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A message from the Chair of Talking in Tune 

 

 
 

Welcome to Talking in Tune’s annual report for 2019 – 2020. 
 

I do hope you enjoy reading about this year’s activities. It has been a year like no other, one 
full of delights, but also of real challenges as Talking in Tune, like every institution in the 

country, has worked to find ways of adapting to a new reality.  
 

Before Covid-19 struck, our groups and workshops were thriving and our work was 
expanding in exciting new directions. But then suddenly everything changed. Everyone who 
adds their efforts to the work we do, our singing leaders and all our volunteers all surpassed 
themselves; as, working separately from their own homes they quickly found ways to create 
joyful online singing experiences for our participants and developed methods of keeping in 

regular contact with everyone. This work has been tremendously important to our 
participants, most of whom have been entirely isolated in very  

difficult circumstances for long periods of time.  
 

I am enormously grateful for everyone’s efforts and would like to take this opportunity  
to publicly pass on my deepest thanks to one and all.  

May we all be singing together again very soon. 
 

 
Frances Sword 

 
 
 
 

1. Our mission  
 

The mission of Talking in Tune is to make singing and music-making accessible to all 
members of the community and to weave community singing into the cultural fabric of 
Cambridge. Our work is based on the knowledge that singing together enhances individual 
wellbeing and is an effective way to develop and sustain social connection.  
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We aim to do this by:  
 

o Running singing groups for people who will benefit from singing but may not 
otherwise have the opportunity to access it. 

o Organising singing workshops and events that are inclusive, accessible and 
welcoming to people of all ages and abilities. The workshops aim to develop 
the musical skills and confidence of participants and to develop confidence in 
creative self-expression.  

o Organising performances and workshops led by musicians and singing leaders 
from different cultures which are educational and fun and nurture a sense of 
respect for cultural differences. These events are largely self-funding.  

o Creating events and performances which are inclusive, participative, 
community-building and create an enhanced sense of community, often 
involving the sharing of food as well as song. These events are largely 
organised by volunteers and the proceeds go to charity.  

o Supporting the work of community musicians who are working in similar 
ways. As a charitable trust, we can support grant applications for projects 
that fall within our remit.  

o Promoting and engaging with local events that contribute towards our goal of 
an inclusive, creative music-making community.  

o Training and mentoring singing leaders.  
 
Talking in Tune gained charitable trust status in 2004 and developed out of the singing work 
of Rowena Whitehead and Sue Parlby. 
 
 
 

2.  The year in brief 

 
Faced with the extraordinary challenges presented by Covid-19, our two funded projects, 
The Memory Notes and Singing for Breathing, both responded quickly and creatively so that 
they could continue their important work in these strange times. 
 
The Memory Notes continued to support people with dementia and their carers, through 
the regular Wednesday singing group sessions as well as in the wider community and, after 
lockdown, quickly put in place a virtual programme designed to provide support to its 
members and to combat isolation. 
 
The Singing for Breathing group for people living with lung disease has been growing and 
attracting new members and, since lockdown, has found new and successful ways to work 
with participants online to sustain its much-valued community. 
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Before Covid-19 struck, we held two successful open workshops, led by visiting voice 
teachers. Income from the workshops has supported the work of Talking in Tune.  
 
At the Talking in Tune Winter Busk, Rowena led a community festive sing, raising over £300 
for Wintercomfort, the Cambridge homeless charity. 
 
This year we have received funding from the Evelyn Trust and the Strangward Trust, and 
two funding groups who prefer to remain anonymous, as well as from individual donations. 
We organised our own fundraising events and we encourage donations via the web-based 
Local Giving scheme, which is a useful route for raising funds from individuals.  
 
 

3. Funded projects 

THE MEMORY NOTES 

The work of The Memory Notes has been transformed by Covid-19, so this report is divided 
into two parts. 
 
