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Abstr
Abstract
act
Aphasia choirs have been gaining more and more attention for the last decade. The
operation of these is based on two pillars: the therapeutic effect of singing with
aphasia and decreasing the social isolation of clients with verbal language disorders.
The aim of this article is to draw attention to the international community of these
choirs, with special focus on the Hungarian Aphasia Choir, and show their challenges
resulting from the restrictions imposed by the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic. The Hungarian
Aphasia Choir has had their therapeutic rehearsals online for seven months. The participants’ experiences and their coping methods regarding online and offline choir
sessions were examined by an online survey of five questions completed by thirteen
choir members living with aphasia as well as some of their caregivers. The responses
clearly show the choir members’ general desire to carry on offline rehearsals, while
the results also demonstrate that online rehearsals are effective in decreasing social
isolation.
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Intr
Introduction
oduction
In the case of aphasia, singing has complex rehabilitative value. The ability to sing is
a retained resource in people with nonfluent aphasia (Schlaug et al., 2010; Tomaino,
2012; Zumbansen et al., 2017) but the ability to make music together, either by singing
or playing instruments, usually remains intact in people suffering from any of the aphasia types (Yamaguchi et al., 2012). The therapeutic use of music gives a unique opportunity to work towards new means of communication. According to neurological
findings, singing and speaking have an overlapping neural circuitry; moreover, singing
itself involves greater neural circuitry than speaking (Leonardi et al., 2018). This can
be one reason why “singing in synchrony (i.e., choral singing) helps improve the number of correct words produced by non-fluent aphasics” (Zumbansen et al., 2017, p. 2).
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Singing in an aphasia choir is an active form of music therapy, which is based on a
singing community. Singing together can have complex beneficial goals, equally supporting speech production (Schlaug, 2015; Sparks et al., 1974), social belonging (Ansdell, 2002; Tamplin et al., 2013; Tarrant et al., 2021) and improving the quality of life.
The number of studies examining the possible beneficial effects of aphasia choir
participation on the quality of life and on communication outcomes is growing. Fogg
and Talmage (2011), Tamplin et al. (2013) and Tarrant et al. (2021) all reported unfolding social connections through new friendships between choir participants and an
increased sense of belonging after regular choir sessions consisting more than 50% of
song singing (Monroe et al., 2020; Tarrant et al., 2016). Moreover, increasing confidence and improvement in the participants’ mood during and in-between choir sessions as well as an increased sense of purpose, and that they liked “the fact that as an
individual you are not categorized” (Fogg & Talmage, 2011, p. 267) were themes that
also emerged from interviews with choir participants who live with aphasia, and their
caregivers (Fogg & Talmage, 2011; Tamplin et al., 2013). Tarrant et al. (2016) adds
that an increasing sense of belonging can result in social identity renegotiation, which
is a social quality that has a beneficial effect on several health outcomes. Mantie-Kozlowski et al. (2018) suggests that in aphasia choirs “a context where participant enjoyment is viewed as fundamental to social value and hence, ongoing involvement in
the activity” (2018, p. 17) should be given a more emphatic role compared to other
therapeutic considerations.
Singing together itself can have an equalizing effect (Tamplin et al., 2013). Steele
(2016) refers to Procter (2001) in her article explaining the participatory quality of
the Community Music Therapy (CoMT) approach by saying that “hearing all that an
individual offers as music allows him to focus more on what he may offer to the partnership, and less on diagnosis” (Steele, 2016, para. 1). A sense of purpose, increasing
confidence and feeling competent as a result of increased participation as well as the
possibility for identity renegotiation engendered by all this resonate with the principles
of the CoMT (Ansdell, 2002; Steele, 2016; Stige & Aarø, 2011; Tiszai & Szűcs-Ittzés,
2016) and the identity renegotiation theory in aphasia rehabilitation (Shadden, 2005);
both can form the basis of therapeutic choir work.

International HUB for Aphasia Choir Leaders
An international group of aphasia choir experts, called Aphasia Choirs Go Global
(ACGG), was founded by Bronwen Jones (Australia) and Ellen Bernstein-Ellis (USA),
two speech and language pathologists (Jones et al., 2013). In February 2021 the group
had 103 members. The aphasia choir leaders belonging to ACGG meet online on a regular basis in order to exchange experiences and focus on practical as well as scientific
issues (Jones et al., 2013). During the meetings organized in the period of lockdowns
in most of the member states, participants of ACGG agreed that the context of aphasia
with regard to social isolation was changed by the breakout of the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic. Living with aphasia in itself means social isolation (Pike et al., 2017; Shadden,
2005; Tarrant et al., 2021), which was exacerbated by the additional pandemic restrictions. Therefore, continuing the rehearsals with these singing groups became even
more crucially important.

