Let’s Say It…In A Song!

A unique program to help cancer survivors, their families
 and their caregivers move toward healing by telling their stories
Journaling is a wonderful avenue that encourages self-expression. But words can only convey so much, and music has a way of reaching into the very core of our souls, bringing forth emotions.  Two friends, Robin Yoder and Tricia Walker, have developed a program that takes journaling several steps further. Robin, a 28-year cancer survivor and oncology clinical social worker at CJW Medical Center in Richmond, Virginia, and Tricia, a professional singer-songwriter and owner of Big Front Porch Productions in Nashville, Tennessee teamed up 8 years ago and held the first of its kind songwriting workshop for cancer survivors and their caregivers.  Say It In A Song! has since become an annual event held each fall at The Hawthorne The Cancer Resource Center in Richmond, Virginia
The workshop is a 3-day experience organized by Robin Yoder and facilitated by Tricia Walker.  Ten to twelve participants are pre-selected by Robin to represent all aspects of the cancer journey. Participants have included parents, spouses, siblings and children of survivors to oncologists, nurses and social workers.  Ages of the participants have ranged from 11 to 80 years old. During the first session, Tricia guides the participants through a crash course in songwriting, teaching three or four song forms as a general framework with examples played of each type of form. Lyrics from several hit songs are examined with regards to understanding how the basic concepts of repetition and contrast are important in writing a song. During the second session, participants begin the actual writing process.  Tricia works to help each writer stay focused on the one central idea as it relates to the participant’s individual journey with cancer.  At the completion of this session, Tricia takes each songwriter’s lyrics and spends day three composing a complementary right musical setting to join to each set of lyrics. On day four, all of the newly created songs are debuted in concert fashion honoring cancer survivors and their caregivers. The concert is recorded live and then edited into a CD, giving The Hawthorne the opportunity to share the incredible transformation of lyrics into hopeful, caring, and loving songs for years to come!   

Participants are not required to have any musical skills but they are asked to commit to attending the two workshop sessions (3 hours each) and the concert.  They are also strongly encouraged to explore and to share a deeper part of their feelings and of themselves.  Writing at this level takes a tremendous amount of courage. Some of the songs written convey issues that are more serious while others are lighthearted.  Tricia emphasizes to the songwriters that they do not have to tell everything, but they do need to share a few very important things to try and convey to the listener the universal emotions that most people experience.   Each songwriter has the knowledge that on concert day, that they will have to take the stage with Tricia before an audience and have their feelings publicly admitted and shared through their song as it’s debuted.  
Twenty four year old Jenni participated in the 2005 workshop.  She is an 11 year survivor of Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma and a radiation therapist.  She wrote…
Gratitude
Mom quit her job to care for me

She was always there

Every pain I felt she felt it too

That’s how my mother cared

But what she didn’t know

Is that she’s my hero

Gratitude, gratitude

My heart is full of gratitude

Gratitude, gratitude

Without my family

I would not be me

Gratitude

Providing for the family 

Dad worked those long hard days

And then came home and showed support

In a thousand different ways

With strong and calloused hands

He’s my gentle Superman

(Chorus)

My sisters set the school kids straight

If they were being mean

And then they’d do the household chores

They’d cook and wash and clean

They were always there for me

Like two sisters ought to be

(Chorus)

My family came from miles and miles around

To see me walk that stage in cap and gown

(Chorus)

Writing is a powerful tool used by many people going through a difficult life event.  However, writing your feelings and having your words put to music and then hearing your emotions sung by a professional musician is empowering, cathartic, and healing.  It’s Saying It In A Song!
Songwriting allows cancer survivors and their caregivers to share with others and to push beyond the limits of conventional journaling.

Robin P. Yoder, MSW a 28 year survivor of Osteosarcoma, is the co-founder of The Hawthorne The Cancer Resource Center in Richmond, Virginia, the 2005 recipient of the American Cancer Society’s Lane W. Adams Quality of Life Award and the co-creator of the Say It In A Song! workshop, program and concert.  www.thehawthorne.org
Tricia Walker, owner of Big Front Porch Productions in Cleveland, Mississippi, is a professional singer-songwriter, musician and producer.  She appears regularly at the famous Bluebird Café in Nashville. She is better known in the cancer survivor’s community for her song What A Wonderful Day!   www.bigfrontporch.com