Before Covid-19 
 
Until mid-March, The Memory 
Notes, our weekly singing group for 
people affected by dementia, met 
every Wednesday morning. For our 
participants – those who are living 
with dementia and those who care 
for them – it is so important that our 
sessions happen regularly and 
predictably. Dementia can be a 
devastatingly isolating condition for 
all affected by it and The Memory 
Notes creates a community which is 
hugely appreciated by the participants. 
 
The Memory Notes is led and coordinated by Rowena Whitehead and Sylvia Dannreuther, 
who are both supported by a dedicated and highly skilled group of volunteers, all of whom 
are involved in every aspect of each session, from planning right through to evaluation.  

On any Wednesday morning you can find The Memory Notes in full swing at St Andrew’s 
Community Centre in Histon: a room full of friends, some living with dementia, some carers, 
some session leaders, some volunteers. Many visitors to our sessions have commented that 
it is difficult to know who is who, and that is exactly what we are working towards. We want 
every single person in that room to feel, to know that they are equally valued. We work to 
provide an enriching vibrant experience to lift the spirits of everyone there.  
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In order to provide a stable, relaxing experience, every session runs to a similar pattern. We 
start with everyone gathering over coffee and cake, and this is a very important time. Carers 
share experiences and support each other and each volunteer gives particular attention to 
the same participants each week; in this way we come to really know our participants and 
become aware of any new challenges they may be facing. Through these conversations, 
week by week, trust and friendships grow.  
 
Then the singing starts. This hour of songs, dancing and activities has a regular, predictable 
structure, but the themes, songs and activities change from week to week. We link into our 
participants’ lives through song, celebrating anniversaries, seasons, national events, all 
helped along with props and photos, dance and actions. We sometimes invite participants 
to lead a song as a solo, or in a duet, or as part of a small group. Dementia can rob people of 
their confidence and so moments such as these can be very important. 
 
When the session is over and the participants have left, the leaders and volunteers get 
together for an evaluation and planning meeting. Everyone shares their observations about 
how the session went and how everyone is getting along, aiming always to resolve problems 
and improve our participants’ experience. This session also provides mutual support for the 
leaders and volunteers; this is important, as aspects of working with The Memory Notes can 
be upsetting.  
 
This year was The Memory 
Notes’ fifth birthday and on 
21 September we celebrated 
with a fabulous party – a tea-
and-sing dance attended by 
67 friends, old and new. 
There was live music, with 
Tom Ling on the fiddle and 
Marina Schwartz on the 
accordion. The singers from 
the Memory Notes sang to 
our visitors and the dance 
floor was packed! It was an 
occasion of pure joy.  
 
From April 2019 – March 
2020, The Memory Notes 
met every Wednesday apart from 2 weeks in August and 2 weeks at Christmas. There was 
an average attendance of 34 people per session, 14 people living with dementia, 13 carers, 
7 volunteers and 2 session leaders. It is a sad reality of running a group like the Memory 
Notes that some people become too frail to attend and some die. We have had to say 
goodbye to some old friends during this time and have welcomed some new families who 
have joined us. Inevitably there is great sadness when we lose a group member, but we do 
all we can to support our participants, volunteers and leaders. We often attend funerals of 
our participants and sometimes are asked to sing.  
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But, above all, The Memory Notes is a community full of fun, singing and life, as shown by 
these recent quotes from the participants:   
 
‘The Memory Notes is really brilliant - 
congratulations on five years of weekly 
brilliance.’ 
 

‘Today’s session was, as always, 
enjoyable and comfortable. Each one is 
the perfect combination of an outline 
plan and flexibility to accommodate 
whatever might happen along the way – 
very skilful. Thank you all.’  
 
‘Having heard lots about you from Mum 
and Becca over the years I’m finally able 
to bring Mum along to celebrate five 
years of priceless work. You’ve been 
wonderful for my mum, thank you.’ 
 
‘We also wanted to say how much we look forward to the Wednesday get-togethers. There is always such 
a warm welcome and a lovely atmosphere, lots of fun and laughter, singing and dancing. We come away 
feeling uplifted. It makes such a difference to our lives. We were sitting chatting about the party on 
Saturday and Ed said “We have such great times together, don’t we?” and I know how he feels and that 
comment will stay with me always. Thank you all so much.’   
 