The Hungarian Aphasia Choir During the SARS-CoV-2 Pandemic
The Hungarian Aphasia Choir (HAC) was founded in 2016 and bears the name
“Hangadó Énekegyüttes,” which literally means Sound-Giving Vocal Ensemble. The
choir is led by two choir-leaders, who are the authors of this article and have been
members of ACGG since February 2018. The core activity of the choir is song singing
with additional vocal warm-up exercises, and giving performances (3–4 concerts a
year). All the songs sung by the choir have live guitar accompaniment played by one
of the choir-leaders.
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In the last five years, the singers gave fourteen offline concerts in various locations
in Hungary and participated in one online international choir meet-up as well as one
online performance. The group also performed at scientific conferences and sang in
hospitals for their fellow stroke survivors. Such moments were always crucially important for the singers as during these events they were able to experience that they were
no longer patients but instead the ones who provided support to others. The main purpose of these occasions was, and continues to be, the sensitization of the audience and
society as a whole to the problems and reality of people suffering from language and
communication impairment.
Regretfully, the choir has not been able to give live concerts––all its concerts have
been cancelled––since the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic outbreak in March 2020, nor has the
choir been able to continue its offline rehearsals. In order to meet the socioecological goals of aphasia choirs, the group decided to continue the singing sessions on an
online platform on a weekly basis. In Hungary the lockdown started in March 2020.
From May until the end of the summer in 2020 the HAC could carry on with outdoor
rehearsals in a public park of Budapest, during which the singers kept the required
physical distance from each other. However, at that time not all the participants felt
comfortable with travelling on public transport. Therefore, the option for online participation was also provided for those staying at home, creating a hybrid (online-offline) rehearsal method. One of the choir leaders was in charge of maintaining contact
between those participating from home and those being there in person, and securing
the appropriate visual and auditory environment through a laptop and mobile data in
the park. In September and October, the Hungarian Aphasia Association provided a
rented, spacious indoor space for the choir in order to be able to continue with the
hybrid rehearsals in the autumn. However, due to the second wave of the SARS-CoV-2
pandemic, the choir had to return fully to the online platform in November 2020. This
th
situation has remained unchanged until the present time (10 May, 2021).
The HAC has been rehearsing on an online platform for more than seven months
now. Similar to the ACGG experiences, the HAC has also been facing various challenges: The experiences of the ACGG members show that none of the online interfaces
used are able to eliminate the sound delay. Therefore, even if a group sings together,
everybody, except the choir leader, has to mute themselves to avoid the chaotic sound.
In this way the acoustics and the visual experience are not the same as during a live
rehearsal.
By exploiting the benefits afforded by CoMT and aphasia choir work, the aim of
HAC is to support successful identity renegotiation for people with aphasia, enabling
participants to feel competent (Shadden, 2005) and equal participants in social activity
and in society as a whole.

The Experience of Online Aphasia Choir Participation
In this paper we aim to discover the experiences of aphasia choir participants in light
of the pandemic. This research focuses on the situation of the HAC: what challenges
they have to face when participating in an online choir rehearsal and what the possible benefits of virtual connectedness are. In order to better understand how the choir
copes with online and offline rehearsals, the leaders distributed an online questionnaire of five questions among the singers.

Rese
esear
arch
ch Method
An anonymous online survey was sent to all the 19 choir participants in October, 2020,
during the hybrid rehearsal period, seven months after introducing online rehearsals.
The age distribution of the choir members, the length of time the respondent has been
living with aphasia, and the social conditions are described in Table 1.
The survey consisted of five questions as displayed in Table 2. The questionnaire
was conducted in Hungarian, the participants’ native language, and was translated
from Hungarian into English by the second author.
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Tabl
able
e1
Details about the choir
Number of singers

19

(People living with aphasia)
Gender

9 male; 10 female

Age

Min: 40; Max: 82; Mean age: 60

Length of time the person

Min: 0.4 year; Max: 50 years; Mean: 6.48 years

has been living with aphasia
Place of residence

13 members live close to the rehearsals;
6 members in the suburban region

Living with caregivers

16 members live with caregivers; 3 members live alone

Tabl
able
e2
The survey
Question

Question TType
ype

1. How effective do you think our offline rehearsals are?

(answers on a scale
of 1 to 5)*

2. How effective do you think our online rehearsals are?

(answers on a scale
of 1 to 5)*

3. When there is no opportunity for offline/face-to-face choir rehearsals, are you
willing to participate in online sessions?

