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Welcome to Living Room Choir! I’m so glad you’ve joined us. Ubuntu Choirs have changed 
my world, my voice, my community, and my relationship to myself and song. I sang in an 
Ubuntu Choir in LA, Goldenbridge Choir, for years, before I moved to the Bay Area. I just 
couldn’t leave it behind, so I took the work with me. In 2016, we raised the money to send 
me for training and certification with the Ubuntu Choirs Network, based in Canada, and 
since then we’ve been, officially, the Bay Area’s first Ubuntu Choir. (UbuntuChoirs.Net for 
more info)  

Ubuntu Choirs believe that:  

● Singing is an essential human birthright and a powerful source of energy and 
connection  

● Singing together is a potent tool for building community  
● Singing in harmony teaches us to celebrate diversity, and to practice deep 

listening 
  
Ubuntu Choirs are:  

● Inclusive (open to people from all walks of life, all cultures, faiths, abilities, genders, 
colors, musical backgrounds and more)  

● Non-auditioned (all voices are welcome: given the right conditions, all can learn to 
sing in tune and in harmony, and a new or weaker voice will get stronger in 
community with other voices)  

● Community-focused (singing to build community rather than primarily for 
performance)  

● Socially engaged (actively involved in supporting both local and global communities, 
including our own, through everything from vocal outreach, song-sharing, fundraising, 
education, and SWAT - Singing When Asked To - at community and social events) 
  
 



● What does Ubuntu mean? 
Ubuntu is a Bantu word that translates closely to “I Am Because We Are.” The spirit
of ubuntu has valuable lessons for us all. It describes empathy and compassion for 
others, building community, appreciating diversity, and knowing that our highest 
potential is ripened through our relationships. 
  
The Ubuntu Choirs Network founders, Siobhan Robinsong and Denis Donnelly, are 
Canadian, not South African, and found themselves unable to succinctly convey in 
English what it is they were doing with their choir. We live in a culture that doesn’t 
have, or even have the language for, the ubuntu philosophy. Denis and Siobhan 
chose this Bantu word because it most perfectly describes the musical community 
they were building – a community that contains the ancient indigenous wisdom, 
humility, and celebration that our own culture often lacks.

 

With respect for the fact that we are borrowing a word from South Africa, we make it a 
mission to sell Ubuntu Bracelets at all our events. All the proceeds go directly to 
orphanages and safehouses in South Africa and benefit the women and children there. If 
you want more information about this beautiful work or the bracelets themselves, see Judy.  

Siobhan and Denis also reached out to Archbishop Desmond Tutu with respect to 
borrowing a Bantu word, and asked him for his take on it. Here’s what he wrote back: 

“I am, because you are. I need you to be you so that I can be me. A choir is a choir only because 
its different parts work together harmoniously. Yes, a person truly is a person only through 

other persons. God bless you in your noble endeavour.” — Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 
regarding the Ubuntu Choirs Network  

There Are Some Guidelines to Creating a Space Like This:
This is designed to be a fun space, where you can play, and shake off the dust from the day. 
In order for it to be fun, it has to be safe and there has to be structure to help keep it safe. 
These are some guidelines we use as a community, to keep ourselves community-focused 
and individually safe to explore our own instruments and being in relationship to 
ourselves, to each other, and the music.  

● Inclusivity: It’s important that people from all walks of life feel safe here. We are an 
atibias community, and do our best to use inclusive language and practices. Of 
course, as a leader, I have my own blind spots, and am educating myself ongoingly 
about how I can make this space more welcoming to all. If I have overlooked a need 
you have to feel like this is a safe community, please come talk to me, or any Greeter 



you feel safe with, about it outside of rehearsal, and I promise I will listen and do my 
best to adjust the space in favor of safety, every time. 

● The Space: We rehearse in the beautiful Grace Lutheran Church. Please no food or 
drink inside the sanctuary. We appreciate help setting up and putting back chairs, 
which are stacked in the next room over. Please come scent-free.  

