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Tell me and I forget, teach me and I may remember, involve me and I learn - Benjamin Franklin

In this issue...

IRMTNZ Conference 2026 

Understanding autism

PD via Zoom - a new Council initiative

... and much more!

MEANINGFUL
CONNECTIONS

Our Vice-President and Communications Coordinator

Cathy Martin extols the benefits of communal

gatherings. 

As someone who uses digital communications for

several hours a day most days of the week, I’m as much

an internet junkie as the next person, but although I

appreciate the seemingly infinite advantages of online

communication, it’s face-to-face interaction that I find the

most meaningful.

 

Those IRMTNZ members who attended the Hawke’s Bay

Branch PD ‘Renaissance ‘25’ on 14 February will know exactly what I’m talking about. The guest

presenters were articulate and interesting and the programme covered a variety of relevant topics. Could

we have found the same information online? Probably, if we knew how and where to look. Would an

internet search have given us as much pleasure? I doubt it, and I suspect I’m not alone with this

viewpoint.

There’s something magical that happens when you’re in the company of others who share your interests

and curiosity to learn. Listening to an authoritative and engaging presenter, all ears are pricked, and all

eyes are looking in the same direction, but at the same time you are aware of the others in the room. You

might share their reactions (for instance, murmurs of approval or gasps of surprise) but even if you react

differently, simply being together heightens your emotional response and makes the learning experience

more memorable. Then there’s the ritual of applause at the end – have you ever wondered why we clap?

As it turns out, clapping is associated with stress release and social bonding*.

As for the between-session conversations, these are priceless. Networking with colleagues is both

professionally and personally enriching, and it’s one of the main reasons I continue to attend IRMTNZ

conferences and other PD events, as I have done since the pre-digital ‘Dark Ages’. Catching up with old

friends and making new ones at ‘Renaissance ‘25’ was such a lovely experience that I can’t wait to do it

all again.

Our next national Conference is in Nelson 8 - 10 April 2026. I’ll be there with bells and whistles on, and I

encourage you to do the same - with or without the musical accessories. You won’t be disappointed.

Ngā mihi

Catherine (Cathy) Martin

Vice-President IRMTNZ

Communications Coordinator IRMTNZ

*Radio New Zealand has an entertaining article about clapping: click HERE.

KOTAHITANGA - CREATIVITY IN
COLLABORATION

 
IRMTNZ Conference 2026

Te Aka Māori Dictionary defines kotahitanga as “unity,

togetherness, solidarity, collective action”. 

Kotahitanga – Creativity in Collaboration will explore

the interwoven relationships we encounter through

music, with topics including:

creative ideas for teaching beginner students

the alliance between composers and performers

enhancing ensemble collaboration, and 

choral singing. 

Guest speakers include Australian music educator and

presenter Tim Topham, SOUNZ Chief Executive Dr Hannah Darroch, collaborative pianist Dr Sarah

Watkins, NZSQ violist Gillian Ansell MNZM, and NZCF board member Pete Rainey MNZM. Our

programme features masterclasses, presentations, workshops and a public recital, classical European

music, waiata, and contemporary DJ beats.

Join us in Nelson 8 - 10 April 2026 for Kotahitanga - Creativity in Collaboration. You can find further

details on our website Conference page: click HERE.

UNDERSTANDING AUTISM

“If you’ve met one person with autism, you’ve met one

person with autism.”  - Dr Stephen Shore

As the word ‘spectrum’ implies, there are many different

presentations of autism – no two people are alike. Cath

Schofield’s presentation on autism at the Hawke's Bay

Branch IRMTNZ PD day, 'Renaissance '25' helped us

see beyond our rudimentary ‘one size fits all’

understanding of this complex condition and offered

useful tips for working with autistic students. Report by

Cathy Martin.

The area of the brain which processes visual information

is more highly developed in people with autism, so they tend to rely on visual cues to process auditory

information: this means it takes longer for them to process the spoken word. As an aside, Cath told us

that the Māori equivalent for ‘the spectrum’ is takiwātanga, which translates as ‘in their own time and

space’. 