(yes or no)

4. What are the advantages of offline sessions?

(open-ended)

5. What are the advantages of online therapies (choir sessions)?

(open-ended)

* 1 “not at all,” 2 “barely,” 3 “moderately,” 4 “effective,” 5 “very effective”

Tabl
able
e3
Answers to the survey
Question

Number of rrespondents
espondents

Ans
Answer
werss

1.

13

4.96 mean*

2.

13

2.83 mean*

3.

13

11 yes, 2 no

4.

11

Described in the text below

5.

12

Described in the text below

*Mean value of the Likert scale answers (*1 “not at all”, 2 “barely”, 3 “moderately”, 4 “effective”, 5 “very effective”)

Due to the verbal impediments of the choir members, it was important not to rely
solely on the questionnaire, since some singers with severe verbal understanding or
reading difficulties were not able to provide answers. Therefore, the questionnaire survey was supplemented by an expert opinion on one of the participant’s nonverbal reactions to the first offline reunion of the choir after 3 months of lockdown and online
rehearsals.

Results
Questionnaire
Thirteen choir participants filled out the questionnaire. However, there was a difference in the numbers of the answers for different questions, as displayed in Table 3.
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The answers clearly show that in some cases the proxy answers of the caregiver
were presented, which were also accepted, since for some choir participants it is difficult to answer these questions on their own.
In Question 1 and Question 2, the majority of the participants stated that the offline
sessions were more effective than the online meetings. Rating the efficiency on a scale
from 1 to 5, the members gave an average of 4.96 points for the offline and 2.83 points
for the online rehearsals.
In Question 3 the choir participants expressed their preference for online rehearsals
over no rehearsals at all, and only two participants said that they preferred not to participate in online sessions at all.
Answers for Question 4 were the following:
Regarding the benefits and advantages of the offline choir sessions, various answers
were received. For example:
“The power of community.”

Most of the respondents emphasized psychological well-being as a fundamental human need:
“A person with aphasia needs personal contact; she/he returns home after a rehearsal always filled with joy.”
“Face-to-face meetups are the very best activities!”

Some even added that personal contact and socializing can be even more essential
in the lives of those living with disabilities:
“Personal contact and meetups with fellow participants are crucial. They (…) help each
other in singing, (…) it all improves their mood and psychological well-being (…) and
helps their recovery, which is the most important thing.”

Only one person mentioned the issue of technical difficulties, albeit only indirectly:
“Personal contact, you don’t have to bother with the computer.”

In connection with Question 5, it should be pointed out that in three answers the
respondents expressed their disappointment in regard to meeting online, which they
felt was incomparable with a personal meeting:
“ … This [the offline rehearsal] can be called an activity, but the online version cannot.”
“There is no advantage of online rehearsals (…) it is like talking to a computer, it is incomparable with the face-to-face choir (…). The Covid-19 pandemic is a nightmare for a
person living with aphasia (…).”
“In my opinion, there is no advantage (…).”

However, based on the answers about the advantages of the online choir sessions, it
can be stated that most of the singers welcomed the opportunity to be able to participate in the choir at all:
“If there is no other way, than it is ok as well.”
“It is still nice to see each other.”

One of the members emphasized that online sessions enabled him to join the choir
without the worry of physical accessibility:
“My husband has difficulty in walking and moving (…), he is also able to participate in
the choir like this (…).”

Two participants reported that during the pandemic they even prefer to stay home
and stay safe:
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“It is more comfortable and safer.”
“You don’t need to travel, (…) You can avoid the risks of this current pandemic.”

In practice, the group faced some infomation communications technology problems,
such as handling the video conference platform including exiting or entering the meeting, and muting themselves. Surprisingly, these were less cited as a problem in the
questionnaire answers than expected. All the remarks and our observations showed
that the singers primarily approach the singing group and the challenges of the unexpected transferring to the online functioning from a social perspective.
Despite all the challenges of the online rehearsals, most of the members showed a
willingness to compromise with the online interface. Another advantage of the online
interface crystallized too: For those challenged by longer travel distances and mobility
impairments, the online meeting platforms provided a reasonable alternative to join
the rehearsals.