● Money: We believe it’s everybody’s right to sing, and as such, no one is ever turned 
away for lack of funds. Tuition is offered by sliding scale, payment plans are 
available, and if cost prevents a barrier, please come have a conversation with me 
about it; we’ll work it out. I thank you for paying whatever you’re able to, as every 
dollar supports the work and enables the community to thrive, allowing those who 
might not otherwise be able, to be here. I also encourage us to remember that 
non-financial contributions are valuable, and know that, if you are not able to meet 
tuition, it does not diminish your worth or importance in the choir.  

● Your Practice In a Group Setting: Sometimes I’ll lead exercises that include 
movement, body rhythm, touch with others, breath or voice work that may not feel 
comfortable to you, for any reason. Govern your participation according to what’s 
right for you that evening – please don’t do anything that doesn’t feel right to your 
body, mind, and voice.  

Also:  

o We sit in vocal sections, from my left hand side, in order: Bass (low), Tenor (mid-low), 
Alto (mid-high), Soprano (high). However, I encourage people to explore singing in 
different sections if you’re curious about it. You might be surprised!

 

o Listen to the flow of what happens for you throughout the evening. If you want to be 
doing yoga, or lay on the floor, or sit in the corner and cry while you sing, it’s all welcome. 
This is a pretty holistic space. I ask that you, as much as you can, check baggage at the door 
so we can be present together, but know that music moves energy and brings stuff to the 
surface. If you get “the Feels,” honor it. I encourage you to sing through it, if that feels okay 
to you. And if you see someone else having “the Feels” don’t interfere with it. Of course we 
are here to support each other, but please be sensitive to body language and invitation 
before offering your support.  

o We also like to get to know each other: if it’s your birthday, we’d love to sing to you (just 
let us know!). If you need some extra healing, we’re happy to offer it. If you have an old 
friend in town and you want them to meet your choir, bring them – we enjoy meeting your 
loved ones!  



● Singing and Listening: Everybody has a relationship with their voice: we each have 
a lifelong history with our instrument, a history that may contain hope, dreams, 
trauma, fear...whatever stories we’ve lived through thus far, this choir is designed to 
be a place where you can explore trying out something new with your instrument, in 
harmony with others - which requires deep listening, awareness, checking in that 
you’re not overpowering the group and that you’re participating at a level that’s 
mindful of the group and yourself. Most of singing together is actually listening. As a 
general rule, you should never be singing so loud that you can’t hear the people on 
either side of you. Ubuntu is about fully participating, in harmony to the group 
experience. See if you can explore doing both, in balance. 
  

● Range of Experience: We also have a broad range of musical knowledge here, 
which merits acknowledgment. If you’re relatively new to singing, know that you 
are welcome here, don’t be scared, and it does get easier. Note: although it may be 
tempting to stand in the back, you will actually be able to hear and follow your fellow 
singers better if you stand in front of them. If you’re relatively experienced, then you 
get to be a leader by example. If you’re really familiar with the material we’re 
working on, get curious about what else you can practice in this community-based 
work. There’s always something to get curious about! 
  

● Wrong and Right Don’t Really Exist Here: We like to joke that, if you sing 
something wrong, you may get an unplanned solo, but that’s about the extent of 
what could happen. If you’re totally lost in the middle of a song, try bringing your 
volume down and listening more for a bit, then coming back in. Trust the group – 
the group will always learn a song before the individual – and read the body 
language of the people around you. If someone seems really comfortable with the 
part and happy to lean in and sing right into your ear, great. But if no one seems 
available for that, don’t take it personally. (In fact, in general it’s good not to take 
things personally).  

o We are all doing our best here, and everyone learns differently. Please be patient with 
yourself and others, including your fabulous song leaders! We all make mistakes and forget 
things from time to time. Please be gentle with yourself, with me, and with your fellow 
choir members, and let “mistakes” be held in the good natured mindset of flexibility, 
experimentation and exploration. 

o Also, please refrain from placing positive or negative judgment on anyone’s voice, 
including your own. This is a key part of leaving self- consciousness at the door. You never 
know what journey someone is on with their voice, and what a value-based comment might 



bring up. If you just have to express your delight in how great it feels to stand next to a 
strong singer, look for other ways to express it: Something like “I really enjoy singing with 
you” or “you helped me hear our part clearer – thanks” rather than “you have such a great 
voice”. 