ADD, ADHD, generalised anxiety, dyslexia and other conditions can co-exist with an autism spectrum

diagnosis, and when present with autism these diagnoses can mean that autism can present slightly

differently. Another interesting point is that 10% of the autistic population have savant skills versus 1% of

the general population!

Autistic people have strengths such as the ability to maintain focus for a long time when engaged by a

specific topic. They have great attention to detail and can learn and memorise information quickly,

particularly when there is a pattern or order involved or when the topic is of special interest.

Challenges include difficulty processing and retaining verbal information and maintaining social

relationships. Autistic people can be uncomfortable making eye contact, they can lack empathy and make

comments which may be considered inappropriate whilst not meaning to offend. They tend to interpret

language literally, so they may not understand metaphors or sarcasm. 

Signs that your student may be on the spectrum include difficulty interacting with other students, focusing

on a tiny detail, or trying to copy performances exactly, EG from YouTube. 

Cath’s tips for working with autistic students included recording verbal instructions in writing, being aware

of sensory overload during lessons, following a clear structure during lessons and giving advance notice

in writing of any changes to the structure.

Cath finished by noting the benefits of learning music for autistic and neurodiverse learners. Music allows

for emotional expression without the need for verbal communication, it can be made alone or in a group,

and it provides a structure around socialising with a clear purpose and specific roles and rules. 

Cath Schofield has worked with neurodiverse learners in mainstream and specialist schools for 30

years. She currently works as a Resource Teacher Learning & Behaviour (RTLB) in Ahuriri Napier.

Cathy Martin is Communications Coordinator IRMTNZ and also holds positions as the Institute’s Vice-

President and Taranaki Branch Chairperson. She enjoys teaching piano and theory in her sunny New

Plymouth home.

TRINITY MUSIC WORKSHOP A workshop with Australian educator Paul Myatt

Paul’s workshop has been designed to introduce

instrumental and piano teachers to the foundations of

Whole Body Learning (based on the approaches of

Orff, Dalcroze, and Kodály, and informed by

neuroscience). Through interactive activities, movement,

and multi-sensory techniques, teachers will experience

firsthand how Whole Body Learning can be applied

to Trinity College’s exam syllabus.

 

This session will provide practical strategies to engage

students, deepen musical understanding, and enhance

performance skills, making exam preparation more

effective and enjoyable.

Auckland: Saturday 12 April, 9:30am -12:30pm

Venue:  Symphonia Hall, 57-59 Wellington Street, Auckland 1011

Christchurch: Sunday 13 April, 1pm - 4pm

Venue:  The Canterbury Theosophical Centre (parking and access on 172 Kilmore Street, Christchurch)

Wellington: Monday 14 April, 11am - 2:00pm

Samuel Marsden Collegiate School, Marsden Avenue, Karori, Wellington

To register, click HERE. (Please note registrations close 11 April). 

Paul Myatt is a passionate music teacher, performer, author, composer and workshop facilitator. His

purpose in life is to continue learning and help teachers develop skills to achieve their goals through

education, business and technology. He has been teaching for over 30 years and has had hundreds of

students achieve very high exam results. Along with Gillian Erskine, he co-founded Forte School of Music,

Piano Teaching Success, and Whole Body Learning (WBL), serving teachers and students worldwide.

WBL is based on the educational ideas and concepts of Orff, Dalcroze and Kodály.

PD FOR CHORAL
LEADERS

NZ Choral Federation's Biennial Conference 

Queen Margaret College, Wellington

25 - 27 September 2025

Choral Connect is NZCFs professional development

conference for leaders of all types of group singing: three

inspiring days of masterclasses, presentations, concerts

and more! 

This year's conference features the NZ Secondary School Choir and Aotearoa Academy Choir as guest

choirs, plus international guest presenter Dr Pearl Shangkuan (USA).

Early Bird registrations close on 30 June. To find more information and/or to register click HERE. 

WHAKATIPU MUSIC FESTIVAL

Easter Weekend 2025 promises to be a festive weekend

rich in musical celebrations in remarkable

Queenstown. Weaving together Aotearoa’s outstanding

emerging artists and international luminaries with local

performers, grassroots music initiatives and dedicated

local educators, the Whakatipu Music Festival delivers

an exhilarating event for every taste and ability. 