‘Thanks so much for everything you are doing 
for my Dad – I’m so grateful that The Memory 
Notes is on his doorstep. Thanks for all your 
hard work and for making Dad's life a little 
more enjoyable every Wednesday.’   
 
‘The Memory Notes has meant so much to us 
and many others over its five years - that's a 
long time to sustain such enthusiasm. Thank 
you all for your hard work in making life so 
much richer for so many.’  
 
 
 

 
Since Covid-19 
 
When Covid-19 took hold and lockdown became inevitable, the Memory Notes leaders and 
volunteers worked swiftly to put a virtual programme in place. As all The Memory Notes 
participants are in one way or another frail and vulnerable, it was obvious that their 
isolation would be intense and that keeping in contact in as many ways as possible would be 
very important.  
  
Phone calls The volunteers and leaders of the Memory Notes have divided the list of 
participating families between them, and each person phones the same family every week 
so that a real and continuous conversation can develop.  
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Emails An open email group has been set up for carers so they can contact each other and 
share support and encouragement.  
 
Zoom Every Wednesday morning Rowena hosts a Memory Notes zoom session. This has 
become so important to our participants that all sorts of solutions are being found to help 
those who find the technology a challenge. For example, a suitably sanitised laptop, on and 
ready, tuned into the Zoom session, has been delivered to the doorstep of one participant 
by one of their children every Wednesday to make sure they can take part.  
 
Videos on Vimeo Rowena and Sylvia have so far produced five ten-minute videos of singing 
and chatting. These have been placed on our own Vimeo channel so participants can access 
them whenever they like, and we intend to carry on doing this on a weekly basis. This work 
has only been possible because of the hugely generous technical input of Roger Giddings 
(Talking in Tune’s Treasurer) and Paul Christie (husband of one of our Memory Notes 
volunteers).  
 
When we phone members for our weekly chats, we are able to remind them to watch the 
films, and we sometimes help them to access them. A few carers who have loved ones in 
lockdown in care homes are managing to send the films to carers in the care homes so they 
can be shown there. Here is just one example of how the videos are helping people. 
 
‘The night after your first video, I woke up in the night feeling anxious. Various things were 
going through my head and my thoughts turned to the video and I found myself smiling! I 
then thought of your lovely garden and what you had growing and then of our garden and 
drifted off to sleep contentedly. Looking forward to the next Zoom session.’ 
 

Memory Notes Songs CD A group of our 
volunteers, friends and supporters got 
together on 2 March with folk musician Jon 
Betmead to record a CD of favourite songs. 
This was originally planned as part of the 
Singing for Memory initiative (see below) 
but the CDs will now be distributed with lyric 
sheets to all the Memory Notes families. 
 
 
 
 

 
The Mollie Project 
 
Mollie was one of The Memory Note’s most longstanding participants. When Mollie died in 
2018, her family generously donated £1500 to Talking in Tune to support our work in singing 
with people living with dementia.  
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The leaders of The Memory Notes had frequently been asked to lead singing sessions in care 
homes, but it had always been beyond the capacity of the leaders and volunteers to accept 
these invitations. Talking in Tune decided to use this new donation to develop a training 
programme to enable care home staff to lead singing themselves.  
 
At Alex Wood House, the care home where Mollie lived towards the end of her life, Rowena 
ran training sessions for staff and created resource packages including leaders’ folders, song 
sheets for residents and recordings to enable the leaders to learn new songs. At first, she 
led singing sessions for residents herself, but two of the staff gradually gained in confidence 
and took ownership of the fortnightly singing group. Until February 2020, Rowena 
continued to visit once a month, to provide support and to act as a mentor for the staff.  
 
Singing for Memory 
 
Although this work is currently on hold because of Covid-19, the pilot project at Alex Wood 
House has been so successful that Rowena and Sylvia are planning to extend The Mollie 
Project into a new programme called Singing for Memory.  
 
