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ABSTRACT 

 

Nova Scotia music educators have a curricular imperative to engage with the 

recommendations of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). Framed in 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP) and the Mi’kmaq concept of Etuaptmumk, or 

Two-Eyed-Seeing (E/TES), in this research I aimed to examine how the 

recommendations of the TRC can be facilitated within a settler praxial instrumental 

ensemble classroom or rehearsal. Additionally, in this research I sought to investigate 

how Mi’kmaq music may be presented in the context of traditional Mi’kmaq ways of 

teaching and learning. The research question was: How can the recommendations of 

Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission be facilitated in a praxial settler 

instrumental rehearsal or classroom? The study involved an artist-in-residence program 

with a Mi’kmaw musician and an orchestra with students between the ages of 15 and 18. 

Data collection included semi-structured interviews and journaling. The Mi’kmaw 

musician taught two traditional Mi’kmaq songs to the orchestra aurally rather than 

through Western notation. The orchestra learned to sing the songs, play the songs, and 

finally collectively created arrangements of the songs, all without the direction of a 
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conductor. The orchestra and the Mi’kmaw musician performed all their sessions in a 

circle in an attempt to decolonize the top-down structures of the traditional Western 

ensemble set-up and process. The Mi’kmaw musician also provided traditional teachings 

on Truth and Reconciliation and Mi’kmaq culture and history. The results of the study 

indicated that removing the colonial elements of the ensemble, such as notated 

arrangements, specific seating plans, and conductor, as well as the consistent presence of 

a culture bearer like the Mi’kmaw musician in the classroom, allowed for a deeper 

understanding of Truth and Reconciliation. Recommendations include four methods of 

engagement with Indigenous music, each designed to foster a deeper connection to and 

knowledge of Truth and Reconciliation. 

 

Keywords: Truth and Reconciliation, settler instrumental ensembles, decolonization of 

music education, Etuaptmumk, two-eyed-seeing, culturally sustaining pedagogy. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Appropriate or Appropriation 

 

“It is precisely because education was the primary tool of oppression of 

Aboriginal people and miseducation of all Canadians that we have concluded that 

education holds the key to reconciliation” (TRC, 2015, p. 7). 

A Personal Encounter 

When I heard my name called in the aisle of my local grocery store, I turned to 

see a woman and her son approaching me. She introduced herself as a member of the 

L’nu1 community in Halifax. “I was at your concert last night,” she said. I had been the 

emcee at our year-end choral gala concert the previous evening, which showcased nine 

choirs from our city-wide program. She continued, “One of the choirs sang what you 

referred to as the Mi’kmaq Honour Song.” I nodded in agreement, vaguely recalling the 

program. “That was not the Mi’kmaq Honour Song,” she said. “You must never do that 

again… If it had been the actual Mi’kmaq Honour Song,” she continued, “we would have 

been standing, and a Mi’kmaw person would have sung it.” 

This conversation shed light on an issue I had not previously considered. At that 

moment, I reflected on who was responsible for examining the cultural implications and 

effects of First Nations music arranged or adapted for settler educational ensembles. I 

wondered if the inappropriate use of such music negatively impacted the culture it was 

ostensibly meant to support. If so, I asked if that aligned with the spirit and intention of 

 
1 L’nu is the name that the Mi’kmaq peoples give themselves. In this document, I will use the terms 

Mi’kmaq or Mi’kmaw, which are the standards for academic research. Throughout this dissertation, 

following the example set by the TRC calls to action, I refer to the Indigenous peoples of Canada as 

First Nations, Indigenous, or Aboriginal. The Mi’kmaq peoples live in Mi’kma’ki, their unceded 

traditional territory encompassing Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Newfoundland, Prince Edward 

Island, and parts of Quebec and Maine. 
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the calls to action in Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report (TRC) 

(2015). As an instrumental ensemble educator, I contemplated my responsibilities in 

selecting, presenting, and appropriately applying First Nations music in pedagogical 

settings. These were complex thoughts for aisle six of my local grocery store. 

At the concert the evening before this encounter, one of our choirs performed a 

piece titled The Mi’kmaq Honour Song (Adams, 1997a)2. In the work's program notes, 

the composer stated, “The Mi'kmaq Honour Song is a chant dedicated to and in honor of 

the Creator. The use of nature sounds and the call of the human voice honors this 

tradition of the Mi'kmaq peoples" (p. 10). This description poses challenges for educators 

who work with Western classical ensembles and engage with First Nations music. In an 

article discussing Adams’ The Mi’kmaq Honour Song, Brisson (2015) noted that the non-

contextual use of harmony, like tone clusters, detaches the work from the original chant 

(p. 32). Brisson also observed that using voices to mimic wind, forest, and animal sounds 

“recalls stereotypical and romanticized images of Indigenous peoples as ‘noble savages’, 

living in an uncorrupted and pre-civilized state of harmony with nature” (p. 32). 

Perhaps even more problematic was the misidentification of the Mi’kmaq Honour 

Song itself. Adams referred to the song in her work as the Mi’kmaq Honour Song. 

However, the song she arranged was not the Mi’kmaq Honour Song but a completely 

different song called I’ko. This misidentification was particularly serious due to the 

importance the Mi’kmaq Honour Song3 holds in the lives of the Mi’kmaq people (Sweet, 

 
2 Adams: Mi’kmaq Honour Song. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X_jpAs_u9Xo 
3 Paul: Mi’kmaq Honour Song. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MNf1FLW7D0U 
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2021). Written by Mi’kmaw4 Elder George Paul from the Metepenagiag First Nations 

Community in New Brunswick in the late 1980s, the Honour Song was sung and 

celebrated years before the choral version of I'ko, titled The Mi’kmaq Honour Song, was 

published (Sweet, 2021). 

Elder Paul composed the Mi’kmaq Honour Song as a symbol, a musical means to 

help the Mi’kmaq people feel connected. In a 2017 interview, he stated, “That's what our 

people need to bring back together, to honor who we are, the people we are, which brings 

about respect and dignity, and identity for the people. It's very important" (Smith, 2017). 

Garrett Gloade, a Mi’kmaw musician, spoke about the impact of singing the Mi’kmaq 

Honour Song had on him. He said, "When you sing the song, it does something to you 

that's unexplainable. You know, when you sing the song, you think of your past loved 

ones ... When I first sang it, I actually bawled my eyes out" (Smith, 2017). 

I discussed Adams’ composition with our school district’s regional coordinator for 

Mi’kmaq services. She suggested we co-author a letter to Ms. Adams and the publishing 

agent to request a name change or stop publishing the work (Pennell, Beeler, 2021). Ms. 

Pennell identified the song I’ko as a welcome or friendship song, rather than an honor 

song, and stated,  

The program notes for your arrangement of the Mi’kmaq Honour Song do not 

accurately reflect either the song’s history or its importance to the Mi’kmaq 

people. Students who have these program notes explained to them will be left 

 
4 . Mi’kmaw is the singular form for a member of the people of Mi’kma’ki, while Mi’kmaq is the 

plural form. (NS Dept of L’nu Affairs) 
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with an inaccurate understanding of the musical life and ritual of the peoples of 

Mi’kma’ki (Pennell & Beeler, 2021).   

Adams’ choral arrangement of I’ko is still available; however, the title has been changed 

to Mi’kmaq Song (Adams, 1997b). This title change clarified the misrepresentation of the 

melodic material. I wondered how this type of arrangement of Indigenous cultural capital 

fosters an understanding of the concepts of Truth and Reconciliation in students and 

music educators.   

The Wider Issue of Extraction Without Context 

There are relatively few educational works for instrumental ensembles based on 

Mi’kmaq cultural material. However, the broader spectrum of educational instrumental 

music is filled with works that interact with the cultural capital of non-Western societies, 

situating this capital within the bounds of a band or orchestra. An example of this 

interaction is Variations on a Korean Folksong5 (Chance, 1967), an award-winning piece 

for concert band by American composer John Barnes Chance. This composition features 

variations on the Korean song Arirang, an ancient melody deeply embedded in Korean 

culture, with lyrics that express a profound philosophical view (Kim, 2019). Atkins 

(2007) highlighted the link between Arirang and the Korean philosophical concept 

known as Han.  

The song's current status as an emblem of national identity and a vehicle for 

remembrance in the public culture of both Korean states and the Korean diaspora 

 
5 Chance: Variations on a Korean Folks Song. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rY2GHVrjNkE 
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is largely attributable to its perceived resilience to the cultural violence of 

Japanese imperialism. Koreans credit Arirang and other folk arts for awakening 

them to their heritage and nationhood and for protecting their Korean identity 

from obliteration by Japan's assimilation policies. The Japanese colonial presence 

thus gave Arirang its special resonance for articulating the Han (indignant sorrow) 

that many Koreans consider to be a national trait (Atkins, p. 647). 

Atkins also commented on the conceptual aspect of music as a universal language that 

unites cultures. Atkins stated, “How is its potential as a "universal language" 

compromised when musical exchange occurs within relationships not of parity, but of 

inequality and domination?” (p. 645). In this dissertation, I partially interrogated the 

notion of music's universality as a justification for the unexamined recolonization of 

Indigenous music into the Western instrumental ensemble through multicultural pieces. 

 I have performed and conducted Variations on a Korean Folk Song several times 

over the last thirty years. However, I have never taught, nor been taught, the historical 

and cultural context underlying this music. No program notes are provided with the score 

to reflect the significance of Arirang in traditional Korean culture. Similar to Adams’ The 

Mi’kmaq Honour Song, there is a high potential for creating superficial, incomplete, or 

incorrect educational experiences for students when engaging with Variations on a 

Korean Folk Song. Perhaps more importantly, there is a risk of misidentifying the 

performance of Variations on a Korean Folk Song as a multicultural experience for 

students rather than recognizing it for what it may actually be: a composition that 

employs a collection of notes resembling something from Korea within a work for a 
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Western concert band. 

 In addition to the questionable use of source material, band composers and 

arrangers have frequently employed musical tropes to depict various cultural traditions. 

Musical tropes are stereotypical musical elements used to represent broader concepts or 

cultures, often in a dismissive manner. A well-known example of a musical trope is the 

banjo-boy scene in the movie Deliverance (Dicky, 1970). This scene simplifies the 

intricate and multicultural history of the banjo to the song Dueling Banjos (Smith, 1955), 

which served as a representation or stand-in for the perception of inbred, violent, 

backwoods Appalachia (Creadick, 2017).6 

The second movement of the concert band composition “Train Heading West and 

Other Outdoor Scenes”7 (Broege, 1999) is titled “Prairie Ritual.” The composer 

employed musical tropes such as parallel fifths, pentatonic melodies, and repetitive drum 

cadences typical of film music to evoke or suggest First Nations peoples (Brownrigg, 

2003). Drumming is a vital and spiritual aspect of Mi’kmaq music. The use of tropes like 

the Hollywood Indigenous drum cadence (Brownrigg, 2003) may not fully represent the 

importance of drumming within the culture. In chapter two, I examined the use of generic 

terms such as chant, ritual, and ceremony in instrumental music titles as a form of 

othering.  

 
6 For more information on the banjo's deep cultural history, see Uncovering the History of the Banjo 

with Rhiannon Giddens: From African Roots to American Music. Rhiannon Giddens 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RiP8Tfa8bB8 
7 Broege, T. Train Heading West and Other Outdoor Scenes. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5yr3LxN12qM 
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My exploration of the conflicts between using source cultural material and its 

original meaning in Western classical ensemble compositions—such as Adams’ The 

Mi’kmaq Honour Song and Chances’ Variations on a Korean Folk Song—and the use of 

musical tropes in works like Broege’s Train Heading West and Other Outdoor Scenes 

inspired me to examine how music educators from dominant cultures engage with music 

from non-dominant cultures in their classrooms and rehearsals.  

Truth and Reconciliation 

 

The Government of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report 

(TRC) originated in the 2007 Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement, which 

involved a six-year commitment that allowed survivors of the Indian residential school 

system in Canada to share their stories and initiate a process of reconciliation with 

Canada and its citizens (TRC, 2015). The TRC issued 94 calls to action. In call-to-action 

number 62, the commission members stated that educators should “Make age-appropriate 

curriculum on residential schools, treaties, and Indigenous people’s historical and 

contemporary contributions to Canada a mandatory educational requirement for 

Kindergarten through Grade Twelve students” and “Provide the necessary funding to 

Indigenous schools to incorporate Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods in 

classrooms” (TRC, p. 7). In recommendation number 63, the authors encouraged 

departments of education to begin “developing and implementing Kindergarten to Grade 

Twelve curriculum and learning resources on Indigenous peoples in Canadian history, as 

well as the history and legacy of residential schools, fostering students’ capacity for 

intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect” (TRC, p. 7). 
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A settler music educator who bases part of their curriculum on repertoire like 

Adams’ A Mi’kmaq Honour Song may inadvertently convey, at best, half-truths and, at 

worst, fabrications regarding Mi’kmaq culture, art, and history, despite having good 

intentions. Often lacking context, the intended educational value of sharing Indigenous 

music with students in a praxial environment may become, as Dylan Robinson (2020) 

suggested, into a form of “benevolent violence” (p. 226).  

In this context, Robinson’s term benevolent violence describes the well-meaning 

presentation of Mi’kmaq culture in Adams’ arrangement as an assault on the meaning, 

tradition, and inherent value of the actual Honour Song to the community that Adams’ 

work ostensibly represents. The choir director who chose to program The Mi’kmaq 

Honour Song had no malicious intent. Indeed, the director may have believed that 

multicultural teaching moments were fostered during the preparation and performance of 

the piece. Nevertheless, I think that the educators in our school, myself included, needed 

more information when selecting and presenting this work. Our program may have 

needed to examine our motivations. I considered if we were trying to engage with the 

calls to action of the TRC, and if so, I wondered how successful we were and, indeed, 

what the indicators of success should have been in this situation. 

A Living Culture with an Eye to The Future 

Mi’kmaq culture is alive and vibrant in Mi’kma’ki. I recently attended a 

professional lacrosse game in Halifax. Lacrosse is considered one of Canada’s national 

sports. It was invented and played by the Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island8 for 

 
8 Turtle Island is the name many Indigenous peoples use to refer to North America. 
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hundreds of years (Lacrosse Canada, 2025). In Halifax, every home game begins with a 

performance by the Mi’kmaq drumming group Eastern Eagle. Eastern Eagle exemplifies 

the thriving and evolving Mi’kmaq culture in Mi’kma’ki. They perform traditional songs 

and their own compositions, traveling throughout North America to share Mi’kmaq 

culture (Eastern Eagle, 2013). In the following quotation from the Truth and 

Reconciliation Report (2015) summary, one of the more significant words is continue. 

All Canadian children and youth deserve to know Canada’s honest history, 

including what happened in the residential schools, and to appreciate the rich 

history and knowledge of Indigenous nations who continue to make such a strong 

contribution to Canada, including our very name and collective identity as a 

country (TRC). 

Mi’kmaq musicians do not exist in a space fixed in time but rather in one that is 

continually evolving (Tulk, 2012). Eastern Eagle exemplifies Tulk’s assertion and the 

pedagogical necessity of learning about Mi’kmaq music as a living art form.  

Indigenous peoples in Canada face the challenge of honoring and living according 

to their traditional ways of being and knowing while existing and thriving in a world 

dominated by Western values and paradigms (Hatcher et al., 2009, p. 3). Settler music 

educators who wish to engage with Mi’kmaq music in a praxial classroom are confronted 

with the need to honor the music's traditions and history while learning to perform it 

using Western classical instrumentation in settler classrooms and rehearsals. This inherent 

issue inspired the quest for a theoretical framework through which to analyze the problem 

of whether, and how, to engage with Mi’kmaq music as a music educator, thus engaging 
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with the calls to action of the TRC. 

