
Abstract: Although multicultural music education has
been on the minds and in the practice of music educators
for over fifty years, there still exist many stumbling
blocks to choosing repertoire. Teachers in the choir, or-
chestra, band paradigm use repertoire as a central tenent
of their curriculum, but still no definite process exists for
choosing appropriate and culturally sensitive repertoire.
In this paper I explore several stumbling blocks that
music educators might consider, including program notes
as curricula, titles as superficial multiculturalism, other-
ing, musical tropes and a general reliance on music pub-
lishers to suggest multicultural repertoire. To explore
these elements, I focus on three works of repertoire.

Résumé : Bien que l’éducation musicale multiculturelle
soit valorisée et mise en pratique par les musiciens édu-
cateurs depuis plus de cinquante ans, il existe encore de
nombreuses embûches dans le choix du répertoire. Le
répertoire fait partie intégrante d’un programme pour
les enseignants en chant, à l’orchestre ou d’autres en-
sembles, mais il n’existe toujours pas de méthode pré-
cise pour choisir un répertoire culturellement approprié.
Dans cet article, j’explore plusieurs aspects importants à
considérer par les musiciens éducateurs, notamment l’u-
tilisation adéquate des notes de programme pour en-
seigner, les titres multiculturalistes superficiels, le
concept de othering (inégalités sociales), les stéréotypes
musicaux ainsi que la confiance insouciante envers les
éditeurs de musique qui suggèrent un répertoire multi-
culturel. Pour explorer ces aspects, je me concentre sur
trois œuvres du répertoire.

Edwin Wasiak (2009) pointed out that if Canada is in-
deed a nation that officially embraces multiculturalism,
then music educators are part of the communication and
implementation of such a mandate. Wasiak continued by
asking: “How do I teach music in a way that contributes

to deep cultural as well as musical understanding?” (p.
214). Since the 1967 Tanglewood Symposium music ed-
ucators within the choir, orchestra, band paradigm (COB)
have sought to broaden the scope of their practice from
one rooted in western classical canon to one that is more
inclusive and multicultural. 

Despite the perceived need and desire for change,
there is still not a cohesive multicultural pedagogy that
COB music educators can use to guide their choices of
repertoire and technique (Campbell, 2020; McClellan,
2002). McClellan (2002), when comparing instrumental
music educators to elementary and choral educators in
terms of their multicultural education preparation, ob-
served that “instrumental music seems to trail behind in
providing the novice teacher with an abundance of meth-
ods to be effective in the classroom” (p. 89). Alternatively,
Campbell (2020) stated that across all levels and types of
music education there does not exist a consistent profes-
sional expectation of attention to multicultural education,
and what remains “is as yet sporadic, often superficial and
sometimes only a patchwork of attempts to cover what is
still a deeply European-grounded enterprise” (p. 107).

Academics and educators alike still grapple with the
question of what multicultural education looks like
within the COB paradigm. Abril (2007) pointed out that
repertoire is the “nucleus of the curriculum” (p.38).
COB music educators often use the selection of reper-
toire to support their teaching of both musical and extra
musical elements of multicultural education. In this ar-
ticle I will highlight three well respected works regularly
placed on festival lists, recommended repertoire lists, or
in the Teaching Music Through Performance in Band se-
ries. I will reference these works to explore several stum-
bling blocks that stand in the way of COB music
educators as they attempt to choose repertoire. In choos-
ing appropriate and culturally sensitive repertoire, music
educators must consider program notes as curricula, ti-
tles as superficial multiculturalism, othering, musical
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tropes and a general reliance on music publishers to sug-
gest multicultural repertoire. 

Program Notes, Titles, and Othering
Juliet Hess (2018) discussed the ‘strange encounter’ in
music education. The strange encounter involves exposing
students to music with different epistemologies for which
students have no frame of reference, knowing that there
is a possibility the encounters may be unsettling. Hess
stated that these encounters may provide opportunity to
grow and learn, or they may inadvertently, by creating a
sense of musical othering, reinforce an idea of musical hi-
erarchy that reaffirms the dominance of colonial musics.