Singing for Memory aims to create a training package and resource bank for use by staff and 
volunteers in local care homes. The original plan was to run on-site training sessions, 
provide resources for care staff and to co-lead singing sessions with staff and residents as a 
training opportunity for staff so that they could go on to lead regular sessions in-house. 
Some of the training and resources might be virtual, stored online and so be accessible 
whenever needed.  
 
The Covid-19 lockdown has inevitably affected these plans and, at the time of writing, 
Rowena and Sylvia are rethinking the project with a view to creating more virtual resources 
which can be accessed without face-to-face contact. Progress will depend on the response 
from care home managers, who are likely to have other priorities for some time to come. 
 
Our CD recording on 2 March was intended to be a training tool and resource for staff at 
care homes who may not be familiar with the songs well known by many older residents. 
The recordings will now be made available online, together with song sheets, and fifty CDs 
will be made to send out to care homes. 
 
 

SINGING FOR BREATHING 
 
The Singing for Breathing project continued to be popular and attract new members. We 
were pleased to establish links with the New Royal Papworth Hospital following its move to 
the new Addenbrookes site. In March, we were faced with the challenge of the Covid-19 
crisis and this led us to try new ways of running the group, in particular meeting online, 
which a large number of our members have been able to access successfully. 
 
Thirteen new members joined the group this year, with 34 names on the register at the 
year-end. Of these, 24 were actively attending, although the maximum taking part in 
sessions at Brown’s Field Centre in any one week was twelve. From 19 March, the switch to 
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meeting online led to a rise in numbers, as members who had been unable to attend due to 
health or transport issues were able to join us again, with numbers rising to as many as 15, 
plus volunteers. Only five members have not been able to take part online. Kay has 
continued phone contact with these, passing on news from the group and encouraging 
them to practise at home. 
 
The regular weekly sessions open with tea and chat, then a guided relaxation, followed by 
body, breath and voice exercises, and singing songs together.  
 
A similar format was retained after 
switching to the Zoom platform, with 30 
minutes of group conversation, 10 minutes 
guided relaxation, 20 minutes of breath and 
voice exercises and 25 minutes of singing 
followed by a 5 minute of cool-down. Most 
of the group are in the ‘shielding’ category 
which can be very isolating and depressing. 
Members have appreciated the chance to 
see each other and compare stories of how 
they are coping in lockdown. 
 
Members with a variety of breathing problems, ranging from asthma and COPD to rarer 
conditions, report that the relaxation and breathing techniques learned in the class are 
immensely helpful, especially when suffering an exacerbation (flare up). One member, who 
tested positive for Covid-19 and was very poorly for many weeks, reported that she found 
the relaxation and breathing techniques particularly helpful. Many of the members practise 
the exercises and singing regularly at home. 
 
A member who took part in an online session at home while recovering from Covid-19 
wrote: 
 
‘Thank you so much for today’s session. It was really interesting mastering the technology 
and I loved the contact after having felt quite isolated. I’ve been monitoring my stats while 
I’ve been ill and I noticed that my heart rate had gone right down after the session, so it 
obviously has a beneficial physical effect too.’ 
 
The social aspect of the group is a lifeline for many of the members, and never more so than 
since physical distancing came into force. Some members were already shielding two weeks 
prior to the official lockdown measures. 
 
In particular it has been a relief for members to be able to talk to others who understand 
their particular health fears. They have shared practical tips, and the group camaraderie is a 
great tonic. One of the group volunteered to start a Singing for Breathing WhatsApp group 
on an opt-in basis. This has been very well used and has been a great comfort to two of the 
members who were taken into hospital and were able to continue to be in touch with their 
friends in the group that way. 
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Evaluation forms were completed by members attending in June and November, and, 
following the move to meeting online, we are planning to pilot a ‘Survey Monkey’ online 
questionnaire. 
 
Events 

 
Our Christmas Party was held on 
19 December and was much 
enjoyed by members and guests, 
24 people in all. This was 
followed the next day by an 
opportunity to perform some of 
our Christmas songs for the 
Brown’s Field Centre community 
Christmas event, along with the 
resident ukulele group.  
 