Six major performances will take place at the Queenstown Memorial Centre over Easter weekend 18 to

21 April showcasing everything from Bach to Broadway, and classical to jazz.   

Twelve emerging young artists from around New Zealand will perform alongside five internationally

renowned classical musicians.  

A series of public workshops are being held alongside the concerts. A key feature of the weekend is a

series of community rehearsals which culminate in a mass choir performance on the final afternoon

featuring festival artists and a live orchestra. 

Tickets are on sale at Eventfinda starting at $15 for students and $49/$59 for adults.  

To get involved in the community workshops and for more information click HERE. 

PIANO TRADERS SPECIAL DISCOUNT FOR IRMTNZ
MEMBERS

Advertisement

Piano Traders Ltd is a family-owned business with over

70 years of experience in assisting musicians in New

Zealand. We pride ourselves on our product knowledge

and excellent customer service - our team has decades

of combined experience.

IRMTNZ NEWS

SUSAN SMITH FIRMTNZ

At our 2026 AGM on 1 February, we had the pleasure of

awarding Auckland member, Susan Smith

ONZM, Fellow of IRMTNZ. With a career in music

education and performance that spans more than 60

years, Susan has influenced and is admired by many

members. Citation by Auckland Branch IRMTNZ.

Susan Elspeth Smith ARCM FTCL LRSM AIRMTNZ

Susan was born in Auckland and attended Auckland

Girls’ Grammar School. Her early piano lessons began

with Sister Olga at Good Shepherd Convent School in

Balmoral. Having no piano at home, Susan went every

day and practised on the dummy keyboard, only having lessons with Sister if there was a gap in her

schedule.

Susan later had lessons with Shirley Fowler in Mt Eden. They became lifelong friends and later enjoyed

having concerts at each other’s houses before exams and the Auckland Competitions. Susan herself had

been very successful in the same Competitions in the early years and thus began many years of selfless

support for IRMTNZ teachers and their students at these events. Susan went on to become the Vice-

President of Auckland Performing Arts Competitions and Convenor of the piano section for over 10 years.

 

Accompanying has always been her wonderful skill as well as the ability to sight read effortlessly. As a

sought-after accompanist, Susan has given many recitals and broadcasts, playing for most of the

country’s leading singers.

 

Her formal training was with Olwyn Burton in Auckland where she gained a Fellowship from Trinity

College London. Susan then travelled to London and studied for three years with Phyllis Sellick and Ivor

Newton. She gained an ARCM in Teaching during this time.

Upon returning to New Zealand, Susan resumed her extensive teaching practice with many successful

students who have gone overseas to start their careers, including Kim Naden, Robert Loretz, and Henry

Wong Doe. She also became an itinerant teacher at Avondale College, eventually becoming Head of

Department. After leaving Avondale College, Susan moved to Diocesan School for Girls and has been a

teacher there for some time, involving herself in choirs, school shows and chapel services as well as

piano teaching.

 

Susan was appointed as an Examiner for the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music in 1991

and examined internationally for 28 years.

With a career that has spanned over 60 years of teaching and accompanying, Susan has been actively

involved with IRMTNZ since joining the Institute in 1973, both adjudicating and convening for student

performer groups, serving on the Auckland Branch Committee for many years, and organising numerous

seminars in all aspects of music performance. She served on IRMTNZs Council from 2016 to 2019 and

was on the Registration Board. Susan has mentored beginning teachers as part of the IRMTNZ

Mentoring Programme, she has been a Contact Workshop convenor for the Teacher Training Foundation

Course when workshops were held in Auckland and given lectures on accompanying.

 

Susan has had a varied musical life and continues to share her expertise and knowledge with others. She

has been an outstanding adjudicator at competitions and firmly believes they are an important part of a

musician’s development through providing performance opportunities and meeting other students.

Susan’s contribution to the music community has seen her involved in many organisations that have been

set up to encourage young musicians. She was the Chairperson of the Dame Malvina Major Foundation

Auckland Regional Committee until 2019 and has remained on the Committee in a consultancy role.

Susan received the Order of New Zealand Merit in 2004 for services to music.