● Get Used to “Us” and “We,” and Whole-Group Conversation: If you have a 
question, try to ask it for the whole group. Chances are if you’re confused, someone 
else is too. Please avoid correcting or asking each other – this creates side 
conversation, which can be confusing and distracting both for me and for the other 
choir members. Wait until there’s a break in the song, get your song leader’s 
attention and ask your question - in the plural if possible: “I think we need to hear 
our part again” or “I think we’ve got two different melody lines in our section.” This 
helps avoid pinning the “mistake” on any individual, and helps the whole group get 
on the same page. 
  

● Oral Tradition: What Does That Mean? We work by oral tradition, voice- to-voice, 
person-to-person. Something magical happens when music is shared between 
people directly. Oral tradition songs travel all over the world, morphing and 
adapting as they go. The work is very alive and often unpredictable. Although I use 
paper for my notes and we may use the occasional lyric sheet, you won’t find sheet 
music in the Living Room Choir. If this oral style of learning feels weird to you, be 
patient. You are learning to use a different part of your brain.  

o Songs have a mind of their own, and their own wisdom about where to travel and when 
to be sung. Who knows where a song will go, or what it will pick up along the way! I believe 
that if a song has found me, it meant to. I share songs that seem like they want to be shared, 
and I try to find out everything I can about where they came from. That said, songs do get 
separated from their sources while they’re traveling, and I won’t always have the full story. 
I’m a big source-nut, though. Know that I do my level best to research, honor, respect, and 
connect with the sources of every song I teach, including their cultures and, when I can, the 
songwriter(s). I will give you all the information I can about it, including which changes or 
adaptations have been made (often deliberately) along the way. We won’t always have the 
whole picture of a song, but it is possible to sing with that respect in mind. Sometimes I’ll 
get new information about a song we already know and update my teaching of it; other 
times we’ll find our own version of something that’s been around for years. The music is 
alive, and always changing.  

o I am mindful of the potential for appropriation in this work; I and other songleaders in 
the community are in frequent conversations about how to respectfully handle music that 
comes to us from around the world. I teach from this ever-growing awareness. We honor 



the fact that singing songs from other peoples’ cultures cracks open understanding, and 
bring us inside different points of view. It brings us closer together as a global community, 
to know each others’ music. Not all cultures want their music shared, and I work mindfully 
of that fact, finding songs that have been released into the wild with blessings to be sung by 
different kinds of folk. When I teach songs from other cultures, know that I believe they 
have come to me in respect and in the spirit of sharing, learning, and bringing us closer. 
When you sing a song from another culture, ask yourself, What part of me and my humanity 
connects to this song, even if it tells a different story than my own? Sing from that place of 
intentional connection, and know that your muscle of empathy for our global family is 
strengthening as you sing.  

o Teaching tracks will be made available to you to practice with between rehearsals. I 
suggest listening at least once between our meetings – it will help solidify the songs much 
more quickly! You can download the teaching tracks to your phone or computer; listen and 
sing along. With the teaching tracks you’ll also have access to the words and info about the 
songs. Feel free to print these out if it helps you, and feel free to record songs during our 
rehearsals. Just try not to let paper or recording devices get in the way of being present 
together in rehearsal, because that’s what we’re really here to do. Also, if you feel inclined 
to share the teaching tracks with someone outside of our choir, please ask me first.  

• Leadership: As I practice ubuntu as a song leader myself, I don’t try to do it all alone! 
Everyone here contributes something: sometimes that’s your good energy, or getting here 
early to help set up, or working hard to memorize your part so you can be a section leader, 
and so on. Other jobs are more formalized: photography, bookkeeping, event planning, 
marketing, overseeing registration, etc. If you have capacity and interest in contributing at 
this level, please make it known! I’m only one person; the more hands we have on deck 
working, the more this community will thrive. 