We prepared traditional songs 
for our annual Irish Session in 
March, which was sadly 
cancelled because of the Covid-

19 crisis. We met online instead and our first songs were ‘The Water is Wide’ and ‘The Wild 
Rover’. 
 
Volunteers, Substitute Teacher, Training 
 
We were grateful for the continuing support of volunteers Laura, Peter and Rowena, and 
student volunteer Melissa. Since graduating in 2019, Melissa has attended fortnightly, 
combining volunteering with work experience in a care home.  
 
Analu from Brazil joined the volunteer team from June to 
August, when she left to begin work as an early years 
teacher. Analu had previously worked as a children’s 
physio in Brazil, and she taught us a children’s circle song, 
‘Escravos de Jo’, with actions that were great fun to learn.  
 
Our newest volunteer Mary Lalevee joined the volunteer 
team at the end of February. Mary has taken up other 
volunteering during the Covid-19 crisis but plans to join us 
again when we return to Brown’s Field Centre. 
 
Over the year, substitute teacher Penny Lutoslawska 
covered seven weekly sessions and one Pulmonary Rehab 
class. Kay and Penny plan to attend a CPD session in 
London when this is able to go ahead. In March Kay began 
regular peer support with two other Singing for Lung Health leaders in Edinburgh and 
Gloucestershire. 
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Promoting Singing for Breathing 
 
Papworth In Service Training   
On 27 August Kay was invited to give a lunchtime IST session to respiratory physios working 
at the newly opened Cambridge site of Royal Papworth Hospital. Several group members 
came to share their experience. The physios who took part commented on how the 
relaxation techniques and singing calmed them after a busy morning of ward rounds and 
also lifted their mood. 
 
Pulmonary Rehabilitation  
 Up until mid-March Kay continued offering regular taster sessions to the PR groups at 
Brown’s Field Centre and Brookfields Hospital. In July Kay led the first Singing for Breathing 
taster session for a PR group at the new Papworth Hospital and has been invited to offer a 
taster for all subsequent groups. PR visits are a prime way of recruiting group members and 
also raise awareness of the benefits of singing for lung health among respiratory health 
professionals. 
 
Flyers   
Flyers were taken to GP surgeries, 
pharmacies, community centres and clinics, 
and were given out at Strawberry Fair in 
June. In October the Community 
Respiratory Team requested a supply of 
flyers for their office in Cambourne. One 
practice nurse emailed to say:  
 
‘I had briefly heard of this group but didn't 
know much about it. Having just watched 
the video link I was so impressed by what it 
offers and will definitely promote it to the people I see at our Surgery!’ 

 
Media  
A press release in August yielded two radio invitations and an article in the local press: 

 
BBC Radio Cambridgeshire recorded the group singing and interviews with Kay and some of 
the group members at Brown’s Field Centre. 

 
Cambridge Community Radio 105 broadcast a live interview with Kay and group member 
Debbie. 

 
The Cambridge News published an article titled ‘Singing can help people breathe more 
easily’, with photos of the group in action. 

 
All the media coverage was shared online, raising awareness among residents and 
respiratory professionals. We also advertised the group in local parish newsletters, including 
in the group’s home area, Chesterton. 
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Looking ahead 
 
It is difficult to predict when we will be able to return to meeting together as we did before 
Covid-19, as all our group members are extremely vulnerable to infection. Participants look 
forward to being able to gather together at Brown’s Field Centre once more, with the 
enhanced social and musical experience that will offer. However they are keen for the 
online sessions to continue alongside the physical ones. The online format has the 
advantage of allowing people with chronic illness to continue to take part even when their 
health deteriorates and we will be looking into how we could offer this dual way of meeting.  