Susan continues to contribute to the musical scene in Auckland. Her infectious personality has endeared

her to her colleagues as well as her students - she is greatly respected, and a tireless member of the

Auckland Branch.

 

GUY DONALDSON RECEIVES CIVIC AWARD

Described as "a cornerstone of Palmerston North's

classical music scene", late last year Guy Donaldson

DBM-IRMTNZ received a 2024 Civic Honour Award from

the Palmerston North City Council. Guy is a treasured

member of the IRMTNZ whānau, and this was a much-

deserved accolade. Warmest congratulations to Guy!!!

Read about Guy's contribution to the musical life of

Palmerston North HERE.

WEST COAST GOLD

Congratulations to Westport member Reverend Rona Halsall ONZM, recipient of the ASB Good as Gold

award on TVNZs Seven Sharp, 5 March. Rona is a treasured member of IRMTNZ, a regular at our

national conferences for many years and a driving force behind music education on the West Coast. She

is deeply appreciated by present and past students, one of whom nominated for this award. See Rona's

TVNZ appearance HERE. 

CHRISTY YAU: NEW COUNCIL MEMBER FOR DISTRICT 4

New IRMTNZ Council member Christy Wan Mooi

Phang-Yau sees learning as a lifelong process.

I was born in Malaysia and began learning the piano at

12 - relatively late compared to most students.

Determined to progress quickly, I skipped grades and

completed Grade 8 in five years, however, this rapid

advancement left me with a weak foundation, making my

diploma years challenging and frustrating as I struggled

with basic techniques.

This experience has shaped my teaching philosophy - I

now prioritise a strong foundation before allowing students to advance. I believe solid technical

groundwork is essential for long-term musical success.

I am deeply grateful to my teacher, Peter CK Lim - fondly called Uncle Peter - for his patience and

guidance. Over six years, he helped me master the techniques I had missed, enabling me to earn the

ABRSM Performing Certificate, ATCL, LTCL, LGSM, and LRSM. Without his dedication, I wouldn’t have

achieved these milestones. During this time, I also pursued singing and completed ABRSM Grade 7 in

Voice before moving to New Zealand.

Arriving in Christchurch in 1991, I discovered the Institute of Registered Music Teachers of New Zealand

(IRMTNZ). With the support of Wallace Woodley, I successfully registered as an Associate of IRMTNZ in

my first year.

I have always believed that teachers should be lifelong learners. With this mindset, I enrolled at the

University of Canterbury, earning a Bachelor of Music in Composition. I also obtained a DipIRMT in

Teaching while exploring new musical disciplines. I took cello lessons, leading me to play in the

Canterbury Philharmonic Orchestra. I also learned the saxophone, drums, and bass guitar. Beyond

performance, I actively served in my church as a pianist, drummer, and bass guitarist while teaching the

choir.

For my first decade in New Zealand, I immersed myself in learning but did not fully engage with IRMTNZ’s

professional development opportunities. A decade later, I finally explored all IRMTNZ had to offer.

To me, IRMTNZ is more than a professional organisation—it is a family. As an immigrant, I am incredibly

grateful for the support of my IRMTNZ colleagues, especially the Christchurch Branch Committee.

Being nominated as a Council member this year marks a new chapter in my journey. I am honoured to

serve this amazing organisation and will do my best to contribute to the years ahead.

Christy Phang-Yau holds LGSM, LRSM, LTCL and MusB. She is a Leading Associate IRMTNZ and

Distinguished Branch Member of our Christchurch Branch.  

ZOOM IN FOR FREE PD - a new Council initiative

IRMTNZ is offering three free PD sessions this year in a new interactive format via Zoom.

We want your questions for three sessions in which we will be joined by leaders in various fields of

music education. Send your questions to the education committee chair Graham McPhail -

gmcphail.irmtnz@gmail.com

Playing the Exam Game 4 May, 7pm - 8.15pm

Our panel of past and current examiners Christopher Greenslade, Susan Smith ONZM, and Wallace

Woodley QSO will be ready and waiting to answer your questions and lead a discussion about the

process of examinations in music. Each of them is experienced in the examination process from both a

teacher's and an examiner's perspective.