Theoretical Framework and Problem 

Scholars have argued that Western culture holds an “interpretative monopoly” 

(Battiste, p. 10) over the language and culture of Indigenous peoples. As noted 

previously, composers of works such as Adam’s The Mi’kmaq Honour Song can 

misinterpret Indigenous culture and reinterpret it through the lens of colonial structures 

such as music notation and Western harmonic systems. Due to this inherent imperialism, 

care and partnership are necessary to facilitate the decolonization of music education 

(Battiste, 2002; Kallio, 2020; Tulk, 2012). Part of decolonization may involve engaging 

with Truth and Reconciliation and the music of Mi’kma’ki through a perspective that 

encourages students to perceive Indigenous cultures as vibrant contributors to Canadian 

society.  

Scholars have also argued that culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) provides a 

research framework that nurtures efforts to maintain linguistic, literary, and cultural 

pluralism within education (Good-Perkins, 2021; Paris & Alim, 2017). Culturally 

Sustaining Pedagogy scholars assert that this framework emphasizes the importance of 

sustaining and supporting plurality within educational systems. Seemingly aligned with 

CSP is the concept that Mi’kmaq scholars identify as Etuaptmumk, or Two-Eyed Seeing. 

Mi’kmaq scholars identify E/TES as a method for recognizing both Indigenous and 

Western perspectives when examining scientific and environmental issues (Hatcher, et 

al., 2009). Furthermore, Etuaptmumk may serve as a lens for instrumental music 

educators to engage with Indigenous music, acknowledging Indigenous cultures while 
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preserving the instrumental frameworks of Western music classes and rehearsals. By 

examining the curricular imperative to engage with the music of Mi’kma’ki through these 

two frameworks, one rooted in Western scholarship and one in Mi’kmaq ways of 

teaching and knowing, I strove to find ways to envision the process that allowed students 

to see Mi’kmaq culture as one that is living and could be respectfully approached on 

Western classical instruments. This approach was meant to honor both the truth and 

reconciliation philosophies of the TRC. 

Music education in Nova Scotia is firmly ensconced in a Western paradigm9. 

Elementary students learn singing in the Bel Canto style, and most of the music education 

in middle and high school falls within the instrumental paradigm10 of music education. 

Music education is delivered with an underlying praxial philosophical approach in that 

students are expected and directed to learn about music through creating, making, and 

presenting (NSDEECD).  

Although the music curricula in Nova Scotia have been revised over the past ten 

years and now appear to be philosophically and practically grounded in CSP, the 

resources necessary to present the music of Mi'kma'ki in a praxial philosophical setting 

are insufficient. More importantly, there is a lack of understanding regarding how to 

engage with the music of Mi’kma’ki respectfully. The music of Mi’kma’ki exists within 

 
9 The Western paradigm in this context describes music education as grounded in Western music 

notation and primarily sourcing Western European music styles as repertoire for music appreciation 

and performance. 
10 Instrumental paradigm in this context means concert band or orchestra. In Nova Scotia, students 

generally receive instruction in group settings, either 20–30 students in classes or 50–80 students in 

rehearsals.  
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an epistemology that differs from that of Western European music. Rooted in nature, 

song, chant, and intimately connected to dance, the body of modern and traditional 

Mi’kmaq music is extensive and relatively under-researched (Tulk, 2012). I wondered 

whether a study focused on exploring respectful methods for engaging with Mi'kmaq 

music in a settler praxial environment through the lens of both CSP and TES could 

enhance the delivery of curricula that is grounded in a praxial philosophy.   

I also wondered what music educators aimed to achieve by engaging with 

Indigenous music. They could merely present Indigenous music within the colonial 

framework of Western instrumental ensembles or strive to go further by participating in a 

process that fosters collaborations to support the ongoing understanding and preservation 

of the culture, within the context of the calls to action of the TRC. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Question 

 In this study I explored the impact of engaging with Mi’kmaq music in a settler 

instrumental class and rehearsal facilitated using a praxial model. Although the 

interaction that inspired this research was rooted in a choral work, I chose instrumental 

classes because I am an instrumental music educator. I wanted to examine the effect on 

students’ perceptions of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s calls to action by 

reimagining the instructional paradigm to reflect how Mi’kmaq musicians traditionally 

learned and performed music. I provided opportunities for collaborative work with a 

culture-bearer from the Mi’kmaq community who incorporated traditional teachings into 

each lesson. The research question for this study was: 
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How can the calls to action of the TRC be facilitated in a praxial settler 

instrumental music classroom or rehearsal? 

The Music of Mi’kma’ki 

 There is no word for music in the Mi’kmaq language. The closest term is welta’q, 

translated as “it sounds good” (Tulk, 2012). Welta’q refers to a process of hearing and 

reacting rather than simply producing sound. As Tulk noted, “For this reason, welta’q is a 

broad term encompassing any sound pleasing to the ear, including chants, songs, 

instrumental music, and even stories” (Tulk, 2009). The creation of Mi’kmaq music is 

influenced by nature, including the sounds of birds and animals (Tulk, 2012). Sable and 

Francis (2021) identified music, dance, and storytelling as “tuning into and mirroring the 

sounds and rhythms of the world and communicating through bodily movement” (p. 55). 

 For the Mi’kmaq people, music was a way to pass on information over time. “For 

Mi’kmaq, both knowledge and values were embedded within the song texts and the 

musical structure that were passed from generation to generation” (Sable & Francis, 

2021, p. 92). Mi’kmaq people also sing chants composed of syllables called vocables that 

do not reflect the language. Instead, these vocables are “perhaps the most fundamental 

level of “tuning into” [sic] the sounds, vibrations, and rhythms of the world” (p. 94). 

Mi’kmaq singers see singing with vocables as spiritual (p. 94). The Mi’kmaq also have a 

traditional form of music and dance called ko’jua. Mi’kmaw singer Michael Denny stated 

that Ko’jua songs are pre-contact.11 (Tulk, 2009). These songs accompany social dances, 

 
11 Pre-contact refers to Mi’kmaq society before colonization by Europeans began. 
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and Mi’kmaq performers sing them at pow wows and other social events. They are fast-

paced, short, and often sung in sets of multiple songs (Tulk, 2009). 

 Mi’kmaq drum groups perform traditional and newly composed chants using 

vocables. A drum group consists of several players gathered around a central drum. The 

lead drummer serves as the drumkeeper, but the musicians create music in a highly 

democratic process (Prosper, 2022). The large drum and pow wow chants were brought to 

Mi’kma’ki from Western Canada starting in the 1980s (Tulk, 2009).  

In addition to traditional and pow wow songs, there exists a tradition of Mi’kmaq 

fiddle music, particularly in Unama’ki (Cape Breton). Mi’kmaq fiddlers perform 

traditional Celtic and Appalachian fiddle tunes influenced by Cape Breton’s fiddle 

heritage. They also translate Ko’jua songs into fiddle music (Tulk, 2009). As discussed 

above, the Mi’kmaq culture is dynamic. One danger of viewing a traditional culture 

through a Western lens is the assumption that it has vanished, is lifeless, or is stagnant. 

Mi’kmaq musicians can be found across every genre of music, from classical to hip-hop. 

Mi’kmaq artists create vibrant modern music, blending their traditions with whatever 

style they choose. 

The Mi’kmaq people make traditional music in a very democratic way. There are 

no leaders, per se. Everyone contributes. At non-competitive pow wows, the singer often 

invites people from the crowd to perform, dance, or sing (Prosper, 2022). Performing 

with a conductor and rows of musicians may be antithetical to the traditional way the 

Mi’kmaq make music. This musical epistemology may conflict with the Western 
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classically structured classroom and settler instrumental ensembles in Nova Scotia.12 

Contextual Mi’kma’ki 

 The L’nu have lived in the regions of Eastern North America for many thousands 

of years (Sable & Francis, 2012, p. 19). L’nu call their land Mi’kma’ki. Eastern North 

America was one of the first places European explorers and colonizers landed, and for 

approximately 400 years, there has been a relationship between Mi’kmaq peoples and 

Europeans. In most ways, this relationship has had a negative effect on the L’nu, 

including suppression of culture, disease, and diminished land, rights, and freedoms 

(Meuse, 2016, p. 50). 

 The people of Mi’kma’ki were initially regarded as a distinct nation by the 

governments of England and France. Treaties of friendship and cooperation were signed 

between 1725 and 1752, guaranteeing hunting and fishing rights as well as freedom of 

movement. Although these treaties were often ignored throughout the turbulent history of 

the European-Mi’kmaq relationship, they remain in effect today (Gallant, 2024). It is 

these treaties that are honoured in the saying ‘We are all treaty people. ' 

 The people of Mi’kma’ki were subject to the Indian Act of 1876, which was the 

Government of Canada’s set of laws and policies that applied to all Indigenous or First 

Nations peoples in Canada (Meuse, 2016, p. 52). After this act was made law, like all 

First Nations Communities, Mi’kmaq children were forced to attend residential or day 

schools that focused on educating them in European knowledge and values and on these 

 
12 Eastern Eagler. Saturday Night Special. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KV8IhPNjYN0 
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treaties, traditions, and culture (Gallant, 2024). It is these residential schools, along with 

the conditions that Indigenous peoples in Canada were forced to endure, that led to the 

Indian Residential School Agreement mentioned earlier in this dissertation.  

Positionality 

I wrote this dissertation in Kjipuktuk (Great Harbor), now known as Halifax, 

Nova Scotia (Sable, Francis, 2012, p. 53). Halifax is located within a territory referred to 

as Sipekne'katik (Wild Potato Area). Sipekne'katik is one of the seven traditional 

territories that comprise Mi’kma’ki, the traditional and unceded territory of the Mi’kmaq 

people (Sable, Francis, 2012, p. 21). 

I grew up in a community adjacent to one of the largest Mi’kmaq reserves in 

Nova Scotia. I attended Hants East Rural High School in Milford, Nova Scotia, with 

students from Sipekne’katik (Indian Brook Reservation). While in high school, I learned 

very little about Mi’kmaq culture or history. Although there was an Indian residential and 

day school in our community that closed in 1967, I was unaware of the nature and 

complex, tragic history of such schools. I knew nothing about Mi’kmaq music. I 

participated in a wind band program that served as the main avenue for music education 

in my high school, and there were no Mi’kmaw students in the program. I received no 

lessons on Mi’kmaw culture or music in secondary music education. The staff and 

administration at Hants East Rural High did not invite traditional Mi’kmaw dancers, 

singers, or drummers to present. Nothing was made available to students to assist in our 

understanding of Mi’kmaq culture. 
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I grew up with a naive and culturally ingrained assumption of Canada’s place in 

the world. I believed that we, as Canadians, were multicultural, friendly, and bilingual. 

We, as Canadians, served as peacekeepers on the global stage and were honored for doing 

so. Our Canadian educational culture suggested that we, as Canadians, were safe and 

secure, creating space for everyone. I viewed the Royal Winnipeg Ballet as the pinnacle 

of Canadian culture and often watched them perform famous ballets on the Canadian 

Broadcasting Corporation. I lived in a country with one of the most significant social 

safety nets in the world, where we took care of each other. I grew up with the modest, 

suppressed sense of superiority many Canadians feel. What I didn’t realize as a child was 

that my race and gender made accepting that narrative much easier for me than for others, 

like the people of Canada’s First Nations. 

The more I learned about the relationship between Canada and the First Nations 

of Turtle Island, the Indigenous name for North America (Robinson, 2018), the less naive 

I became in understanding the compassionate nature of the Canadian government and 

Canadians in general. One fact after another challenged my impression of settler Canada. 

On one hand, my teachers provided very little information about residential schools 

during my secondary and post-secondary experiences. However, the last Indian 

Residential School closed in 1996, three years after I began my teaching career.  

As an educator and citizen, I can no longer remain naive about how the Canadian 

government treated and continues to treat the Indigenous peoples of Canada. According 

to Indigenous Services Canada (2024), there are still 31 Indigenous communities in 

Canada under a long-term (more than one year) drinking water advisory. Residents in 
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these communities must boil their drinking water first, often due to proximity to 

industrial contamination or aging, inadequate infrastructure. In 2015, that number was 

168 communities. Women from Canada’s First Nations still face birth alerts, with their 

files flagged by social services even before their baby is born, raising concerns for the 

child’s welfare (Indiginews, 2021). In 2019, the government of Canada concluded a 

commission on missing and murdered Indigenous women (Government of Canada). This 

commission found that Indigenous women in Canada made up 16% of female homicides, 

while they represented only 4% of Canada’s population (Government of Canada, 2019). 

My exploration of the interactions between the Canadian government and Indigenous 

peoples has challenged my identity as a Canadian and fueled my desire to be an ally to 

the First Nations peoples of Canada. 

I am a white male in my fifties. As an educator, I came to terms with a new vision 

of Canada. As a music educator, specifically, I wondered what colonization and 

appropriation looked like and sounded like in Canadian music education through 

repertoire choices. I also became committed to making a change, if possible, by working 

with Mi’kmaq musicians to find ways to learn and teach about Mi’kmaq people through 

their music. 

 I hold an undergraduate degree in music education and a master’s in conducting. 

Neither of these academic experiences prompted me to explore the music of Canada’s 

First Nations Peoples. My teachers focused on the Western classical canon, 

predominantly by white, male, and deceased composers, as the essential repertoire to 

study, practice, and perform. I performed in and conducted high-quality university 
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ensembles that showcased this canon as the pinnacle of a hierarchical structure of musical 

quality. These experiences sparked my curiosity about what music educators and 

curriculum writers overlook in our music curricula in elementary and secondary schools, 

as well as what music was entirely dismissed by Western classical music educators, both 

in secondary and post-secondary ensembles. 

My work came into sharper focus when, in 2021, I was commissioned to compose 

a piece for a project titled Ki’kwa’ju: Reimagining Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf. The 

producers tasked me with creating a composition that bridged the gap between the two 

worlds presented in the original work, which combined Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf 

score with a traditional Mi’kmaq story. I composed a piece for orchestra that incorporated 

stylistic elements of Prokofiev’s score along with a detailed arrangement of a traditional 

Mi’kmaq song to be performed by a local Mi’kmaw musician. 13 

On the first day of rehearsal, Mi’kmaw musician and singer Jonathan 

(pseudonym) attempted to sing what I had created. Nothing worked. The song was in the 

wrong key; it used incorrect rhythms and did not allow the singer to breathe naturally. We 

were two days away from the show, and I had nothing. The singer and I discussed this, 

and he said something that I think about to this day: “I often think that Mi’kmaq music 

does not live in notation” (Prosper, 2021). That was a striking revelation. We solved 

problems and created an improvised accompaniment for the song part of the score. 

However, doing so meant discarding one-third of the composition just two days before 

the performance. This experience was a lesson in flexibility and collaboration, and it was 

 
13 Ji’kmaqn. Beeler. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yoUgNG3GZNg 
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also humbling, making me want to explore collaborative compositional processes. I wrote 

the following reflection after the Ki’kwa’ju project. 

I need to do my research. I arranged a version of I’ko that I thought was correct. 

However, it turns out it was not. Why did I not think to ask? Is this a colonial 

expectation? The idea of permanence, as if I wrote the piece, and that was it? In 

the end, we required more collaboration with Jonathan than I expected. Again, 

from where did that expectation come? I must be more fluid and flexible if I do 

this collaborative process again. The students reacted and adapted like champs. I 

suspect that this is because they trust me. However, I was slow to react and 

seemingly unaware of the situation. Does that mean that I personally did not trust 

the process? If that is the case, from where does that trust come? (Personal 

Journal, November 23rd, 2021). 