The creation of the other is described by Joseph
Ambro (2007) as the result of “a curriculum that wants
to present the semblance of multiculturalism but does not
want to actually acknowledge alternative and dissonant
voices” (p. 11). Ambro discussed works that use generic
words such as ritual, chant, tribal, savage, and ceremony
in the title as indicators of a generic multicultural ap-
proach that fosters othering or, as Hess stated, a hierarchy
of musical experience. This hierarchy is created by the im-
plication of the primitive that comes with such titles, plac-
ing these works below works from the western canon.

In 1994 Belwin Music published American composer
Robert W. Smith’s Africa: Ceremony, Song and Ritual for
concert band. The notes for this work stated:

Africa: Ceremony, Song, and Ritual is based on
the primitive folk music of Western Africa. In-
spired by the recording and research of Mr.
Stephen Jay, the work features traditional cere-
monial music for dance and entertainment as
well as dynamic percussive invocations and his-
torical songs. (Smith, 1994, p.2)
As a case for western classical versus other, this 

description could not be clearer. A work based on primi-
tive folk music that is then translated by the composer
into the western classical medium of the concert band.

Ambro (2007) noted that the description of this work
in the JW Pepper catalogue included terms such as the
‘dark continent’ while highlighting the composer’s rec-
ommendation to encircle the audience with drums for an
exciting finale. These are troubling ideas which lead to
some broad generalizations that may not be helpful to
student understanding of the many cultures and countries
that make up Africa, nor meet the intention of multicul-
tural or pluralistic education.

The most obvious is the description of the so-
called Dark Continent; dark being not only a re-
ductionist reference to the complexion of its
inhabitants’ skin, but also a perceived inferiority
in intellect, as well as a place ungoverned by the

laws of the enlightenment and rationality.
(Ambro, 2007, p.11)
In his text on representing the Middle East and Africa

in social studies education, Osborne (2017) discussed
how narratives of communities are used to create socially
constructed boundaries. Osborne stated, “Communities
that are internally diverse and enjoy their own plurality of
identity seem monolithic when depicted as the other” (p.
29). The title of Africa: Ceremony, Song and Ritual does
not mention a specific country, nor a specific culture. The
use of Africa in the title collectively groups the multiple
nations, cultures, subcultures, and histories into the larger
idea of the African continent, creating as Osborne indi-
cated a sense of other. 

Program Notes, Musical Tropes, and Appropriation
In 1997 Lydia Adams published Mi’Kmaq Honour Song
based on a traditional chant entitled I’ko. This work is pop-
ular, has been performed all over the world, and it was a
staple of the repertoire of the Elmer Isler Singers. In her
program notes for this work, Adams (1997) stated, “The
Mi’kmaq Honour Song is a chant dedicated to and in ho-
nour of the creator” (p. 2). Adams continued, “The em-
ployment of nature sounds, and the call of the human voice
honours the traditions of the Mi’kmaq peoples (p. 2). 

Several issues arise around this work. In response to the
program notes, Mi’Kmaw educator Brittany Pennell wrote
the following to JAL/Mayfair Montgomery Publishing:

The program notes for your arrangement of
“Mi’kmaq Honour Song” do not accurately reflect
the history of the song, nor its importance to the
Mi’kmaq people. Students who have these pro-
gram notes explained to them will be left with an
inaccurate understanding of the musical life and
ritual of the peoples of Mi’kma’ki. (Pennell &
Beeler, 2021)  
I’ko is not an honour song, nor does it speak of the

creator. It is a friendship song (Pennell & Beeler, 2021). In
Mi’kma’ki, or the Northern woodlands of Atlantic Canada
and Maine, there is an honour song called The Mi’kmaq
Honour Song written by Mi’Kmaw Elder George Paul
from Metepenagiag First Nation in New Brunswick.