● We have Choir Greeters! These are veteran choir members who are here to greet, 
orient, and support you. Please feel welcome to come to them with questions or if 
you have a need I can’t fill. 
  

● Designated roles: Sara is my primary musical assistant; Deborah also works behind 
the scenes to help prepare and anchor songs. Both of these women may be called 
upon to lead or assist me musically during rehearsal. I sometimes confer musically 
with Ben, who drums for us. Andie heads up planning and coordinating our singing 
events, and will step into a leadership role around concert-planning details. These 
jobs, and others done by choir members, are all volunteer time, and I thank you 
wholeheartedly for your support and enthusiasm!’ 



o We also sometimes use “anchors”. If a song merits it, I will assign the role of 
“anchor” to at least one singer in each section, meaning that other members of that 
section are to follow that person. This is not to place hierarchy into the 
arrangement, but to ensure that we can stay grounded and connected, all singing 
together, even in complex pieces.  

• Performing: We’re going to sing a lot of songs throughout the session. Some will be just 
for us; some will be in the concert. If you are new to performing, rest assured that this is a 
low-pressure environment to get used to being in front of people. If you are a stage veteran, 
use our performances as an opportunity to deconstruct those old ideas of performances 
having to go “perfectly” (or even go a certain way.) Our performances, like the songs, are 
alive and in the moment, intimate and friendly, with little boundary between performer 
and audience. “We’ve been working on these songs and we want to share them with you” is 
the message – we sing for delight and to share with other people.  

o There are loads of causes out there we’d love to lend our hearts and voices to. Because 
we are socially active, there will absolutely be times when we bring focus to a movement, 
event or people, and lend support to it, but in general, rehearsal is not time to discuss social 
or political events in detail. Know that we are helping the world even simply by taking the 
time to come together and sing – healing and strengthening your heart and mind has been 
proven to go a long way in contributing to the positive ripple effect you’ll in the world! We 
respond to SWAT (Sing When Asked To) for communities and causes who ask us to be 
there, as well as host Open Houses and Community Concerts several times a year. This 
keeps my hands pretty full, but if you feel called to bring a song to a certain cause or rally 
that’s not on our list, I encourage you to do so. I may not have the bandwidth to lead it, but I 
will do what I can to support you!  

● Late ‘n’ Early: We have a limited amount of time together – just an hour and a half a 
week for a handful of weeks. Some important things happen at the beginning of the 
night, including warm ups and listening exercises, which are crucial for blending 
and group dynamic. Obviously, not everybody can come on time all the time. Please 
arrive on time when you can, and when you cannot, just slip in or out quietly and 
respectfully, as you need to, without disturbing rehearsal. If you know ahead of time 
that you’ll be late or missing certain nights, it helps my planning to know who I can 
expect – thanks for communicating with me about it! If you need to catch up on 
something you missed, please visit the teaching tracks and don’t hesitate to ask for 
help from myself or another community member. People are often happy to get 
together and practice! 
  



● Share With Me: If you have ideas, suggestions, or song requests, I want to hear 
them! But not during rehearsal - my head gets too full and I want to give your ideas 
the time and respect they deserve. It’s great to email me about your idea, and then 
be patient. Sometimes a song will be requested and I will fall in love with it, but not 
be ready to teach it for another year, or five. If I don’t take your suggestion, it doesn’t 
mean I didn’t like it – suggestions are like seeds and it’s hard even for me to predict 
which ones will grow. Know that, whatever the outcome, I will give your ideas my 
attention and consideration. 
  
I THANK YOU wholeheartedly for being here, and part of this community. This 
is one of the absolute lights of my life, and it is a joy to sing with each and 
every one of you. Ubuntu: I am because we are is our philosophy. Hold that 
preciously, knowing that your voice is an essential part of this choir. 

 
Love and Light,  

Kaitie Ty 
  

 