  I am a settler resident of Nova Scotia, part of the traditional Mi’kmaq homeland, 

Mi’kma’ki. I am a music educator and musician working within the Western classical 

notation system and the Irish tradition of aural transmission. For over thirty years, I have 

been a music educator in Halifax, Nova Scotia, primarily teaching in instrumental music 

classrooms from grades six to twelve. I aspire to be an ally to the people of Mi’kma’ki. I 

find the music of Mi’kma’ki, both traditional and modern, to be robust and imbued with 

respect for community and nature. I believe these qualities should belong in my 

classroom and in all classrooms.  
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Rationale for the Study 

 I have framed the rationale for the study around four key imperatives. Each 

imperative outlines an aspect of understanding the process of engaging with Mi’kmaq 

music in settler classrooms. In the first imperative, I discuss the curricular requirement 

established by the Nova Scotia Department of Education and Early Childhood 

Development to engage with the music of Mi’kma’ki in a praxial classroom and rehearsal 

setting. In the second imperative, I examine the social justice imperative embedded in the 

calls to action of the TRC. In the third imperative, I argue that collaboration with 

Mi’kmaq culture bearers is essential to facilitate engagement with Mi’kmaq musics. 

Finally, in the fourth imperative, I suggest that understanding and committing to allyship 

is implied when engaging with Mi’kmaq music in settler instrumental classrooms and 

rehearsals. 

Calls To Action and the Curricular Imperative 

Call to action number 63 of the TRC states that provinces must create curricula 

that engage in “building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and 

mutual respect” (p. 7). In response to the TRC's recommendations, the DEECD began to 

include treaty education and Mi’kmaq cultural and historical education into the provincial 

curricula (Nova Scotia Treaty Education). The authors of the music curriculum for grades 

primary to six noted, “Learners will investigate how the culture of the Mi’kmaq, 

Acadians, African Nova Scotians, Gaels, and other communities is expressed through 

music” (DEECD, 2022a). The indicators of mastery in the music curriculum included the 

statements, “students will Investigate compositional techniques in the music of various 
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cultures and communities and perform the music of various cultures and communities 

with intent” (DEECD, 2022a). The curriculum suggested that “Music informs, influences, 

and sustains culture and identity. Through comparison, analysis, and music performance 

from various cultures, learners will better understand what makes people and cultures 

unique” (DEECD, 2022a). 

Silverman, Davis, and Elliott (2014) identified the praxial process in music 

education as follows: 

The starting point of PME is that music involves at least four interlocking 

dimensions: musical doers or “agents” (music makers and listeners of any kind), 

musical doing (music making of all kinds, and listening), something done 

(musical products, including compositions, improvisations, and arrangements), 

and the contexts — artistic, historical, social, cultural, educational, ethical, 

political, and so forth — in which musicing, listening, and the products of these 

take place (p. 56). 

The authors of the Nova Scotia music curricula appear to have crafted it with 

these interlocking dimensions in mind. They may have intended for students to study the 

music of Mi’kma’ki by acting as musical participants, creating musical products of 

various kinds, and understanding these products and actions within their original cultural 

context. As stated earlier, currently, the DEECD does not provide resources to support 

this curricular imperative. This study operates under the premise that, without providing 

resources, the authors of the Nova Scotia Music Curriculum have established a curricular 
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imperative for settler classroom music educators to engage with and intersect with 

Mi’kmaq music in a praxial environment.  

Battisti (2012) stated that it is essential to acknowledge that there is a “silent 

curriculum of Eurocentric knowledge” (p. 66) in education that supports an inflexible 

system that is closed to alternative ways of learning. Gould (2009) discussed the concept 

of cultural literacy in music education as “the moral imperative of teaching the musical 

canon” (p. 234). The approved resource guide for Music 7–12 from the Nova Scotia 

Book Bureau (DEECD, 2024) currently includes 106 works for wind ensemble. The 

traditional music education canon14 in pieces such as the Holst Suites for Military Band, 

Prelude, Siciliano and Rondo, Suite of Old American Dances, and Armenian Dances. 

Prest and Tremblay (2022) highlighted that the process of decolonization in instrumental 

music education involved “questioning the assumption that Western orchestral and wind 

band music making is superior to other forms of music making” (p. 29).  

In chapter two of Teaching Music Through Performance in Band (1997), listed by 

the Nova Scotia Book Bureau, Cramer discussed essential elements of music that must be 

present if we are going to “teach about music, through music, while performing music” 

(p. 8). Cramer further outlined the musical criteria that define works worthy of teaching: 

“A well-conceived formal structure, creative melodies, counterlines, harmonic 

imagination, rhythmic vitality, contrast in all musical elements, scoring which represents 

the full potential for beautiful tone and timbre, and an emotional impact” (p. 8).  

 
14 In this context, I used the term traditional music education canon to refer to the concert band and 

orchestra pieces that appear on festival lists, are in the Teaching Music Through Performance in Band 

series, and works that are marked with such phrases as Basic Band Library by publishing companies. 
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The music of Mi’kma’ki exists within an epistemology that differs from Western 

European music (Tulk). Rooted in nature, song, and chant, the body of both modern and 

traditional Mi’kmaq music represents a vast and relatively under-researched area. A study 

examining the intersectionality of Mi’kmaq music in settler classrooms could enhance the 

delivery of music education in Nova Scotia. 

There seems to be a discursive relationship between the curricular imperative 

from the DEECD to engage with and intersect with the music of Mi’kma’ki and the 

resources provided by the DEECD to facilitate such intersectionality. Most music 

educators deliver secondary education in Nova Scotia through performance. Instruction 

through instrumental ensembles is a foundational way for students from grades six to 

twelve to receive music education. The Nova Scotia music curricula call for students to 

understand music by creating, making, and presenting (DEECD, 2022b). If secondary 

students in Nova Scotia are to engage with Mi’kmaq music, they will do so as members 

of bands or orchestras. There seems to be a lacuna in the expectation of program delivery 

and the reality of program delivery. In this study, I will explore what the intersection of 

settler COB ensembles and Mi’kmaq music may look and sound like in a praxial music 

classroom. By understanding the nature and processes of the music of Mi’kma’ki, 

educators may become more aware of the importance of decolonizing settler classrooms 

and ensembles. 

The curricular imperative, in essence, provides part of the answer to why this 

study is necessary, insofar as it is essential to engage in a process of understanding and 

facilitation because music educators are asked to do so. Beyond this requirement is a 
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more profound question of what it means to, and what it might look like to engage with 

Mi’kmaq music in settler classrooms and rehearsals. An underlying call for social justice 

is embedded in the TRC calls to action. The TRC calls for empathy and understanding of 

the history of Indigenous peoples in Canada (TRC, 2015). I wondered what this emphasis 

on social justice may look like in an instrumental ensemble classroom or rehearsal. 

The Social Justice Imperative  

The government of Canada has attempted to suppress and supplant Indigenous 

culture with European culture at various times over the last 200 years. The government 

suppressed Indigenous peoples across Canada from holding ceremonies, including 

dancing and singing (UBC, 2009). This may have been because the government 

recognized that, as Matarasso (2015) stated, art has the potential to “subvert power by 

presenting alternate realities” (p. 2).  

The question of why this is important for students, beyond a governmental 

curricular requirement, is crucial to consider. Matarasso (2019) examined the nature of 

culture in democratic societies. Matarasso stated, “In democratic societies, culture is a 

root conversation between citizens about their experience, ideas, beliefs, and values” (p. 

75). Engaging students in this conversation may enhance their likelihood of responding to 

the call for understanding, empathy, and mutual respect. As Matarasso noted, “Art can be 

a way of paying attention” (2019, p. 50). 

Extracting and reimagining Indigenous folk songs as COB compositions may 

reflect a Eurocentric delivery of social justice initiatives. Battisti (2012) commented on 

the efforts of education departments to open their curricula to diversity. However, 
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Aboriginal content has been marginalized, fragmented, and delivered from a Eurocentric 

perspective, having little effect on students (p. 163).  

Music educators may need to consider whether their pedagogical intentions are 

impacting student conceptualization of social justice. Matarasso (2015) emphasized the 

importance of determining whether the expected achievements of art are occurring (p. 1). 

Matarasso proposed two key elements to consider if the goal is to create a social justice 

impact. First, researchers and educators should aim to distinguish between the “positive 

outcomes that come with the social nature of music projects and those that can be limited 

to the activity itself” (p. 3). Second, they must identify patterns and gather reliable data to 

forecast a musical activity’s “probability implications” (p. 4) for facilitating a social 

justice impact. In this study, I sought data that could assist educators in predicting the 

positive social justice implications of collaborative projects with First Nations artists. 

Embracing Mi’kmaq music in settler classrooms by adapting traditional songs to 

Western classical structures might imply integration under a limited scope of expectation. 

Apple (2014) discussed the phenomenon of the dominant culture adopting or integrating 

voices of other cultures, but only “under the umbrella of the discourse of the dominant 

group” (p. 54). Apple provided an example of teaching about people with AIDS, but only 

within the framework of abstinence or the need for the traditional family values narrative.  

Baker (2021) examined the developmental stages of the social music program in 

Medellín, Colombia. Baker explored the transition from an El Sistema model 

emphasizing high-quality performance to focusing on social motivations such as 

community and cultural awareness. Baker stated that the staff of RED (the Colombian 
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model of music education) found it challenging to shift to a model centered on social 

issues. Baker concluded this difficulty was “because many staff had been formed in and 

reproduced the vertical, teacher-led ethos of orchestras and bands” (p. 143). Similarly, 

music educators in Nova Scotia, who had grown up with and trained in high-performing 

secondary and post-secondary programs, might need models like the one explored in this 

study to consider alternative approaches to engaging with Mi’kmaq culture. 

Music educators who wish to engage with Mi’kmaq music through a social justice 

lens may need to engage with a Mi’kmaq culture bearer to root out the expectation, or 

lack thereof, that may exist when bringing Indigenous music under the cultural umbrella 

of Western classical ensembles that perform repertoire that is immersed in Western 

classical harmonic, rhythmic and melodic structures. As examined above, Apple (2014) 

discussed the sheltering nature of engaging with one culture through the lens of a 

dominant culture. I wondered what a culture bearer would add to the student’s and my 

own understanding of how to engage with Mi’kmaq music. 

The Collaboration Imperative 

 I was interested in engaging with traditional Mi’kmaq music in settler classrooms 

with or without Western classical music notation. I aimed to explore how appropriate and 

respectful combinations of traditional and modern music from Mi’kma’ki and Western 

classical structures—such as compositions for concert bands and orchestras—might 

sound. Collaboration and allyship with Mi’kmaq culture bearers could facilitate this 

endeavor. In this study, I examined the concepts of collaboration, allyship, and the 

expansion of the musical canon to include intersections with the music of Mi’kma’ki. 
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Music educators may gain from a deeper understanding of allyship and its implications 

when working with Mi’kmaq culture bearers, as well as from the willingness of settler 

collaborators to relinquish control of the process. This study investigated various forms 

of allyship that educators used, whether to support Indigenous self-efficacy or, 

intentionally or not, to engage in colonial infantilization or appropriation (Haig-Brown, 

2010). 

The implication of shared creative work validates the value of a study that places 

students in collaborative interactions with Mi’kmaq artists. Matarasso (2019) stated, 

Shared creative work enables people to learn from one another because they bring 

different histories, identities, imaginations, and desires to the art. Together, they 

ford obstacles and share talents, make demands, become friends, develop skills, 

knowledge, and confidence, explore their place in the group, Moreover, they 

discover new stories about themselves. Such things occur spontaneously in the art 

of co-creation (p. 95).  

Matarasso spoke of the chance to increase positive change when people work together as 

equal partners, sharing, working, and dreaming together in safe spaces (p. 115).  

As stated earlier, predicting whether students will develop their understanding in 

the way an educator hopes is challenging. However, Matarasso (2019) suggested that 

providing the raw materials for cross-cultural understanding, such as equal partnerships 

in safe spaces with respectful dialogue, “are all standards that will increase the chance of 

a positive change” (p. 117). 
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Robinson (2020) suggested a taxonomy of collaborative processes between 

Indigenous and professional musicians through a Western classical music lens.  

1–Integration 

2–Nation to Nation musical trading and reciprocal presentation 

3–Extended trading that results in integration 

4–Structures that allow for co-existence that refuse integration 

Robinson presented integration as the lowest-performing and least successful form of 

interaction. In contrast, structures that allow for coexistence and refuse integration are the 

highest-performing and most successful (Robinson, 2020, p. 47). Scholars noted that 

research on Indigenous language and culture is fraught with colonial values and 

inexorably linked to European imperialism (Battiste, 2002; Kallio, 2020; Tulk, 2012).  

Throughout Canada, Western classical ensemble composers have sought to 

engage with Indigenous voices in educational music. Carey (2022) reported on a 

collaboration between the West Vancouver Youth Band and Spakwus Slolem (Eagle Song 

Dancers) from the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish) First Nation.15 This partnership involved 

reimagining three songs by Squamish composer Bob Baker and Western classical 

composer Robert Buckley. The conductor of the West Vancouver Youth Band remarked,  

He is listed as the composer in the publications and receives royalties.  

And Bob Buckley is listed as 'reimagined for symphonic band' underneath, 

and Bob Baker is at the top. And that's how it should be. Permission was  

sought and granted; proper copyright was secured for Bob. So, this is his music  

 
15 Eagle Song. Buckley and Baker. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xhth5p-cj10 
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in perpetuity. Whereas it used to be just taken (p. 1). 

Winnipeg composer and educator Kenley Kristofferson created “Cardinal 

Elements,” a four-movement work of reconciliation (2019).16 This work features a wind 

ensemble accompanied by a First Nations drumming circle. In a pre-talk prior to the 

premiere of “Cardinal Elements,” Kristofferson remarked, "The story we are telling right 

now is a snapshot of Canadian history; where we are right now with truth and 

reconciliation, where we are right now with mend our relationships between settler and 

Indigenous Canadians" (2019, May 3a).  

In the premiere of Cardinal Elements (2019, May 3b), the wind ensemble was at 

the forefront of the stage, dressed in formal black and led by a conductor. The drumming 

circle was positioned far to very far stage left. In my discussion with the composer, he 

noted that he heard two main responses to the work. “Some people said this is musical 

dialogue is exactly what we need to be doing in Canada, while others said the lack of 

dialogue is exactly what is happening in Canada: people talking past one another” 

(Kristofferson interview, 2023, January 2). The nature of the Western classical concert 

stage, its dress, and value system seemed to push the drumming group to the virtual and 

literal wings. 

Robinson pointed out that inclusionary music aims to integrate Indigenous 

performers and music within Western classical works. He continued, “Such inclusionary 

efforts bolster an intransigent system of presentation guided by an interest in—and often 

fixation on Indigenous content, but not Indigenous structure” (p.6). Robinson implied that 

 
16 Cardinal Elements; Kristofferson. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BuJq5w4pSYg&t=68s 
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musicians cannot achieve true collaboration due to the inherent imbalances built into the 

process. 

 As mentioned earlier, neither the Buckley and Baker collaboration nor 

Kristofferson's work seemed to progress beyond the ‘extended trading that leads to 

integration’ level of Robinson’s taxonomy. The process of building students’ capacity for 

intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect through music education starts 

with suitable and relevant music for students to learn and share through performance 

(Prest et al., 2021).  

By exploring the potential for collaboration between settler ensembles and 

Mi’kmaq musicians, I aimed to inform music education scholars about the importance of 

engaging with non-Western music and the goal to “dismantle the Western classical 

hierarchy to allow for diverse musical epistemologies” (Good-Perkins, 2021, p. 14). 

Music notation and the fixed instrumentation of Western classical ensembles can hinder 

such collaborations (Dolloff, 2015). Music education scholars may benefit from a study 

that uses the lens of CSP to examine the convergence of discursive epistemologies in a 

broad and culturally sustaining process that honors tradition while seeking new methods 

of creation through collaboration.   

Collaboration inherently involves understanding what allyship means in 

relationships between individuals from inequitable cultural backgrounds. Music 

educators who aim to engage with Mi’kmaq music should consider allyship within the 

framework of a collaborative relationship with a Mi’kmaq artist. Interacting with music 

from a non-Western culture might be viewed as entering into a de facto allyship with that 
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culture. The process of creating art between two cultures is relational and may necessitate 

careful thought regarding the power dynamics within that relationship. 