Penell. Penell stated that this work alone should be re-
ferred to as the Mi’kmaq Honour Song, as it has great cultural
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and spiritual significance to the Mi’kmaq peoples. 
By using nature sounds and calls, Adams seems in-

tent on creating a sense of the forest primeval, or as Bris-
son (2015) wrote “alluring, yet deceptive, aura of
exoticism and spirituality” (p. 32). Either way, these mu-
sical tropes do not authentically represent or tell the story
of the peoples of Mi’kma’ki. 

The first movement of Train Heading West and Other
Outdoor Scenes by American composer Timothy Broege
(1999) is entitled Prairie Ritual. As mentioned previously,
the term ritual implies a sense of the other. Even more re-
vealing is the use of Native American musical tropes
within the work.  In his thesis entitled Film Music and
Film Genre, Brownrigg (2003) identifies several musical
tropes that Hollywood film composers used to intertex-
tually imply Indians. Brownrigg identified a steady beat
on a tom tom or other drum, parallel fifths in bass voices
and pentatonic melodies as tropes that were used. The
first four bars of Prairie Ritual include all of these tropes.

The melody of the work is based on a C pentatonic
scale. Pentatonic melodies are indeed common in First
Nations music. In this case, however, the use of penta-
tonic combined with the descending open fifth chant
motif in the bass voices and the use of the tom tom that
is imitating a circle drum create a collection of musical
tropes that, along with the title Prairie Ritual serve to cre-
ate a cardboard cut-out of, rather than any effective rep-
resentation of, First Nations culture. Beyond the musical
tropes, one must also consider the negative implications
that Train Heading West represents in terms of the sub-
jugation, dislocation and elimination of the First Nations
peoples of the American West. 

The history of European colonization and the push
to settle western parts of North America is surrounded
by a very one-sided understanding of intention and result.
For the first peoples of the American and Canadian
prairies, the arrival of the railway did not bring prosper-
ity, freedom, and the creation of a nation. Looking at it
from the point of view of the first nations peoples, the
railway brought battle, disease, loss of resources such as
the buffalo and dislocation from their lands. The piece
could alternatively be titled “Invaders from the East and
other Disturbing Scenes.”  COB music educators must be
selective in choosing repertoire that provides cultural con-
text such as is provided by this work.

Appropriation and The Question of Music Publishers
In 2019, educational composer Larry Clark was found to
have been using the nom de plume Keiko Yamada to pub-
lish works based on Japanese melodic material. This is
important for many reasons, not the least of which is the
curricular drive to seek out material by women com-
posers and composers from non-dominant cultures. When
confronted, Clark publicly apologized and withdrew the
nom de plume, although the works are still published and
sold under the composer’s name (Jolley, 2019).

In response to Larry Clark’s apology on the social
media platform Facebook, Canadian composer Cait
Nishimura published an open letter in the Canadian
music education journal Canadian Winds. Nishimura
pointed out that Japanese students and indeed women
who play in concert bands were excited to see themselves
represented in the music they were playing and were vic-
timised by the deceit. She further points out that, in an
industry where underrepresented demographics struggle
to publish, “I am hurt and angered at the thought of your
pieces taking the place of those written by composers who
must continually advocate for their own success because
of their gender and ethnicity” (Nishimura, 2019, p. 45).

The concert band works of Yukiko Nishimura pro-
vide an interesting contrast to the works of Larry Clark.
Yukiko Nishimura is a female Japanese composer who
composes for young bands (Nishimura, 2021). Yukiko
Nishimura’s band works are sometimes inspired by
Japanese folk music, but overall are traditionally har-
monically and melodically placed in the language of west-
ern classical music. The name of the composer does not
automatically imply multicultural repertoire, however in
this music students who are Japanese, of Japanese de-
scent, and who identify as female see themselves authen-
tically represented by the composer of the work. 