What does Good Music Teaching Look Like These Days? 29 June, 7pm - 8.15pm

Graham McPhail is a music education academic at the University of Auckland and one of his areas of

research is studio pedagogy. Graham will give us an overview of what the research literature is saying

about what good teaching looks like these days and lead a discussion centred on your thoughts and

questions. 

Looking at Ourselves: Conversations with Key IRMTNZ Members 12 October, 7pm - 8.15pm

This will be an annual session where we look at ourselves as an organisation that has a long and

prestigious history because of its members. In this inaugural session Graham McPhail will talk to Wendy

Hunt, our immediate-Past President, our Teacher Training Course Coordinator, and Life Member about

her more than 40 years of involvement with IRMTNZ.

Send your questions or comments to our Education Committee Chair Graham McPhail:

gmcphail.irmtnz@gmail.com.

The Zoom link will be sent to you approximately one week before the event.

We look forward to seeing you there!

IRMTNZ PD VIDEOS

The latest addition to our PD video library is 'Scott

Joplin's Victory: the History of Ragtime Piano' with

Dr Nicola Melville. This highly informative lecture-recital

journeys from the cakewalks of the late 19th century to

the ragtime revival of the 1970s. Filmed by New

Plymouth's 4th Wall Theatre for our Taranaki Branch on

23 February, it contains useful insights to help us

understand and teach this important genre. 

Videos are available for 12 months from the date of upload and are located in the Members Only area of

our website under Professional Development. The following are due to expire 31 May:

Teaching Breathing to Children with Nicola Holt

Singing in Aural Tests with Nicola Holt

Exploring Historically Informed Performance with Professor Samantha Owens

Piano Masterclass with Katherine Austin

Self-Regulated Learning with Associate Professor Graham McPhail

How to Apply Māori Teaching Principles to your Practice - Ben Lau

CONTACT DETAILS

If your physical or postal address, email, phone number or website has changed, please update your

contact details in the Members Only area of our website. When you sign in, you'll see a link to access

and update your online profile and we promise that changing your contact details is easy. 

If you can't access the Members Only area because you haven't created your password or have forgotten

it click HERE.  

Alternatively, members are welcome to advise our Registrar Elene Anderson of any changes:

registrar@irmt.org.nz. 

RECOMMENDED

Rotorua Branch IRMTNZ Chairperson Claire Mason finds inspiration in a recent PianoInspires Podcast. 

This podcast with guest Penelope Roskell, hosted by Sara Ernst of the Frances Clark Center,

resonated with me because of Penelope’s thoughts about 'our job’ and the value of community. 

Penelope believes “the job of a music teacher is to build resilience and confidence due to the fragility

found in musicians... Competitions are not always nourishing and it’s more beneficial playing often, on

different pianos in different settings, finding an audience who will appreciate and uplift you. The [Covid-

19] Pandemic caused loss of community. ‘In-person gatherings’ for teachers are vital and empowering

and benefit our students. When we share our resources, we all become stronger teachers.”

PianoInspires.com is the digital home of the Frances Clark Center community and its many

interconnected resources. The current annual subscription fee is just USD$36.

FORTHCOMING

KOTAHITANGA - IRMTNZ Conference 2026

Our next biennial national Conference will be held at the

Nelson Centre for Musical Arts, 8 - 10 April 2026.

Kotahitanga - Creativity in Collaboration features a

stellar line-up of guest speakers presenting a programme

you won't want to miss!

Our Conference webpage has further details and will be

regularly updated in the coming months.

MUSIC THERAPY WEEK 2025

Meaningful Moments in Music Therapy:

Celebrating Diverse Communities Across Aotearoa

10 - 15 April

To find out more click HERE. 

MENZA Conference 2025

Te Pā Harakeke

Sunday 6 July - Wednesday 9 July 

Massey University, Wellington Campus

To find out more click HERE. 

Disclaimer

The views expressed in Ritmico Online do not necessarily reflect those of the IRMTNZ Council or the

Ritmico Online Editor. 

Every effort has been made to publish accurate information.

Material published in Ritmico Online may only be reproduced by permission of the Editor. 
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