The Allyship Imperative 

 Allyship may represent a way of thinking and acting that supports Indigenous 

peoples in sustaining their culture. For all students to participate in changing the current 

relationships between settlers and Indigenous peoples, it is crucial for both Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal students to understand the Indigenous perspective (Bell and Brant, 

2014). Allyship defines a collaborative approach with Indigenous peoples that entrusts 

them with the responsibility for leadership. Canella (2014) explored the application of 

Freire's (1970) concept of critical consciousness in working with Indigenous youth, 

extending beyond Freire to address generational trauma and self-identity. Power and 

control are fundamental components of allyship between settlers and Indigenous peoples 

(Wallace, p. 157). Mitchell et al. (2018) asserted that decolonization “interrupts colonial 

power dynamics” (p. 351). An ally educator may need to examine their perception of 

expertise and control in their classrooms. Swiftwolfe (2019) urged allies to remember that 

‘Indigenous peoples are the “experts of their own realities and histories” (p. 1). The 

nature of power relations between allies and Indigenous peoples shape the relationship 

and determine the effectiveness of the ally’s efforts. 

 Allyship requires prioritizing learning and listening. Mitchell et al. (2018) 

identified a need for allies to express humility and a desire to let go of the Western 

illusion that one knows what is best for Indigenous peoples (p. 355). Sullivan-Clarke 

(2020) advised that allies may not recognize their own bias and privilege as settlers and 
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may “overestimate their performance at being allies” (p. 185).  Bishop (2015) synthesized 

this complex process into a simple statement, “I cannot overstress the need to listen. 

Listen and reflect (p. 94).  

The Four Imperatives in Context 

 Music educators in Nova Scotia are asked to engage with the music of Mi’kma’ki 

by the authors of the music curricula. This ask is very wide-reaching in context and 

understanding. Social justice education, collaboration, and allyship all play a part in why 

there is a need for a study that examines how the calls to action of the TRC might be 

facilitated in a settler instrumental ensemble classroom or rehearsal. Music educators who 

program compositions or arrange music that includes Indigenous cultural capital may 

benefit from a study that examines how that cultural capital is treated and respected under 

the umbrella of Western classical structures such as the concert band or orchestra. 

Conclusion 

 It is a long journey from a chance encounter in a grocery store to the study I 

conducted. However, music educators may need to travel this journey to become more 

culturally responsive and sustaining. Culturally sustaining pedagogy is a framework that 

music educators might require to facilitate changes in their approach to curricular 

implementation. 

 Teaching educational instrumental ensembles is traditionally rooted in Western 

classical music and colonial practices. Ensemble directors use music to teach “about 

music, through music, while performing music” (Blocher, 1998, p. 8). Instrumental 

ensemble teachers need to understand what Mi’kmaq music represents before they 
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educate through performance. Exploring social justice issues through music while 

attempting to meet the recommendations of the TRC from a Eurocentric perspective, such 

as in a instrumental ensemble, may not yield success. Music educators who are moving 

away from the traditional canon and seeking intersectionality with the music of 

Mi’kma’ki may need to depart from the extractive processes that have contributed to 

Westernized arrangements of ‘folk music’ and “Indigenous music as a compositional 

source” (Robinson, 2020, p. 14).  

 Collaborating with knowledge bearers in ways that do not subordinate Indigenous 

participation to Western classical ensembles is essential for decolonizing the instrumental 

ensemble. Western classical concert attire, settings, and musical elements may shift these 

collaborations from Indigenous art music to Indigenous plus art music (Robinson, 2020). 

 Acting as an ally to Indigenous musicians may require the music educator to 

relinquish responsibility for the final product or performance. Robinson (2020) identified 

the goal of Indigenous music and musicians as equal partners, rather than inferior ones. 

 Responding to the TRC's recommendations is a national endeavor. In Nova 

Scotia, music educators may contribute by incorporating the music of Mi’kma’ki in their 

classrooms. This study examined possible methods of engaging in this effort to help 

retain the progressive nature of music education in Nova Scotia while prioritizing an 

equal and respectful relationship with Mi’kmaq culture. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A Review of the Literature 

 

“The process of building student capacity for intercultural understanding, 

empathy, and mutual respect through music education starts with suitable and 

relevant music for students to learn and share through performance” (Prest et al., 

2021). 

 

Introduction 

 The DEECD curricular imperative to engage with the music of Mi’kma’ki is 

complex and requires a detailed and nuanced understanding of what that engagement may 

look like. There is a dearth of research examining how instrumental music educators 

should approach Mi’kmaq music in their classrooms and rehearsals. A literature review 

that focused on Mi’kmaq music in instrumental music classrooms would be brief indeed. 

Instead, I examined research that provided a conceptual framework for approaching 

Mi’kmaq music in an educational setting. 

I identified Truth and Reconciliation as an umbrella category, using its principles 

to inform the remainder of the literature categorization. I divided the literature review 

into two major sub-categories: critical pedagogy and Indigenous musics. Each sub-

category interacts, allowing a detailed exploration of critical pedagogy related to 

Etuaptmumk, or Two-Eyed Seeing (E/TES), social justice education, allyship, and 

decolonization. Under the larger umbrella, I examined literature exploring appropriation, 

collaboration, and authenticity.  

Truth and Reconciliation, serving as an overarching theme, encompasses the 

essence of treaty education and the call within the TRC to start “developing and 

implementing Kindergarten to Grade Twelve curriculum and learning resources on 
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Aboriginal peoples in Canadian history, and the history and legacy of residential schools 

and building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual 

respect” (TRC, p. 7). I reviewed literature in light of these calls to action. Critical 

pedagogy, as a key thematic element, involves examining literature that delves into 

critical pedagogy (CP). I examined the progression of culturally relevant pedagogy 

through culturally responsive pedagogy to inform the theoretical framework for this 

dissertation, which is culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP). In what appears to be aligned 

with CSP, I examined literature that engaged with E/TES and the impact E/TES had on 

Indigenous peoples engaging in Western knowledge paradigms while seeing through an 

Indigenous lens. 

I engaged with literature that examines the report and recommendations of 

Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, using them as a guiding framework for 

this literature review. The TRC recommendations shaped all other points of inquiry, 

especially when I considered the impact of those recommendations on settler classrooms 

and the intersectionality of Indigenous music. Senator Murry Sinclair, the chair of the 

TRC, stated, “It is precisely because education was the primary tool of oppression of 

Aboriginal people and miseducation of all Canadians that we have concluded that 

education holds the key to reconciliation” (2014, p. 7). 

I examined literature focusing on critical pedagogy, including culturally relevant 

and culturally sustaining pedagogy, particularly as they relate to music and music-

making. Viewing through the lens of critical pedagogy enhances understanding of how 

multicultural musics are presented, taught, and performed in settler classrooms. Although
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the study associated with this literature review does not concentrate on working with First 

Nations students, the way the Western classical focus in Instrumental music education 

limits both participation by First Nations students and engagement with First Nations 

musics is informed by extensive exploration of critical pedagogy. The work of Paris and 

Alim (2017), along with Good-Perkins (2022), guided my investigation of literature that 

examined Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP). I engaged with CSP as the guiding 

theoretical framework for this dissertation.  

Etuaptmumk, or Two-Eyed Seeing (E/TES) is primarily written about and 

researched through the lens of science, particularly in the medical field. However, there is 

emerging literature that discusses E/TES in the context of curriculum development. There 

is also an L’nu Nova Scotian fiddler named Morgan Toney who has developed a blend of 

Mi’kmaq and Celtic music that he calls Mi’kmaltic; a musical version of E/TES 

(MorganTonyMusic.com N.D.). 

The literature on social justice education is extensive. I examined the intersection 

of social justice education and music education. I also explored literature in which 

authors critique the COB paradigm, focusing on the extractive nature of Western classical 

music and the colonial structures present in bands, orchestras, and choirs. Other authors, 

such as Hess (2021), investigated the power of collective music-making to foster an 

inclusive community (p. 62) that counters the divisive political climate of our times.  

I examined literature that discussed various forms of allyship within an 

Indigenous context. A central theme that emerged from this exploration was the 

importance of understanding an ally's positionality. Mizkock and Page (2016) suggested 
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that allies should consider the following concepts when engaging as an ally: privilege 

awareness, support, resource access, and power sensitivity (p. 18). Similarly, Ford and 

Orlandella (2015) stated that aspiring allies must know their privileged place in the 

system. They must examine those privileges to be practical and helpful in an ally role. 

            In Canada today, decolonization is a focus of extensive scholarly inquiry. I 

examined literature regarding decolonization as it relates to music education. Attas (2019) 

addressed the “powerful Eurocentric assumptions of education” (p. 127). Discussing 

education more broadly, Mi’kmaq scholar Maria Battisti remarked, “Education has been 

used as a sword of cultural imperialism to assimilate Native North Americans into a 

hegemonic system” (Battisti, 2013, p. 162). Prest and Tremblay (2021) introduced these 

conceptual ideas into the music classroom by asserting, “Decolonization entails 

questioning the assumption that Western orchestral and wind ensemble music-making is 

superior to other forms of music-making” (p. 29).  

            In examining First Nations music in general and Mi’kmaq music specifically, I 

explored literature on appropriation, collaboration, and authenticity. The extensive body 

of First Nations music in all its forms and iterations is beyond the scope of this literature 

review. I focused on the music of Mi’kma’ki and music created by Mi’kmaq artists. The 

music of Mi’kma’ki reflects a broader spectrum of First Nations music as it encompasses 

traditional, historical, and contemporary works across multiple genres. I listened to and 

studied traditional music (Tulk, 2009), as well as pieces made by contemporary Mi’kmaq 

artists, including Hip Hop (ShiFT from tha 902), Fiddling (Morgan Toney), Pop (Emma 

Stevens), and Classical (Jeremy Dutcher). I also explored a traditional Mi’kmaq singing 
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and dancing style known as ko’jua. The writings of Indigenous classical musicians 

informed my study—particularly through the Canadian organization The Indigenous 

Performing Arts Alliance. 

            The extractive nature of Western Classical educational music necessitates that 

music educators consider appropriation when selecting repertoire. Beveridge (2022) and 

Robinson (2020) established taxonomies outlining various stages of collaboration and 

appropriation. Cho (2015) argued that appropriation occurs when a dominant culture 

adopts and uses practices from a non-dominant culture without permission, knowledge, 

or context (p. 59). I reviewed literature examining the concept of appropriation in art and 

music, exploring its potential impact on music educators. 

       To avoid the pitfalls of appropriation, music educators may need to collaborate 

with First Nations musicians and artists. Robinson (2021) suggested that empathy and 

effect alone are insufficient for engaging in partnerships. He referred to these 

collaborations as crude and noted that there is a tendency for artistic partnerships between 

settlers and Indigenous peoples to result in a hegemonic process designed not to upset the 

audience (p. 232). Battisti (2013) argued that overlapping knowledge systems require 

negotiation for successful collaboration (p. 98). Literature indicates that music educators 

working with First Nations artists must recognize the power imbalance. 

            Finally, and perhaps at the heart of fulfilling the recommendations of the TRC, is 

authenticity. What should music educators working within the COB paradigm consider 

when engaging with the music of First Nations Peoples? Vowel (2016) stated that if you 

need to know the origin of the source material, “do not guess or make assumptions” (p. 
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95). Oberhofer (2020) suggested that “authenticity is still sought after by many well-

meaning music educators who wish to do justice to the music and cultures they are 

addressing in the classroom” (p. 50). Music educators should consider the sources of the 

materials they choose to work with and how these relate to Indigenous music.       

In this literature review, I have attempted to frame the question of how to answer 

the TRC's recommendations in a settler instrumental classroom or rehearsal. As I discuss 

each category individually, I will create a narrative that examines the role of the music 

educator in facilitating a classroom that engages with First Nations music in the spirit of 

Truth and Reconciliation. 

Truth and Reconciliation 

            Definitions and understandings of truth and reconciliation, as well as what they 

may represent in action, vary significantly across different sources. Miles (2018) 

suggested that “The concept of reconciliation in Canada is contentious, and there is no 

agreed-upon framework or definition” (p. 296). In the literature I reviewed, scholars often 

dissected the terms truth and reconciliation into their component parts for separate 

exploration (Aitken & Radford, 2018; Gibson & Case, 2019; Toulouse, 2018). In this 

section, I will do the same, examining the various approaches to truth first and 

reconciliation second. 

The authors of Canada’s TRC final report stated that truth is multifaceted. In the 

context of the TRC, truth is an amalgam of the historical records of Canada’s 

governments, churches, and residential schools’ and the stories of survivors of the 

residential schools, their families, and their communities (p. 12). Toulouse (2018) 
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asserted that the very idea of truth is personal and relies on what we individually know 

and do not know (preface). Trembley-Beaton (2017) proposed that truth is found in 

understanding the past and recognizing the harm inflicted on Indigenous peoples. Aitken 

& Radford (2018), during their discussion on preservice teacher education, succinctly 

noted that truth necessitates specific knowledge of factors such as broken treaties, stolen 

lands, and the Indian Act (p. 43). They also observed some resistance among settler pre-

service educators to reflect on their positionality and privilege. The authors indicated that  

The illustrations of participants' experiences over time point to the value of 

extended time in a course, for bearing witness to others' testimonies of loss, 

studying the historical context of residential schools and cultural genocide, being 

called on to create learning situations for the greater public, as well as thinking 

about future students (p. 47).  

When discussing the discursive relationship between Indigenous peoples and the 

Canadian government regarding education in the summary of the TRC (2015), the 

authors suggested that “too many Canadians know little to nothing about the deep roots 

of these conflicts” and that this lack of knowledge can lead to poor public policy (p. 8). 

Gibson & Case (2019) emphasized the need for curricula that avoid broad stereotyping 

and challenge “over-generalizations” (p. 254). Similarly, regarding band repertoire, 

Ambro (2007) examined the tendency in instrumental music to present musical tropes 

and broad, nonspecific generalizations of non-dominant cultures in educational music, 

along with the impact these elements have on students’ concepts of truth. Ambro 

indicated that students form their opinions about cultures based on what they hear and 
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see. “Habitus is formed by the lived everyday world” (p. 12). Ambro argued that the 

truths students know are subjectively based on the information that is consistently 

presented to them (p. 12).  

Recognizing what happened to Indigenous peoples in Canada does not necessitate 

feelings of guilt or shame among settlers. Toulouse (2018) suggested that creating spaces 

for students to actively engage in reconciliation requires letting go of shame or guilt 

(preface). The head of the TRC, Justice Murry Sinclair, emphasized that reconciliation 

focuses on accountability, not forgiveness (Sinclair, as quoted in Aitken and Randford, 

2018, p. 42). The authors of the TRC final report (2015) asserted that shame and blame 

were not the intended outcomes of the TRC. They proposed instead that understanding 

the past lays a foundation for meaningful engagement in reconciliation (vi). 

The truth component of the TRC engages with the past and addresses what has 

occurred. The reconciliation portion of the TRC focuses on actions. In a 2016 speech, 

Ojibwe activist and politician Wab Kinew addressed Indigenous ownership of the mission 

of the TRC: “They took this thing that was supposed to be the venue, that was supposed 

to act as the arbiter of these past traumatic experiences and instead used that as a way to 

deliver to this country a plan to make itself better” (Kinew, 2016, YouTube).  

Reconciliation is “not a neutral concept” (Miles (2018), p. 296). Miles continued, 

suggesting that it is not a clear path to any particular destination (p. 295). Conversely, 

although the authors of the TRC (2015) began their discussion of reconciliation by stating 

that to some, reconciliation means different things, they identified reconciliation as being 

“about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between 
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Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country” (p. 4).  