The program note for Yukiko Nishimura’s work An-
cient Flower for young band provides yet another exam-
ple of the necessity of the educator vetting what is
provided by the publisher. The J.W. Pepper website (2021)
provides this program note for Yukiko Nishimura’s work
Ancient Flower.

An Oriental atmosphere is created by the float-
ing melodies of this exotic piece. In the opening, a
long, sensitive melodic line emerges, supported
by Western-style harmonies. Just as a dainty flower
slowly opens, this expressive music blossoms into
a work of delicate beauty. (2021, para. 1) 
The term oriental has been considered pejorative

since the late 1960s (Kandil, 2018), and is not appro-
priate to describe a piece of educational material such
as this composition. 
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Heading West and Other Outdoor Scenes are on several
state festival lists (J.W. Pepper, 2020-a; J.W. Pepper, 2020-
b). Africa appears in volume 2 of Teaching Music Though
Performance in Band (Blocher et al.,1998), a volume
which is ostensibly directed at teaching multicultural
music, and Train Heading West appears in Teaching
Music Through Performance in Beginner Band (Dvorak
et al., 2001). Mi’kmaq Honour Song is performed exten-
sively and is available in an SSA version that is very pop-
ular with young choirs. Music educators use the
recommendations of publishing websites, publications
such as the Teaching Music Through Performance in
Band series and the relative longevity of a work to estab-
lish the work’s pedigree, or suitability for performance,
and even repeat performance.

Beginning the process of exploring how state lists and
educational publications vet the compositions they rec-
ommend is beyond the scope of this paper. Certainly, pub-
lication bias and the issue of Larry Clark misrepresenting
his ethnicity are indicators that music educators cannot
rely completely on publishers, festivals, or other organi-
zations to authentically suggest or represent music from
non-dominant cultures.  Music educators need to be pro-
vided tools that allow them to choose, teach, and present
multicultural music in an appropriate and authentic man-
ner. In the article Multicultural Education: Methodology
for the Future Instrumental Music Teacher, Edward R.
McLellan (2002) discusses the need for teachers to con-
tinually develop their professional  practice in the area of
multicultural teaching, and believes 

Teacher education programs may be enhanced by
focusing specific teaching applications involving
relevant multicultural materials, literature, re-
sources, and pedagogy. Establishing relevant re-
lationships between multi-ethnic musics (i.e., First
Nations, African-American, Eastern, and Latin
Musics, etc.) and their contributions to ensemble
literature will provide the preservice instrumen-
tal music teacher a defined working knowledge
to implement multicultural music. (p. 100)
Although they were written almost twenty years ago,

McLellan’s words resonate just as loudly now. There is
much work to be done in this area.

None of this work is new. The last fifty years of music ed-
ucation has at least been partially wrapped up in a desire
to facilitate multicultural education by infusing multicul-
tural repertoire, content, and context into their programs.
As COB music educators work to develop methods of au-
thentically teaching music from non-dominant cultures,
it is important to be aware that even well-meaning and
well-intentioned educational music may not be providing

appropriate materials. Indeed, some of the compositions
for choir, orchestra, and band represent a shallow and
racially insensitive approach to multicultural musics, or
even a cynical approach by an industry intent on selling
compositions based on title only.  

At the time of writing, I was sitting on a committee to
help shape the suggested concert band repertoire list for
MusicFest Canada. All of the major educational organi-
zations across Canada are grappling with how to choose
and present repertoire in a respectful manner. It is not new
work, but it is still a work in progress.

Being aware of the othering elements created by
generic titles and incorrect program notes, as well as look-
ing carefully for worn-out and inappropriate musical
tropes can help guide COB music educators in their reper-
toire choices. Questioning the recommendations of music
publishers, and re-examining works that were once con-
sidered canon in the repertoire can provide COB music
educators with more information upon which to base
their repertoire choices. 
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