Observations
Individual
Besides the thirteen respondents to the survey, we dealt with one choir member with
severe chronic aphasia––one who could not answer the questionnaire herself––on an
individual basis. The 47-year-old female singer found it extremely challenging to handle the online interfaces during our first online rehearsal period (March–May 2020).
She was able to spontaneously communicate with a vocabulary of ca. ten words, while
she could fluently sing the familiar lyrics with a good sense of rhythm and intonation.
In May 2020, it was possible to restart the personal offline rehearsals in the open air,
with the rule of social distancing observed. This particular member could hardly participate in the online sessions as she struggled with a lot of technical problems, but she
came to the first open-air, live meeting with great enthusiasm and became really emotional, showing how much she was missing this moment. She immediately approached
one of the choir leaders with a big hug and tears in her eyes and did not let her go for a
while. She then tried to express her feelings with words in which she did not succeed,
but she made it perfectly clear through nonverbal gestures and intonation what great
frustration she experienced when she was not able to join in the online rehearsals.

Group
The attendance of the choir was monitored by the choir leaders, i.e., their participation
in the online meetings, on a regular basis. It can be seen that the average attendance
did not change during the sessions: Only two out of the nineteen members refused to
participate in the rehearsals organized only online.
The shift to the online world and the regular ACGG meetings helped the HAC to
co-organize an aphasia choir meet-up with an aphasia choir from New Jersey, led by
Gillian Velmer, speech and language pathologist. More than thirty singers (people with
aphasia, caregivers and choir leaders) took part in this online event, during which
the participants with aphasia also had to cope with the Hungarian-English linguistic
challenge. The choir members exchanged experiences with the help of translators (the
choir leaders and a volunteer caregiver). It was impressive to see how linguistic borders disappeared and in the middle of the pandemic, people felt that they had bonded
with each other without boundaries.
Even though the choir is not able to give concerts and take part in live social events
at the moment, the members are gradually mastering the skills required for using the
online tools, thus the efficiency of the weekly choir rehearsals has been gradually improving. The members also seem to gradually realise that struggling with aphasia and
dealing with social distancing are much the same all over the world. Even people with
aphasia living 6,000 km away have the same challenges; they can give support and
help their fellow survivors struggling with the same disability. The singers’ proactivi-
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ty has in fact been growing after several months of online rehearsals. They introduce
their home environment to each other, and they show their own drawings or artwork
about songs the group usually sings. All in all, these innovations and breaking out of
routines offer the chance for more diverse choral meetings.

Disc
Discus
ussion
sion
The questionnaire, the observations and the reviewed literature have a lot of correlating elements. Similarly to the findings of Fogg & Talmage (2011), the members of the
HAC also mentioned the improvement of mood resulting from new social connections
established in the choir, despite the challenges of being restricted to online meetings.
The answers of the HAC members about the improvement of psychosocial well-being
resonate with the reports of Tamplin et al. (2013) in that aphasia choirs have a beneficial effect on peer support and a general equalizing effect among group members. HAC
members found the recreational and mood-lifting effect of the rehearsals as important
as Mantie-Kozlowski (2018) accentuates in her study. In Steele’s (2016) review, the
importance of “partnership and less focus on diagnosis” was reflected in some answers
to the open-ended questions in the HAC questionnaire.
Regarding the advantages of online rehearsals (Question 5), the answers of the participants are diverse. Online presence divides the group in terms of their preferences.
For some participants virtual attendance might be more accessible, while other participants ranked mood and motivation lower because of their disappointment with the
lack of face-to-face interaction. The choir leaders, therefore, face new challenges in the
long term: they have to adapt to the different needs of the group members.

Limitations
The research was limited by the relatively small number of participants and the time
constraint in regard to drawing up the questionnaire resulting from the unpredictable
pandemic restrictions. For this reason, the questionnaire could not be tested before distribution.

Conclusion
The objective of this article is to underscore the supportive functions aphasia choirs
have in the participants’ everyday life and emphasize the significantly increased mental burden they have to manage due to the restrictions during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.
It is clear that nearly all of the aphasia choir members would like to reunite faceto-face as soon as possible. Taking the conclusions of this period into account as well
as the surprising advantages of online rehearsals necessitated by the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic restrictions, the ‘post-Covid 19’ era will probably differ from the ‘pre-Covid
19’ era in the following perspective: It can be assumed that those aphasia choirs that
survive this pandemic period by reverting to online methods will presumably remain
more open to online or hybrid meetings in the future.
Based on all our findings and our experiences, more research is required in this field.
The following topics can provide a basis for future research: aphasia choirs’ coping
methods with the online opportunities globally, changes in the numbers of members
during the long-term functioning of the choir and during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic
era, the participants’ challenges since the introduction of online rehearsals, and longterm solutions––online, offline or hybrid. This study is hoped to stimulate more comprehensive research on the topic.
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