 Reconciliation involves coexisting in peace and examining practices that foster 

stronger relationships (Aitken and Radford (2018), p. 40). Similarly, the authors of the 

TRC (2015) asserted that reconciliation is a process that inspires collaboration and 

encourages Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples to connect in finding ways to move 

forward (p. 8). Additionally, the authors of the TRC emphasized that atonement for past 

grievances and taking action to change behavior are essential for reconciliation (p. 8). 

Scholars are re-visioning, evaluating, and nuancing truth and reconciliation in the 

literature. Different understandings of truth and interpretations of reconciliation make for 

an alive and engaged process. Wab Kinew stated, “In the end, did we receive a document 

blaming people? No. Instead, we had a call to action for each and every one of us to do 

better, to rise up and fulfill that greater part of our humanity. To me, that’s a remarkable 

process” (Kinew, 2016, YouTube). In the next section, I examine literature in which 

researchers explore truth and reconciliation in action, engaging with communities of 

practice. 

Collaboration as Part of Truth and Reconciliation 

Later in this literature review, I will discuss collaboration as a more significant 

component of the study. However, many scholars (Madden, 1919; Ostashewski & 

Johnson, 2020; Reid, 2020; TRC, 2015) have engaged with collaboration as an integral 

part of the definition of reconciliation, so I will also address it here. The TRC (2015) 

authors stated that a desire for connection and collaboration exists among Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal Canadians from all walks of life (p. 12). Wab Kinew echoed this desire 
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for collaboration in a speech, stating, “Reconciliation is about creating respectful 

relationships.” Kinew continued by suggesting, “Pipe-bowl and stem are separate, but 

when you put them together, you create something new. That is what reconciliation is. 

You need to take the mainstream world and our world and put them together to make 

something more powerful” (2016). 

The use of metaphor to describe relationships continues in the words of Mi’kmaq 

elder Albert Marshall. Marshall urges Mi’kmaq people to view the world with one eye on 

traditional Mi’kmaq life and the other on the modern world. He terms this perspective 

“Two-Eyed Seeing” or Etuaptmumk in the Mi’kmaq language (Marshall, 2021). Reid 

(2020) discussed Two-Eyed Seeing as a process that facilitated positionality and 

collaborative engagement between a Mi’kmaq community and a settler researcher (p. 8). 

Ostashewski and Johnson (2020) described the methods used to create a collaborative 

multimedia project in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, or Unimaki in the Mi’kmaq language, 

as enhancing the tradition of storytelling events around the fire with modern production 

techniques to merge “two worlds together” and revitalize traditional stories (p. 274). The 

authors stated that the project’s creative process was “TRC in action” (p. 275). 

Scott (2020) identified the act of reconciliation as Métissage (p. 31). Scott 

explained that Métissage represents Indigenous-colonial hybridity or the blending of 

cultures (p. 31). Métis scholar Scott stated, “I see reconciliation as a way of changing 

personal and institutional policies and practices to create more equitable educational 

outcomes and to share in Canada’s Indigenous story, which is important for all students” 

(p. 37). Scott’s blended approach (p. 31) suggests collaborative engagement between 
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cultures. 

As stated, later in this literature review, I will examine literature that explore how 

collaboration might be understood and practiced in the pursuit of the TRC calls to action. 

However, comprehending the meaning of truth and reconciliation involves the 

collaboration between Indigenous and Non-Indigenous peoples. In the next section, I will 

discuss literature that investigates traditional songs and storytelling as vital components 

of reconciliation. 

Traditional Methods as Part of Truth and Reconciliation 

Ostashewski and Johnson (2020) described a project entitled “Songs and Stories 

of Migration and Encounter.” The authors stated, “The significance of the TRC in Songs 

and Stories is evident well beyond method—a process of unearthing the past into the 

light. The way in which the research was conducted, through the creative process, 

through songs and stories, comes to the fore” (p. 276). The authors pointed out that the 

act of doing research performance utilizing traditional storytelling and songs allowed for 

the participants to “do the work of caring for one another” (276). Similarly, in the TRC 

report on education in particular, the authors noted, “In the view of the Commission, 

rooting learning in a local context is an essential step towards effective education” (p. 

100). 

            Trembley-Beaton (2017) emphasized that music educators should be cognizant of 

the distinction between integration and infusion when engaging in truth and 

reconciliation education. Integration may suggest merely adding to existing curricula, 

while infusion “permeates the existing curriculum itself” (p. 14). The author proposed 
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that music educators seeking to adopt a more Indigenous approach should incorporate 

storytelling into their lessons. Trembley-Beaton asserted, “Indigenous pedagogies infuse 

whole student learning through the circular approach presented in the medicine wheel” 

(p. 15). In the introduction to Truth and Reconciliation in Canadian Schools (2018), 

Toulouse similarly argued that truth and reconciliation education inherently should 

include the seven sacred teachings: love, respect, wisdom, courage, honesty, humility, and 

truth. The author continued, stating that traditional Indigenous education included the 

whole person, and answering the calls of the TRC requires engaging with the “physical, 

emotional, spiritual, and intellectual needs of each person” (p. 7). 

            Approaching the end of the first decade since the release of the TRC, literature 

that engages with the TRC and education in music is becoming more prolific. For 

instrumental ensemble music educators to incorporate truth and reconciliation in their 

rehearsals and classrooms, further research is needed on what that may look and sound 

like. However, the literature appears to advocate for collaborative work that values 

Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods, informed by Canada’s Indigenous history. 

In the next section, I will examine literature that reflects critical pedagogy, including the 

theoretical framework of this dissertation, culturally sustaining pedagogy. 

Critical Pedagogies 

In this literature review, I focused on the fact that I intended not to study how 

settler music classes and First Nations students intersect but how settler students in 

colonial settings interact with First Nations music. Because of this positionality, rather 

than engage with the core component of critical pedagogy, the oppressed, I instead 
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address changing or modifying the systems of oppression to be more critically responsive 

and explore how doing so might affect the dominant culture’s students.  

Paulo Freire and Mi’kmaq Pedagogy 

Paulo Freire’s (1971) work is the genesis work of critical pedagogy. Freire 

postulated that education is fundamentally a liberating exercise. The author used the term 

“banking education” (p. 45) to characterize a top-down, teacher-directed approach that 

empowered the oppressor while disempowering the oppressed (p. 45). Freire introduced 

an alternative method called “problem-posing education” (p. 53) in which the roles of the 

teacher and learner become equal through dialogue. As Freire stated, “Here, no one 

teaches another, nor is anyone self-taught. People teach each other, mediated by the 

world. By the cognizable objects that in banking education are “owned” by the teacher” 

(p. 53). Orr, Paul and Paul (2002) described similar principles that reflect Mi’kmaq 

traditional teaching or pedagogy. This traditional practice involved students and teachers 

sitting together in a circle, respectfully listening, with each person contributing something 

to the community. The importance of education relating to the student’s culture and 

language is paramount (p. 350).  

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, Culturally Responsive Teaching, and Mi’kmaq 

Pedagogy 

It has been nearly thirty years since Ladson-Billings first published on CRP in 

1995. In that article, Ladson-Billings expanded on Freire's work by stating: “A culturally 

relevant pedagogy is designed to problematize teaching and encourage teachers to ask 

about the nature of the student-teacher relationship, the curriculum, schooling, and 
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society” (p. 483). Since then, Ladson-Billings has released two articles specifically aimed 

at examining the progression and impact of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-

Billings, 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2021).  

In the second of the three articles (2014), Ladson-Billings noted the development 

of related frameworks such as culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP). The author 

addressed a growing concern that educators often engaged in CRP without considering 

what she referred to as “the fluidity and variety within cultural groups” (p. 77). Ladson-

Billings also urged educators to continue evolving in CRP to prevent “a complete sense 

of assuredness about our practice” (p. 77). In the third article (2021), Ladson-Billings 

reiterated that there had been a gradual evolution in the pedagogical frameworks 

associated with CRP, including culturally responsive, relative, sustaining, revitalizing, 

and reality pedagogies (p. 353).   

Ladson-Billings noted that these models and frameworks “draw upon teachers’ 

integrity, creativity, and desire to stimulate students’ intellectual curiosity. These articles 

highlight teachers and practices that help us reimagine the education of all children, 

particularly the education of those students that our schools have underserved” (p. 353). 

Ostashewski and Johnson (2020) described a cultural project involving Mi’kmaq singers, 

storytellers, dancers, and artists in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia. While using different 

terminology, Ostashewski and Johnson addressed the impact of culturally relevant 

experiences in education: “Morin’s statement reminds us how deeply personal 

experiences can be and the ways in which personal experiences and the ways in which 

they become part of us, reverberate in the lives of those around us through our own ways 
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of being and actions” (p. 276). 

            Building on the work of Ladson-Billings and others, Gay proposed Culturally 

Responsive Education (CRT). Gay (2002) described CRT as: 

 Using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically 

diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively. It is based on the 

assumption that when academic knowledge and skills are situated within the lived 

experiences and frames of reference of students, they are more personally 

meaningful, have higher interest appeal, and are learned more easily and 

thoroughly (p. 106). 

Interestingly, within the context of my study, Gay (2018) suggested that stories are vital 

to CRT stating, “Stories educate us about ourselves and others; they capture our attention 

on a very personal level and entice us to see, know, desire, imagine, construct, and 

become more than what we currently are” (p. 3). This closely aligns with what 

Ostashewski and Johnson (2020) described regarding the sacred space created when 

Elders shared stories as part of the opening of a collaborative Mi’kmaq stories and songs 

project (p. 296). 

CRP and CRT in Music Education 

The authors of the Nova Scotia Department of Education and Early Childhood 

Development (EECD) music curricula assert that music educators must engage with the 

music of Mi’kma’ki in classrooms and rehearsals but do not provide examples or 

resources to facilitate this engagement. A response to this type of government policy-

making was articulated by Locke and Prentice (2016), who noted that the requirement to 
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incorporate Indigenous knowledge does not ensure that such use will actually occur (p. 

143). Furthermore, Locke and Prentice suggested that efforts to engage with Indigenous 

knowledge often tend to be “celebratory rather than interrogatory” (p. 143), resulting in 

minimal changes to educational practices. Schmidt and Smith (2017) remarked that 

efforts to connect with cultural music and perspectives outside of traditional colonial 

music education paradigms, specifically mariachi ensembles, lack support from those 

responsible for creating timetables and ensemble priorities (p. 70). The literature may 

suggest the likelihood of a superficial engagement process instead of a profound 

exploration of culture by school boards and governments.  

Music educator preparation and pre-service instruction play a crucial role in the 

literature concerning culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) and culturally responsive 

teaching (CRT) applications in music education. Lind and McKoy (2016) emphasized 

that it is “imperative that preservice teachers have experiences learning about and 

performing music outside of the Western classical tradition” (p. 30). Likewise, Locke and 

Prentice (2016) pointed out that one of the most significant obstacles to culturally 

responsive music classrooms in Australia is the lack of confidence among music 

educators in engaging with Indigenous musics regarding both content and pedagogy (p. 

42). The authors further stated, “A survey in 1997 of 161 music teachers in a range of 

New South Wales schools found that only 14 percent of teachers received pre-service 

training in the teaching of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander music” (p. 42). 

Fear of change emerged as another theme in this literature. Jorgensen (2001) 

noted that music educators are impeded in their efforts to transform music education 
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regarding diversity by a tendency to think in “little boxes of restrictive thought and 

practice and reach across the real and imagined borders of narrow and rigid concepts, 

classifications, theories, and paradigms” (p. 119). Similarly, Talbot (2018) pointed out 

that music education, and by extension, music educators, despite all the potential, choose 

to “perpetuate an exclusionary system, steeped in classism, racism, sexism, heterosexism, 

genderism, ableism, and ageism” (p. 5). Robinson and Hendricks (2018) examined the 

experience of an African American music educator confronting a university curriculum 

that prioritized White experiences and cultural norms. The authors asserted that our 

profession might need to thoroughly examine how pre-service teachers are taught and 

ultimately licensed to “challenge and interrogate institutional and hegemonic privileges” 

(p. 41). 

Later in this literature review, I will explore repertoire and repertoire selection in 

depth. Bennett (2020) examined the most popular repertoire recommendations across 

several regions in the United States. The author advised music educators to thoughtfully 

engage with culturally responsive teaching (CRT), noting, “The lack of variety in young 

wind band repertoire found in this study intersects with diverse student populations” (p. 

77). Bennett encouraged music educators to recognize that “all students come from 

diverse backgrounds and require a space to connect past understanding with new 

learning” (p. 77). Similarly, Hammond (2022) stated, “All teaching is culturally 

responsive. Whose culture are you responding to?” (p. 27). 

In this section, I explored literature that interrogates how pre-service music 

educators are prepared to engage with culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) and 
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culturally responsive teaching (CRT), barriers to facilitating CRP and CRT, and the 

effectiveness of educational policies that require engagement with CRP and CRT. Later in 

this literature review, I will revisit CRP and CRT from the perspective of resource and 

repertoire selection by instrumental music educators. 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy 

Building on the work of Ladson-Billings, Gay, and others, Paris (2012) advocated 

for a pedagogy that would “support young people in sustaining the cultural and linguistic 

competence of their communities while simultaneously providing access to dominant 

cultural competence” (p. 95). Alim and Paris (2017) noted that the history of public 

schools in America has been “largely an assimilationist and often violent White imperial 

project, with students and families being asked to lose or deny their languages, literacies, 

cultures, and histories in order to achieve in schools” (p. 1). The authors continued by 

suggesting that diverse pedagogical practices that celebrate various cultures should be the 

norm in schools, emphasizing that the “future is a multilingual and multiethnic one, 

regardless of attempts to suppress that reality” (p. 6). Alim and Paris proposed that the 

scope of other asset pedagogies, such as culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) and critical 

race theory (CRT), must be expanded to “demand explicitly pluralist outcomes that are 

not centered on White middle-class, monolingual/monocultural norms and notions of 

educational achievement—and that call out the imposition of these norms as harmful and 

discriminatory against many of our communities” (p. 12).  
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Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy in Music Education 

            A relatively small body of literature explores the intersection of CSP and music 

education. Buffington and Day (2018) examined Hip Hop pedagogy as a form of CSP. 

The authors discussed how the appropriation of culture from Black and Brown musicians 

affects how students perceive their own culture. Buffington and Day determined that “we 

need to consider our students’ cultures, how Hip Hop may be a part of their cultures, and 

work to sustain what they bring with them to the classroom” (p. 107). In discussing the 

general music classroom, Lui (2020) suggests that merely acknowledging diversity in the 

music classroom is insufficient; music educators must also value the languages and 

cultures of their students. The author stated, “We must also be open to sustain cultures 

and languages in ways that leave space for them to crash, emerge, and transform in ways 

that are lived and used by young people” (p. 59). 

Good-Perkins (2022) examined CSP as it applies to music education. The author 

identified several elements of traditional Western Classical music education pedagogy 

that do not support the preservation of non-dominant cultures in general and non-Western 

classical music specifically. The author discussed the Tonic sol-fa vocal pedagogy taught 

in elementary music programs such as Kodály and Orff, which prioritize Western 

classical vocal production while diminishing all other singing methods (p. 64). Good-

Perkins pointed out that historically, music education and colonialism have combined to 

create a sense of cultural saviorism in which non-dominant cultures may be civilized by 

Western Classical music (p. 27). The author continued by stating that students who do not 

align with the Western Classical epistemology may view their own culture and 
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knowledge systems as unimportant or merely as a bridge to engaging with Western 

Classical music (p. 10). Good-Perkins identified epistemic travel, defined as “to enact 

culturally sustaining pedagogy in music education, we must expand our epistemic 

boundaries and simultaneously deepen and widen our understanding of epistemologies of 

music” (p. 120), as essential for music educators. The author noted that music educators 

must engage with the “hybridity of epistemologies” (p. 120) in music classrooms.  

