community’s thoughts and opinions on the choir. This article has focused on 
presenting our own professional experiences and reflections in the 
development of this choir.  Delving deeper into student voice would require 
additional time for individual interviews, further individual consent and overall 
we felt that this topic lay outside the scope of this article. However, it is an 
area we are both immensely passionate about and would relish the 
opportunity to explore this further in the future.  

Developing an AAC Choir at Kimi Ora School has been a hugely exciting 
project, which we believe has created a choir where students can participate 
actively and creatively as musicians and performers. The choir provides 
opportunities for students to develop their skills in using AAC, and to give 
those skills real-world application through choir participation and 
performances. Transdisciplinary working and support from the entire school 
community has been a vital part of the journey and has helped to safeguard 
students' experiences in the choir. Through participation in choir students can 
develop their voice and their selfhood, form relationships with peers and 
express their identities to others. 
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