 

4. Workshops 

We regularly run community open-access singing workshops, led by skilled and experienced 
teachers, who teach songs from a variety of vocal traditions in a relaxed and easily 
accessible way. Any surplus generated by these workshops contributes to the other 
activities of Talking in Tune. This 
year, we ran two such 
workshops: 

In January 2020, Roger Jackson 
made a welcome return to 
Cambridge to teach us some 
wintry and some not-so wintry 
songs he’d composed or 
arranged. It was an absorbing 
and fun day. In the words of one 
happy participant:  

‘This was without written music, 
just the words of the songs, so 
was taught by ear. There were lots of good singers there, and real joy. I found it good hard 
work focusing, and I really liked both the learning atmosphere and the original music, so 
hope to attend other similar workshops. (The lunch was shared dishes, which contributed to 
the conviviality.)’  

In March 2020, we held a life-affirming workshop led by Brendan Taaffe. Our numbers were 
smaller than usual, because of the increasing threat from the Covid-19 virus, and we all 
brought a packed lunch, rather than our usual bring and share. Nevertheless 30 or so of us 
sang songs of life and hope, and did our immune systems a great deal of good! Many thanks 
are due both to Brendan and to everyone who attended.  
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5. Other Talking in Tune events 

The Talking Tune Christmas Busk is an annual 
tradition. Each year singers from many groups 
run by or associated with Talking in Tune, 
together with friends, families, and willing 
passers-by, come together outside the 
Guildhall to sing Christmas songs and raise 
money for Wintercomfort, the Cambridge 
charity for homeless people. The 2019 
Christmas Busk was very well attended and 
raised about £300 for Wintercomfort. 

 

6. Future plans 

 
The form and nature of all our future work depends on how and when the COVID-19 crisis 
ends. Some of the intentions listed below can only become real when the crisis has passed, 
but others are in development now and can take a virtual form until we can resume normal 
working.  
 
1. We will continue to find creative ways to continue our work during the COVID-19 crisis 
and to learn from the experience wherever possible. 
 
2. We will consolidate the work of the Memory Notes and offer training and support to 
people who wish to set up similar groups.  
 
3. We will continue to support the work and encourage the development of Singing for 
Breathing.  

4. We will continue to create events, workshops and performances which are inclusive, 
participative and community-building and we will work to widen the demographic of 
participants. 

5. We will organise accessible, high-quality singing workshops and performances. Some of 
these will be fundraising events for Talking in Tune projects.  

6. We will look for alternative sources of funding for our work and continue to encourage 
local people to support our work via Local Giving.  

7. We will continue to support volunteers who want to develop singing workshops and 
activities and to support the work of local singing leaders.  

8. We will continue to liaise with other organisations in the city to support the development 
of more music making and singing in the community.  
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9. We will investigate ways to ‘futureproof’ Talking in Tune’s activities, in order to ensure 
the long-term sustainability of our work. 
 

7. Grateful thanks to:  
 
The Talking in Tune Committee for all their hard work and support in keeping  
Talking in Tune organised. 
 
Rowena Whitehead, leader of The Memory Notes, and Sylvia Dannreuther, Coordinator. 

Kay Barrett, leader of Singing for Breathing. 

The volunteers with The Memory Notes: Andrew Bradford, Elaine Brown, Chris Burgess, 
Christine Garner, Kate Grillet, Cathy Hadridge, Jenny Knoweldon, Nikki Searle, Jo Thulbourn, 
with occasional support from Val Worcester and Penny Lutoslawska.  

The volunteers with Singing for Breathing: Laura Cherry, Peter Scourfield, Melissa Dicks, 
Rowena Richards, Analu de Souza, Mary Lalevee.  
 
All the other volunteers who give cheerful and practical support to enable the Talking in 
Tune events happen. 

Sylvia Dannreuther, Val Worcester and Sue Durham for their work in organising Talking in 
Tune workshops, and the volunteers who help on the days. 
 
Our funders:  
 

o The Evelyn Trust 

o The Strangward Trust  

o Two other funding trusts who wish to remain anonymous  

o Friends and supporters who have given financial aid. 
 
 

8. Talking in Tune committee 2019-20 
 
Frances Sword (Chair)  
Roger Giddings (Treasurer)  
Sue Durham (Secretary)  
Rowena Whitehead, Musical Director (non-voting member) 
Anne Chippindale  
Anne Clark
Val Worcester 
 