Etuaptmumk/Two-Eyed Seeing 

First proposed by Mi’kmaw scholar Albert Marshall, E/TES is a science-driven 

epistemology. Marshall encouraged Indigenous people to observe the world through one 

eye, the eye of the Indigenous traditional knowledge and cultural capital, and through the 

other eye, the eye of Western science and knowledge, for the betterment of both (Hatcher, 

et al., 2009). Seemingly extend the E/TES concept to research in general, Rankin et al. 

(2023) discussed research methods that reflected the ideals of E/TES and stated, “The 

principle of Two-Eyed Seeing provides a framework whereby conscience and deliberate 

conversations and research approaches are determined prior to and throughout the 

research process by the research team to guide a balance of each knowledge” (p. 2).  

E/TES has been utilised in studies that explore Indigenous health issues, such as a 

study by Cyr and Riediger (2020) that examined obesity in Indigenous communities by 

using a health-at-every-size model that incorporated Indigenous cultural understandings 

of nutrition, movement, and body type. Scientists who study the environmental impacts 

of industrialization have also written through the E/TES lens. Thapa, et al. (2024) 

examined an epistemological collaboration between Western and Indigenous perceptions 
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of land management and stewardship in a Northern Ontario traditional Indigenous area.  

Beyond scientific and environmental issues, scholars have expanded the use of 

E/TES other scholarly questions. Cullen and Castleden (2022) examined the practice of 

archival research through the lens of E/TES. The authors stated, “Etuaptmumk steered the 

research questions, methodology, the partnership between the non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous members of the research team and the KMKNO, as well as the production 

and dissemination of knowledge” (p. 341). Reid (2020) examined the positionality of a 

settler researcher working with an Indigenous community in Newfoundland and stated,  

This project has been developed through an Indigenous research paradigm using 

the Two-Eyed Seeing approach specific to the community of Ewipkek to the 

greatest extent possible, given time constraints and level of experience. Several 

aspects of our research together are unique to the community of Ewipkek and 

validate the Indigenous epistemologies and ontologies of the community (p. 9) 

 Apropos to this dissertation, Mi’kmaw fiddler Morgan Toney has seemingly 

embraced the concept of E/TES in his style of music making, which her refers to as 

Mi’kmaltic, a combination of mi’kmaq music and Celtic music 

(MorganToneyMusic.com, N.D.). Toney released a song called Ko’jua (Toney, 2021) that 

integrated the traditional Mi’kmaq song Ko’jua with vocal harmonies, guitar, and drums. 

This amalgamation of traditional and modern styles of Mi’kmaq music seems to be 

representative of the spirit of E/TES in music making. 
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Transition 

            Literature that engages with the processes of enacting critical pedagogies in music 

education focuses on the issues that may arise from prioritizing Western classical music 

epistemologies over others. Overall, the literature suggests a broadening of cultural 

competencies expected from music educators and a re-examination of traditional 

approaches to music education classes and rehearsals. It is noteworthy to observe the 

intersectionality of critical pedagogies and traditional Mi’kmaq teaching methods, such 

as a less top-down approach to instruction and an emphasis on community and respect, 

which emerged from my literature analysis. 

 Etuaptmumk, or two-eyed seeing, appears to parallel CSP in many ways, keeping 

Mi’kmaq culture alive and relevant in the pursuit of both scholarly research. Moving 

beyond the initial intention of scientific and environmental research, scholars have 

engaged with E/TES in various ways that view the Indigenous perspective through one 

eye and the Western perspective through the other. Of particular note to music educators 

is the work of Morgan Toney and the hybrid style of music-making that Toney has named 

Mi’kmaltic. In the next section of this review, I will explore literature addressing social 

justice in music education, specifically how music education is structured and delivered, 

as well as the choices made by instrumental music educators regarding rehearsal 

techniques and repertoire.  

Social Justice and The Music as the Text 

            Social justice and social activism are broad terms. In the literature I examined, 

scholars' views on the impact or perceived impact of music-making on students’ 
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perspectives of social justice seemed to differ. I will explore these discursive viewpoints 

in the first part of this section.  

A Discursive Relationship 

            The power of music to create change. Hess (2021) asserted, “Music and music 

education may aid in the resistance against the ubiquity of hate and simultaneously 

interrupt the processes that reinscribe oppression (p. 61).” Similar to Hess, when 

discussing the power of instrumental music classes, Allsup (2012) remarked that public 

instrumental music education can provide an “ideal space for moral exercise and growth” 

and stated, “Band has the capacity to serve as an exemplar of what moral education could 

be” (p. 180). Heth (2022) explored the power of music-making in American Indian 

communities, stating, “While protest songs and ancient melodies alike help us to continue 

Indian life, the preservation of music also supports social justice” (p. 74). Heth continued, 

“Additionally, the power of music can reignite lost memories; arouse, soothe, and 

entrance; elevate the human spirit; heighten our senses; entertain; transcend hard work; 

bring people together to make or listen to music; get us moving by either dancing or 

marching; and honor humans and Gods. Music can even invade our dreams” (p. 74). 

Matarasso (2015) stated that the social impacts of music-making are profound and 

real, but they may not always benefit society (p. 6). Similarly, Wasiak (2015) noted that 

some of Canada’s first music education programs were in Indian residential schools and 

were part of the Canadian Government’s assimilationist agenda (p. 19). Hess (2021) 

remarked that patriotism in America contributed to an us versus them ideology, which 

was propagated through patriotic music in music education (p. 59). However, Hess 



 

 

59 

continued by stating, “Communal musicking ‘resists the dichotomizing of us and them to 

build an inclusive collective” (p. 64).   

Allsup and Benedict (2008) noted that while obedience is not one of the primary 

objectives of a band director,  

Obedience is what is cultivated if we are unable or unwilling to facilitate a 

rehearsal space in which students, as well as conductors negotiate the meanings 

and understandings of both how the dominant discourse frames the subjective 

positions of musician, teacher, and learner (p. 168).  

Similarly, critiquing an El Sistema approach to music education, Baker (2021) pointed 

out that the top-down, authoritarian method of music-making prevalent in orchestras is no 

longer suitable for those pursuing social change (p. 388).  

 Conversely, Baker (2021), while discussing the El Sistema-inspired music 

education program in Medellín, Colombia, stated, “In short, many experts in a range of 

fields adjacent to social action through music making (SATM) take nothing for granted 

and approach common assumptions about the impact of social and artistic interventions 

with some skepticism” (p. 12). Matarasso (2015) seemed to align with Hess, Allsup, and 

Heth when he suggested that powerful individuals and systems have always valued music 

and art because “it can reinforce their power through the expression of ideology and 

because they fear it might subvert that power by presenting alternative realities” (p. 1). 

However, Matarasso quickly cautioned that predicting how art and music affect 

individuals is complex, and believing in that impact does not guarantee that “those effects 

can also be planned and brought about in a controlled way” (p. 3). 
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The hidden curriculum and salvation narrative. Scholars have discussed a 

hidden curriculum or deeply embedded racist practices within our educational systems. 

Battisti (2013) stated, “The most important educational reform is to acknowledge that 

Canadian schools teach a silent curriculum of Eurocentric knowledge that is not 

accommodating to other ways of knowing and learning” (p. 66). Similarly, Wasiak (2015) 

identified that music education in Canada operates with a hidden curriculum and that 

music educators “can become complicit in perpetuating exclusion, oppression, and 

hegemony as part of the hidden curriculum” (p. 19). Wasiak continued, noting, “More 

often, the hidden curriculum teaches lessons of compliance and conformity, which are 

antithetical to democratic principles. In fact, musical ensembles have been described, 

sometimes by conductor/teachers themselves, as ‘benevolent dictatorships’” (p. 23). Hess 

(2017) postulated that we need to interrogate our programs and processes to “challenge 

institutional structures that harm children, even if those structures are covert” (p. 72). 

Baker (2021) warned of the ‘colonial salvationist narrative’ in social action 

through music education, which enforced the stigmatization of the young and the poor as 

“empty, disorientated, and deviant” (p. 408). Wasiak noted, “We must ensure social 

justice in music education is not simply another moral panic in which we get caught up in 

‘salvationist’ feel-good projects soon to be forgotten as we return to business as usual” (p. 

24).  

The topics of exclusion and exclusionary practices also emerged in the literature. 

Battisti (2013) noted that some changes had been made in the curricula across Canada to 

promote cultural inclusion; however, “Aboriginal content has been so marginalized, 
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fragmented, and delivered from a Eurocentric perspective as to have not much effect on 

students” (163). Battisti warned, “To envisage inclusivity, one must consider what is 

being excluded” (p. 104).  

Diversity and inclusion. Allsup and Sheih (2012) asked who chooses music as an 

elective course and who auditions for university as a music major. Why or why not? (p. 

48). Similarly, Wasik (2015), when discussing Canadian music education, also pondered, 

“Is music really for everyone? Whom do we include? Whom do we exclude? Who is 

advantaged? Disadvantaged?” (p. 19). Wasiak questioned the acceptance into university 

music programs and examined whose values were reflected by music education curricula 

(p. 20). Wasiak also remarked that “ensembles do not invite cultural diversity” (p. 21). 

Hess (2017) suggested that countering this type of exclusionary practice may require 

incorporating students’ likes, dislikes, and passions into “the very curriculum of the 

classroom” (p. 72). Hess further elaborated on the necessity for critical conversations in 

music classrooms. Hess stated, “In facilitating discussions, we can use a critical 

orientation to push the conversation to a deeper level—a level that does not engage music 

and the purpose, goals, and content of curriculum superficially but deeply in a productive 

way” (p. 73). 

The Music as the Text 

Questions of quality. In a praxial classroom, students learn about music by 

performing it. In a significant way, the music becomes the text. The question of which 

music should be elevated to this position arose throughout the literature. Additionally, 

inherent problems regarding how music can problematically represent certain cultures 
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emerged as a theme during my literature review. Cramer (1997) discussed the essential 

elements of music that must be in place if we are to “teach about music, through music, 

while performing music” (p. 8). Cramer continued by outlining the musical criteria that 

identify works worth teaching: “A well-conceived formal structure, creative melodies, 

counter lines, harmonic imagination, rhythmic vitality, contrast in all musical elements, 

scoring which represents the full potential for beautiful tone and timbre, and an emotional 

impact” (p. 8). Wasiak (2015) noted that Canadian music education associates quality 

with Western art music and is deeply entrenched in “Eurocentric beliefs, values, 

traditions, and practices” (p. 21). Baker (2021) suggested that “the clear hierarchization 

of musics—these are all unsavory relics of an earlier age. A mission of transforming the 

lives of BIPOC youths in postcolonial societies through European orchestral music” (p. 

388). 

            Wasiak commented on what types of music are considered quality and how this 

may affect marginalized groups in music classrooms. Wasiak stated, “If quality is equated 

with classical music, and the music that many students relate to most is devalued (i.e., 

popular music), the majority of students may feel marginalized, oppressed, and excluded” 

(p. 22). Conversely, in a study of congregational singing, Whitla (2019) discussed the 

inclusion of music from other cultures in church services and the challenges surrounding 

who arranges and teaches this music. Whitla noted that White ‘global song leaders’ 

present themselves as authorities, while “there was little accountability to the people in 

the room or the peoples of the songs” and “they appeared to be very far removed from the 

experience of the marginalized peoples whose songs they represented” (p. 22). Later in 
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this literature review, I examine the literature on appropriation that delves into this topic 

in greater depth. 

            Titles and Tropes. Multicultural music has become a significant part of the 

educational music publishing industry. Ambro (2007) examined how race is represented 

in educational band music. Ambro noted that many band pieces have titles that include 

the words chant, ritual, and ceremony to “invoke the primitive other without specifying a 

specific geographical area or people” (p. 11). Ambro further stated, “These works serve 

very specific ends in a curriculum that wants to present the semblance of multiculturalism 

but does not want to actually acknowledge alternative and dissonant voices” (p. 11). 

Wasiak similarly suggested that unintentional harm can arise from a lack of knowledge, 

stating, “Consequently, efforts to bring multiculturalism to music classrooms can 

perpetuate, rather than reduce, cultural stereotypes and racism if not approached with 

sufficient care and understanding. As the saying goes, ‘a little knowledge is 

dangerous!’”(p. 22) 

            Ambro (2007) also explored specific music titles, such as Robert W. Smith’s 

Africa: Ceremony, Song, and Ritual17. Ambro discussed the problematic program notes 

that included the term ‘dark continent’ and remarked, “this description quickly portrays 

Africa as a single-minded, monolithic, one-dimensional, mono-cultural continent laden 

with drums. Such a description denies a difference between Northern, Southern, and 

Western Africa, the different cultures of the modern nation-states, the differences of tribes 

and ethnic groups, or any other subcategory that may be created” (p. 9). Beeler (2021) 

 
17 Smith: Africa: Ceremony, Song and Ritual. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bxAIO3J4FYc  
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appeared to concur with Ambro, stating, “Being aware of the othering elements created 

by generic titles and incorrect program notes, as well as carefully examining worn-out 

and inappropriate musical tropes, can help guide COB music educators in their repertoire 

choices” (p. 11). 

            American band composer John Phillip Sousa's three-movement work,  Dwellers 

of the Western World (1910), features one movement each for the White Man, the Red 

Man, and the Black Man. Graham (2016) discussed the concept of the simulacrum, 

defined as “that which purports to serve as a representation of the real (or at least that 

which is real in abstraction) but in fact precedes it, functioning without relationship to 

reality” (p. 150). In a musical context, Graham stated that simulacrums are musical 

representations of cultures that only reflect those cultures because they were created to do 

so (p. 154). Graham describes the Red Man simulacrum: “The accompaniment in this 

section, as throughout the piece, consists of a steady quarter note ostinato with a heavy 

emphasis on the first of every group of four notes, a common motif used to represent the 

war drums of the simulacrum of ‘The Red Man’” (p. 156). 

Brownrigg (2003) examined the tropes that film composers used to represent 

various cultures in film music and, much like Graham, noted that the ‘Hollywood music 

cue’ for the Indian “consists of a primal drum ostinato on timpani, bass drum, or a hide 

drum or some kind, parallel fourths or fifths sounded on bass instruments, and a melody 

frequently but not exclusively based on notes drawn from the pentatonic scale, likewise 

voiced in parallel fifths or fourths” (p. 80). Graham (2016) pointed out that these tropes 

or simulacra exist outside of the print music industry, stating, “These misrepresentations 
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are present in many other musical portrayals of indigeneity, from the infamous 

“Tomahawk Chop” deployed by Atlanta Braves fans to the representation of Tiger Lily 

and Neverland Indians in the song” (p. 156). 

Transition 

            Literature that addresses social justice and music education is discursive, raising 

questions about the ability of music educators to create meaningful social justice impacts 

through music education. In the next section, I will explore literature that analyzes the 

concept of allyship in the context of working with Indigenous and African American 

communities. 

Allyship 

            Music educators who wish to engage with musicians from non-dominant cultures 

may need to understand the positionality of allyship. The term ‘ally' was seldom defined 

precisely in the literature I examined. Instead, it was more often discussed as one 

component of allyship and how allies engage with those components. 

Privilege 

            Scholars who engage with allyship identify acknowledging privilege as an 

essential component (Bishop, 2015; Hesford, 2021; Sullivan-Clarke, 2020). Ford and 

Orlandella (2015) stated that an ally must “acknowledge the ways that they are 

implicated in the system of racism, investigate their prejudices and assumptions, and own 

their white privilege” (p. 297). Similarly, Sullivan-Clarke (2020) suggested that allies 

from dominant groups “relinquish social privileges conferred by their group status 
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through their support of nondominant groups” (p. 179). In this regard, Wallace (2011) 

stated that allyship “involves the surrendering of the external practice and communal 

narrative and colonial claimed supremacy of conceptualization, direction, and solutions” 

(p. 165). 

Bishop (2015) discussed the relationship between allies and the oppressed as “the 

relationship between “power over” and “power with'" (p. 31). Similarly, Peguese (2020) 

stated, “An ally is a member of another group who rejects society's dominant ideology 

and supports another group of oppressed people. For a person to become an ally, they 

should be interested in human rights, inclusion, and an emphasis on social justice” (p. 

32). 

Power Dynamics 

There appears to exist a disturbing tendency for settlers in ally relationships to 

assume leadership roles and forestall leadership engagement from the ally culture. 

Levine-Rasky and Ghaffar-Siddiqui (2020) noted that positions of power within 

relationships between white and BIOPIC allies reflect “a lack of access to decision-

making roles for racialized persons and compromised support for anti-racism initiatives” 

(p. 81). Similarly, Carlson et al. (2020) encouraged allies to “amplify marginalized 

voices,” while Russell-Mundine (2012) urged allies to “privilege Indigenous voices, 

recognize and represent the diversity of cultures and voices, and allow Indigenous 

peoples to set the agenda.” 

In the ally relationship, listening to and learning from the Indigenous culture 

appears more of an essential element than leading. Mitchell et al. (2018) stated, “We 
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recognize the inherent risk of re-enacting dominant relations through “helping” in forms 

of false or imposed allyship” (p. 355). The authors further asserted that allies should 

consider “supporting (not leading) Indigenous Peoples in their struggles for self-

determination and liberation” (p. 355). Sullivan-Clarke (2020) warned that allyship must 

be “stripped of any vestiges of colonialism” (p. 180). Similarly, Swiftwolfe (2019) 

advised that allies should “listen to the experts. Ask what you can do” (p. 15). Wallace 

(2011) indicated that allyship is “a sincere effort by non-Indigenous Canadians to 

transform the relationship from an ongoing paradigm of colonial narratives and practices 

to a post-colonial relationship of justice, equity, and respect” (p. 156). 

Droogendyk and Wright (2016) identified advantage group allies (AGAs) and 

cautioned that AGAs might “actively seek to become a leader or spokesperson within a 

movement and may offer unwanted and/or unneeded advice on strategy and tactics” (p. 

321).  experiences, allow Indigenous peoples to set the agenda and focus on matters of 

importance to Indigenous peoples” (p. 5). 

Education 

            Scholars suggest that allies educate themselves about the history and current 

conditions of non-dominant groups. Mitchell et al. (2018) emphasized that allies should 

pay attention to the “political, economic, and cultural structures that undergird social 

conditions of inequity and the colonial practices of violence, cultural control, and forced 

assimilation” (p. 351). Rhodes and Mio (2000) noted that an ally demonstrates “humility 

(i.e., a willingness to learn and acknowledge that one does not know what is best for 

Indigenous Peoples)” (p. 355). More pointedly, Bishop (2015) asserted that “I don’t 
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believe it is possible to become an oppressor without experiencing oppression, nor 

become an ally without being involved in your own sense of liberation” (p. 92).  

Carlson et al. (2020) described an ally as a risk-taker—one who is willing to be an 

“accomplice” and “co-conspirator” (p. 1). The authors further stated that an ally should 

“welcome criticism and be accountable” and “just shut up and read” (p. 895). Mitchell et 

al. (2018) indicated that the first step in becoming an ally is “to understand settlement 

history and the historical relations between State and Indigenous peoples” (p. 352). They 

continued to emphasize education, stating, “The social and political interruptions that 

Indigenous populations endured through the settlement of Canada must be understood 

from the perspectives of Indigenous Peoples and contextualized to appreciate the impact 

of the comprehensive attempts to “assimilate” and “civilize’” (p. 353). Wallace (2011) 

built on these concepts, asserting, “Building trust and respecting that trust is VERY [sic] 

difficult to build. Adopting and understanding First Nation’s epistemologies (Land, water, 

culture, etc.)” (p. 165).  

Motivation 

Several scholars explored why individuals may want to become allies. Rhodes 

and Mio (2020) described allies as “committed to eliminating a form of oppression from 

which they benefit” (p. 351). Swiftwolfe (2019) advised marginalized groups to be 

cautious and ensure potential allies understand that “These movements and struggles do 

not exist to further one’s own self-interest, nor are they there as “extra-curricular” 

activities” (p. 3). The author further emphasized, “Guilt should not be the main reason for 

why you want to be a part of ally work. On top of that, no single Indigenous person can 
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forgive an entire population, nor are they the spokesperson for the entire Indigenous 

population” (p. 12).  

Again addressing the motivation of allies, Hesford (2021) commented on the 

proliferation of Black Lives Matter signs in suburban neighborhoods across the United 

States, stating, “The hypocrisy of American democracy is performed across suburban 

lawns, as BLACK LIVES MATTER [sic] signs stood adjacent to lawns flanked with 

placards thanking the local police department, which multiplied like weeds as the 

8toAbolition campaign and calls to defund the police gained traction” (p. 241). Mizock 

and Page (2016) observed that allyship may lead to a “reification of social constructs and 

hierarchies, creation of a problematic ingroup-outgroup dynamic, reinforcement of a 

hero-victim narrative, development of pseudo-allies with hidden agendas, and 

contribution to role confusion” (p. 20). 

Radke et al. (2020) noted that motivation might also stem from a desire to 

maintain certain privileges. The authors indicated, “Advantaged group members’ 

motivation to engage in action for the disadvantaged group can also be influenced by 

their concern for the interests of their own advantaged ingroup” (p. 298). This finding 

may have specific implications for music educators striving to uphold traditional Western 

paradigms while participating in allyship.  

Transition 

Allyship is a multifaceted relationship in which privilege, power dynamics, 

motivation, and education must be taken into account. In the next section of this literature 
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review, I explore literature that investigates decolonization within a music education 

framework.  

Decolonization 

 For this literature review section, I examined decolonization as a concept in 

education and within music education contexts. Much of the literature addresses 

decolonization produced in Canada as a reaction to and response to the TRC. I will 

examine some of this literature to define decolonization and examine its components. 

Definition 

I begin by including the complete definition of decolonization as provided by Cull 

et al. (2018). This definition is comprehensive and acts as a foundation to examine 

literature that either supports or challenges aspects of this definition: 

Decolonization is the process of deconstructing colonial ideologies of the 

superiority and privilege of Western thought and approaches. On the one hand, 

decolonization involves dismantling structures that perpetuate the status quo and 

addressing unbalanced power dynamics. On the other hand, decolonization 

involves valuing and revitalizing Indigenous knowledge and approaches and 

weeding out settler biases or assumptions that have impacted Indigenous ways of 

being. For non-Indigenous people, decolonization is the process of examining 

your beliefs about Indigenous Peoples and culture by learning about yourself in 

relationship to the communities where you live and the people with whom you 

interact (p. 7). 



 

 

71 

Likewise, Tuck and Yang (2012) proposed that the concept of decolonization 

consists of two distinct parts. The first part addresses and recognizes colonialism and 

colonizing systems, while the second involves acknowledging and engaging with 

Indigenous knowledges (p. 2). Battisti (2012) describes this division as “trans-systemic 

reconciliation” (p. 14), where the knowledge systems of both colonial influences and 

Indigenous peoples are regarded equally. Hudson (2016) explored how educators can 

initiate the process of decolonization, emphasizing that validating Indigenous voices can 

only occur when one comprehends the implications and history of Eurocentric 

educational frameworks (p. 15). Hudson elaborated and stated, “Anti-colonial discourse 

problematizes the marginalization of certain voices and ideas in the educational system, 

as well as the delegitimization, in the pedagogic and communicative practices of schools, 

of the knowledge and experiences of subordinate groups” (p. 54). Tuck and Yang (2012) 

examined the unsettling perspective that decolonization can introduce to settler 

institutions, further articulating decolonization as “not an and. It is an elsewhere” (p. 35). 

Colonization and Colonialism 

            In General. The first component of decolonization addresses colonial systems 

and structures that serve as a means of oppression for non-dominant cultures. Tuck and 

Yang (2012) noted that the “invisibilized dynamics of settler colonialism” (p. 2) are 

present in all areas of mandated education. Hudson (2016) discussed the same issue, 

identifying it as an “unspoken curriculum” (p. 59) that overlooks the history of 

colonialism. Battisti (2013) asserted that it is essential for Canada’s education system to 

“begin with confronting the hidden standards of racism, colonialism, and cultural and 
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linguistic imperialism in the modern curriculum” (p. 28). Battisti further examined the 

colonized system, stating, “The purpose (of educational institutions) is to create and 

transmit an imagined culture of Canada, or the provinces, in a market-driven society” (p. 

29).  

            In music education. In music education, colonization is represented through 

multiple structural and pedagogical components. Oberhofer (2020) reiterated the concept 

of the hidden curriculum, specifically within music education, stating, “The study of 

music includes hidden lessons about culture, identity, history, politics, and social 

dynamics that impact how students interpret the world around them (p. 48).” Oberhofer 

also explored how the curricula used by music educators reflect the systems of colonizing 

countries such as France and Great Britain (p. 48). Similarly, Prest and Tremblay (2021) 

examined what decolonization might look like in ensemble classrooms. The authors 

emphasized that decolonization “entails questioning the assumption that Western 

orchestral and wind ensemble music-making is superior to other forms of music-making” 

(p. 29).  

            Prest and Tremblay examined the musical elements of Western music, including 

theory, melody, and harmony, as part of the colonial frameworks of music education (p. 

29). In the widely embraced first volume of the Teaching Music Through Performance in 

Band series, Cramer (1997) addressed essential elements of music necessary if we are to 

“teach about music, through music, while performing music” (p. 8). Cramer further 

delineated the musical criteria that designate works worthy of teaching: “A well-

conceived formal structure, creative melodies, counterlines, harmonic imagination, 



 

 

73 

rhythmic vitality, contrast in all musical elements, scoring which represents the full 

potential for beautiful tone and timbre, and an emotional impact” (p. 8). Many of these 

elements are specific to Western music; together, they create a colonial framework within 

which music must fit to be regarded as quality music. Attas (2019) analyzed music and 

posited that university music course titles reflect a colonial structure. He questioned why 

courses in music theory, for example, are not labeled ’Western music theory’ instead of 

‘music theory,’ which suggests only one type of music (p. 129). 

Recognition of Indigenous Language and Culture 

            Systemic colonial oppression leads to the suppression of Indigenous knowledge. 

Battisti (2013) identified this concept as “Cognitive Imperialism” (p. 26). Battisti 

followed up and stated, “The modern educational system was created to maintain the 

identity, language, and culture of colonial society, while ignoring the need to decolonize” 

(p. 30). Hudson (2016) expressed a similar view, arguing that the pedagogical practices of 

schools delegitimized “the knowledge and experiences of subordinate groups” (p. 54). 

Gaudry and Lorenz (2018), when discussing the Indigenization of the Canadian academy, 

echoed this sentiment, suggesting that there needs to be a reconciliation between Western 

and Indigenous knowledges, creating a “new, broader consensus” (p. 219).  

Orr et al. (2002) suggested that Mi’kmaw stories and traditional storytelling 

should be prioritized and normalized (p. 333). The authors continued by proposing that 

teachers and curriculum developers should “honor Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy, 

and respect Indigenous values and relationships” (p. 367). Hudson (2016) argued that 

“the anti-colonial approach recognizes the importance of locally produced knowledges 
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emanating from cultural history, daily human experiences, and social interactions” (p. 

53). Gaudry and Lorenz (2018) noted that reclaiming Indigenous practices for education 

and learning presents an opportunity to “decenter hierarchical educational structures and 

empower Indigenous communities to regain educational sovereignty while also working 

with universities” (p. 233). Garcia and Shirley (2012) indicated that schools serve as 

spaces where Indigenous knowledge systems play a significant role in curriculum 

development. The authors envisioned that “schools be considered a sacred landscape—a 

sacred space of engagement” (p. 76). 

            In music education. The choice of approach, technique, and repertoire can 

interrupt the colonial narrative. Mays (2019) discussed Indigenous Hip Hop in Detroit as 

a means to disrupt the assumptions affecting non-dominant groups. The author stated, 

“Indigenous Hip Hop has the potential to disrupt settler imaginings of Indigenous people, 

but also to challenge the Detroit 2.0 rhetoric” (p. 475). Oberhofer (2020) noted that music 

educators seeking to decolonize their classrooms must first examine their practices and 

begin by “differentiating between personal values, institutional training values, and the 

core values necessary for students to develop a well-rounded understanding of music 

[that] must preface classroom-level planning” (p. 49). The author further suggested that 

educators should facilitate connections between students and the music presented in class. 

Oberhofer stated, “creating space for this connection with the realization that students’ 

realities may differ from our own builds capacity for meaningful connections” (p. 52). 

            Prest and Trembley (2021) advised that when band directors prepare for 

rehearsals, they should consider the inclusivity of their practices. They encouraged band 
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directors to seek out and program works by Indigenous composers (p. 30). The authors 

continued by suggesting that band directors examine their perspectives as hierarchical 

conductors or as mentors and teachers, thereby de-centering their role as conductors (p. 

31). Attas (2019) explored ways to respect Indigenous knowledge and learning methods. 

Attas taught katajjaq, or Inuit throat singing, in an analysis course. He stated, “Rather 

than treating Western European music as the norm and katajjaq as the exotic “Other,” a 

view many of my students tended to express in class discussions, I talked about and 

modeled ways to place the two music cultures on equal ground, starting by simply 

identifying my colonial listener tendency to exoticize non-Western music” (p. 132). In the 

works of Prest and Trembley, as well as Attas, Indigenous practices and knowledge are 

acknowledged and honored in the effort to decolonize the music classroom. 

Transition 

            Decolonization involves a dual process of acknowledging colonial practices and 

valuing Indigenous knowledge. In the next section, I will explore literature in which 

researchers explore both traditional and contemporary Indigenous music. 

Indigenous Musics 

The Music of Mi’kma’ki 

            Derksen et al. (2019), representing a collective of First Nations composers, stated, 

"Simply put, a work is Indigenous when it is created by an Indigenous artist, regardless of 

theme or topic.” By this definition, the music of Mi’kma’ki can be either traditional or 

modern. It can originate from Mi’kma’ki, such as Ko’jua, or be brought in from other 
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regions of Turtle Island, like the pow wow drumming songs performed throughout 

Mi’kma’ki. The music of Mi’kma’ki may be social or spiritual and can include both song 

and dance. Like the complexities of any culture, the music of Mi’kma’ki defies a single 

description or category. In this section, I will examine literature about the music of 

Mi’kma’ki and discuss it in terms of general tendencies and functions, pow wow, fiddle 

music, and Ko’jua. Later in this literature review, I will explore works that address 

appropriation, authenticity, and collaboration, all in relation to engagement with 

Indigenous music in general and the music of Mi’kma’ki specifically. 

Traditionally Connected to Life and the Land. Tulk (2009) stated that the word 

for music in the Mi’kmaq language is Wetla’q, which translates to ‘it sounds good.’ Tulk 

continued, “It refers to the quality and experience of sound rather than a specific means 

of producing it” (van Rosen quoted in Tulk, p. 1). Tulk (2012) discussed the 

interrelationship between Mi’kmaq music and nature, both in the sounds created and in 

song titles (p. 27). Tulk (2012) suggested that there is an epistemic connection between 

the “relationship between expressive culture and the natural environment” (p. 27) that 

transcends mimicry or imitation, representing a way of “knowing or being in the world” 

(p. 27). 

            Keillor et al. (2013) stated that it is possible Mi’kmaq musicians did not use 

drums before the arrival of Europeans. Instead of drums, “a piece of bark beaten with the 

hands or a stick would provide the rhythm to accompany dances” (p. 111). The authors 

described an instrument called a ji’kmaqn that accompanies songs. A ji’kmaqn is “a piece 

of ash, about 12 inches long, that is split at one end into several thin strips. The unsplit 



 

 

77 

end forms a handle. When the singer hits the ji’kmaqn against the hand or another part of 

the body, a clacking sound occurs” (p. 112). Tulk (2009) mentioned that the traditional 

song ko’jua is often accompanied by ji’kmaqn. I will examine literature concerning 

ko’jua later in this review. Tulk also suggested that hand drums may not have been part of 

traditional Mi’kmaq music-making and stated, “rattles, birch bark boxes struck with the 

knuckles, or birch bark struck by a stick are more likely” (p. 14). 

            Alstrup (2003), after spending several months in Eskasoni, Cape Breton, found 

that “music happens spontaneously and purposefully in the community” (p. 56). Alstrup 

went on to describe how music was learned informally through imitation. The children 

learned music by “hearing, seeing, and doing” (p. 56). Tulk (2012, p. 12) and Alstrup 

(2003, p. 62) discussed the ceremonial nature of music-making in Mi’kmaq communities, 

from singing Catholic hymns in English to translating hymns and national anthems into 

the Mi’kmaq language. Alstrup highlighted the importance of storytelling in 

contemporary Mi’kmaq songwriting (p. 106). When discussing the songs and poetry of 

Rita Joe, Alstrup stated that Joe viewed her work as “revealing and restructuring 

knowledge and history into an equitable and often rhetorically motivated re-telling” (p. 

106). 

Pow Wow. The pow wow was not traditionally part of the music tradition in 

Mi’kma’ki. Tulk (2006) stated that the pow wow was brought to Mi’kma’ki in the early 

1980s. Tulk (2009) expanded on this, saying that “like-minded individuals from several 

different Mi’kmaw communities traveled throughout Ontario, Alberta, and North and 

South Dakota to receive northern style and intertribal powwow songs, and the teachings 
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of the big drum from other First Nation” (p. 24).  Tulk (2009) continued, stating that pow 

wow is now extremely popular in the Mi’kmaq community, and that there are pow wows 

almost every weekend in the summer (p. 25). 

            An essential component of pow wow is teaching. Prosper (2023) stated that many 

pow wow committees prefer the emcee to include a teaching component (personal 

communication). Prosper continued by saying that the “community is still learning.” 

Prosper identified that some communities have protocols that emcees must pass to 

become pow wow directors to “ensure that the person knows all of the proper stories and 

protocols.” 

Fiddle Music. Keillor et al. (2013) noted that Mi’kmaq musicians adopted the 

music and instruments of European settlers, including brass bands and violins. They 

continued by explaining that the Mi’kmaq integrated these new styles into their own 

music-making while keeping them distinct. The authors stated, “Additionally, the 

Mi’kmaq language itself has clearly distinguished the styles: I’nu’pesin means to dance 

like a native person, while aklastie’wtesin means to dance like a white person” (p. 113). 

Tulk (2009) cited Mi’kmaq fiddler Lee Cremo, who discussed a performance of the 

traditional Celtic fiddle tune ‘Maple Sugar’:  

You might notice that my playing has some extra frills in it. By that I mean more 

notes, added notes. That’s the Mi’kmaq way. We are very verbal people. You can 

tell that just from the way I’m always saying something. We love to tell stories 

and to sing. That shows in my music. Those extra notes come from the way we 

speak and sing. [...] My father said it very well: “The fiddle is the voice and bow 
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is the tongue” (p. 6). 

Recently, Mi’kmaq fiddler Morgan Toney has developed a personal style he calls 

Mi’kmaltic, which combines elements of Mi’kmaq and Celtic music.18 Toney noted that 

he “also sings songs meant to reflect the turmoil of our current times, shining a hard light 

on the racism and violence forced on First Nations populations in Canada today” (Tony, 

M, 2025) 

Ko’jua19 is identified by Keillor et al. (2013) as “the most important Mi’kmaq 

social dance” (p. 112). Tulk (2006) stated that Ko’jua is a popular dance at pow wow, and 

is “a traditional dance with quick footwork, accompanied by a hand drum” (p. 20). Tulk 

(2009) amended the hand drum portion of the previous statement, noting that Ko’jua is 

“commonly accompanied by a traditional Mi’kmaw idiophone called a ji’kmaqn” (p. 8). 

The author pointed out that Ko’jua is specific to the Mi’kmaq people and that many song 

variants exist (p. 7). Tulk (2009) observed that Ko’jua is 

At least two hundred years old, this song and dance tradition is found at 

community celebrations and house parties and is often featured as a “special” at 

Mi’kmaw powwows — a nation-specific dance that occurs in addition to the 

categories of dance normally included (such as North-ern Traditional, Jingle 

Dress, or Grass Dance)” (p. 7). 

  

 
18 Morgan Toney. Netukulimk. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jq9hZrb_5s 
19 A Ko’jua song, sung with Ji’kmaqn. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y4YPjfc0muE 
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Transition 

            The music of Mi’kma’ki includes ancient traditional styles, contemporary 

traditional styles, and modern compositions. There is limited literature available on the 

music of Mi’kma’ki, and none authored by a Mi’kmaw individual. In the next section of 

this literature review, I will analyze works that address cultural appropriation.  

Cultural Appropriation 

            Appropriation is a complex issue that encompasses questions of cultural 

ownership, control of cultural materials, and sensitivity to how dominant cultures 

represent non-dominant ones. I reviewed literature that explored all three of these topics 

and how appropriation relates to the music education classroom. 

Definition 

            The definition of cultural appropriation is neither standardized nor uniform across 

cultures. Bayani Malbot (2020) began with the Oxford English Dictionary’s definition, 

describing cultural appropriation as “the unacknowledged or inappropriate adoption of 

the practices, customs, or aesthetics of one social or ethnic group by members of another 

(typically dominant) community or society" (p. 37). Deschênes (2021) remarked, 

“Appropriation is generally defined as the act of attributing something to oneself. It is 

about acquiring or taking possession of something for one’s exclusive use or aims” (p. 5), 

further noting that the implication in this statement is that permission is neither asked for 

nor given by the culture experiencing appropriation (p. 5). Cho (2015) explained, 

“Cultural appropriation happens when people from a more powerful culture adopt the art, 

symbols, or elements of a less powerful culture without understanding or respecting the 
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context or history of that material” (p. 59). The concepts of acknowledgment, acquisition, 

permission, and respectful usage are common to all these definitions. 

            Other scholars pointed out that cultural appropriation is primarily about 

controlling cultural properties. Battisti (2012) discussed the United Nations declaration 

on the rights of Indigenous peoples, stating, “Indigenous peoples have the right to 

maintain, control, protect, and develop their intellectual property over such cultural 

heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional cultural expressions” (p. 72). Haig-Brown 

(2020) identified the complexity of control and ownership, noting, “In ethnography and 

cultural relations, context counts and power relations figure prominently” (p. 938). 

Deschênes (2021) emphasized that the commodification of music is also an issue, stating 

that “both the music and musicians are not in charge of their representations, as is the 

case with East European Gypsy/Roma Music (p. 6). Deer (2017) poignantly remarked in 

a CBC online article, “It’s about Indigenous peoples' right to self-determination. Even 

during a time of reconciliation, Indigenous people are still faced with having to defend 

their identities from being mocked or used as a form of entertainment every single day” 

(Deer, 2017).   

            Conflicting Views. Some scholars have challenged the notion of appropriation as 

a universally condemned concept. Contessa (2022), defending Locke’s minimalist theory 

of appropriation, asserted that Locke’s primary argument is, “If people do enjoy a natural 

right to appropriate unappropriated resources, then that right is best understood as a 

derivative right that stems from a more fundamental natural right to self-preservation. If 

this conclusion is correct, then insofar as people have a natural right to appropriation, this 
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right is much more limited than is usually assumed” (p. 319). 

Deschênes (2021) referenced Young’s book, *Cultural Appropriation and the 

Arts*, stating, “Yet, according to him, a good number of acts of cultural appropriation are 

not morally objectionable, and some of them are of great aesthetic and artistic value” (p. 

9). Deschênes further referred to Young’s discussion of what he termed subject 

appropriation, as opposed to object, content, style, or motif appropriation. “Subject 

appropriation differs largely from the others, the reason being that a subject matter is not 

something created similarly to a story, song, sculpture, or painting, though he indicates 

that there is disagreement about this particular type” (p. 9). Lastly, Deschênes remarked, 

“Young clearly shows that cultural appropriation cannot be generalized and that the term 

cannot be used as a generic one to all situations” (p. 10). 

            Noted French author on theater, Joëlle Gayote, interviewed the director of Théâtre 

de Solil, Arian Mnouchkine, about the production of a highly controversial piece of 

theater called ‘Kanata’ (Armani, 2019). When asked what cultural appropriation meant, 

Mnouchkine stated, much more forcefully than Contessa or Deschênes, “This term 

evokes nothing for me because there can be no appropriation of what is not and has never 

been a physical or intellectual property. That is to say, cultures are not anyone’s property” 

(Armani, p. 67). Mnouchkine continued by saying that although all materials must be 

taken seriously and treated respectfully, “we cannot accept being forbidden to approach 

them, because we would then be pushed back into the desert. It would be a frightening 

intellectual, artistic, and political regression” (Armani, p. 67). 
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            In music education. Howard (2020) stated, “The term cultural appropriation, as it 

applies to music education, is frequently misunderstood due to the complexity of having 

open discussions addressing culture, race, privilege, and power (p. 69).” The author 

suggested that music educators engage in cultural appropriation by adopting non-Western 

performance practices, which “carries connotations of dominance and exploitation” (p. 

69). Symko (2014) discussed cultural appropriation and the arts, suggesting that “Any 

dialogue about cultural appropriation should be understood in relation to the historical 

context of the colonial appropriation of land. There is no question that the European 

colonial appropriation of land from aboriginal peoples across the globe has resulted in 

their oppression and mistreatment” (p. 201), implying that the issue of cultural 

appropriation, though challenging for music educators, should be understood within the 

weight of history regarding its importance. Reed (2021) shared similar thoughts to 

Symko: “I want to encourage both music and sound studies scholars and the broader 

public to hear Indigenous songs as potentially much more than aesthetic objects or modes 

of representation. Rather, music and sound are often tools or processes whose uses have 

consequences across various political and social networks, human and non-human” (p. 

520).  

            Bayani Malbot (2020) discussed Indigenous control over and self-determination 

of cultural music use, stating, “This principle also determines consent for the use of 

Aboriginal material, and that they need to be identified as the authority for specific 

stories, geographic locations, rhythms, song cycles, and instruments” (p. 132). Cho 

(2015) emphasized that music educators must recognize their own privilege and “realize 
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that your group may have a greater responsibility to show respect when borrowing 

elements of a less powerful culture then they have when exploring yours” (p. 62). 

Similarly, Locke and Prentice (2016) pointed out a potential concern for music educators 

engaging with Indigenous music: “Much Indigenous music belongs to a person or a 

ceremony, so it cannot be performed without permission and acknowledgment” (p. 145).  

Tanya Tagaq, an Inuit composer, throat singer, and performer, pointed out this 

issue in Pulitzer Prize winner Caroline Shaw’s Partita for Eight Voices,20 saying, “This is 

appropriation. The third movement (at about 12 minutes) is entirely based on Inuit throat 

singing. Specifically, the Love Song. No Inuit are named as composers, no Inuit hired” 

(Twitter). Tagaq added, “The dominating culture is a colonial-based hive mind that 

constantly undermines our voices. They are used to taking without asking. Everything has 

been taken. Our land, our bodies, our children, our lives, OUR SONGS [sic]” (Twitter). 

Cultural Transfer. Some scholars discussed ways to examine the viability of a 

strict approach to appropriation in the arts. These scholars proposed alternative ways of 

viewing appropriation in certain situations as inevitable sharing or hybridization between 

cultures. The term many scholars used was transculturation. 

            Bayani Mabalot (2020) questioned whether cultural appropriation is a clearly 

defined issue. The author asked, “Is it binary or non-binary?” (p. 38). Mabalot suggested 

that what constitutes cultural appropriation may depend on multiple factors. Deschênes 

(2021) indicated that, in music, the terms transpropriation and transculturality might be 

necessary. The author defines transpropriation as referring to “reciprocal relations 

 
20Shaw: Partita for 8 Voices. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDVMtnaB28E 
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between human beings regarding something” (p. 15) and transculturality as “relatedness 

and entanglement in the reality of a pluralistic and complex modern world” (p. 16). Both 

concepts, the author stated, refer to the “transfer of reciprocal and pragmatic experiences, 

a sharing which could be cultural, ideological, social, political, artistic, personal or 

otherwise, in the sense that when two or more persons are intermingling, they are all 

mutually in an experiential and sensible state of receptivity and sharing toward each 

other” (p. 16). Beveridge also discussed transculturation and defined it as “the mixture of 

cultural elements that have created something new, making it difficult or impossible to 

attribute a single origination point. Examples of this are easy to find in the world of 

music: jazz, samba, salsa, and mariachi” (p. 61). Symko (2014), when discussing 

appropriation and contemporary art culture, also addressed the inevitability of 

transculturation, quoting scholar Richard Rogers: 

Transculturation and hybridity are as inescapable as cultural appropriation itself – 

an “always already” condition of contemporary culture…[Transculturation] calls 

not only for an updating of the understanding of contemporary cultural dynamics 

but also for a radical reconceptualization of culture itself: as conjunctural, 

relational, or dialogic; as constituted by, not merely engaged in, appropriative 

relations; and as an ongoing process of absorption and transformation rather than 

static configurations of practices (p. 216). 

Know What You Should Know. Many scholars have explored appropriation 

from the perspective of becoming educated about Indigenous traditions, beliefs, places, 

and languages. They highlighted the challenge of engaging with Indigenous cultures as a 
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need for a foundational grasp of what is considered appropriate versus what constitutes 

appropriation. 

            Battisti (2013) stated that it is the responsibility of the learners to “learn 

respectfully with aboriginal people without appropriating their new knowledge and 

experience for their own ends” (p. 69). Battisti continued, asserting that it is up to 

Indigenous peoples to provide the “standards and protections that accompany the 

centering of Indigenous knowledge” (p. 72). Haig-Brown (2010) advised that the primary 

responsibility of non-Indigenous peoples when learning about the cultures of Indigenous 

peoples is “focusing on the meanings that arise from being in a place with the people; 

learning the language of the people; watching, listening, and maybe eventually doing as 

ways of learning (fragments of) an additional culture” (p. 928). The author further stated 

that non-Indigenous peoples can learn to engage in discourse with Indigenous peoples 

through “deep learning” (p. 935). 

            In music education, understanding the source material and the relevance of any 

material one engages with is essential. Cho (2015) stated that the original source culture 

of the music should always be consulted for any performance practice questions. The 

author further suggested that “culture not be used as a gimmick” (p. 61). Howard (2020) 

identified, “It is a matter of helping music teachers consider that we do not teach and 

learn music in a vacuum and that there are many social and historical implications to 

teaching and learning music from marginalized cultures” (p. 69). Bayani Mabalot (2020) 

described the negative consequences of not investigating source material and consulting 

culture bearers, noting that cultural appropriation can be identified when “there were no 
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efforts made to provide the audience with the cultural significance of the piece, or if there 

was no degree of collaboration or consultation with a member of the Filipino community 

during the process of learning the piece or in the incorporation of choreographed 

movements” (p. 40). Like Bayani Mabalot, Magowan (2005) highlighted the need to 

reframe the relationship between how Indigenous peoples view the use of the didgeridoo 

and how non-Indigenous peoples regard the same instrument in terms of "lifestyles and 

musical context” (p. 85). Magowan continued, stating that "the sound has been divorced 

from the traditional contexts and rhythms in escalating cycles of distorted mutuality 

between local and global practices” (p. 85). 

            Sandler (2001) shared a story about visiting a village in Ghana and asking to learn 

traditional songs for educational purposes. The elder whom he asked stated that the songs 

were not for public consumption, and there  

Is perhaps a way I could learn the songs. I could move to Ghana, to his village, 

and live there with his family for a number of years. At the point I am accepted 

and incorporated into the family of drummers, I could learn these verses: songs 

sung only for the Yanna, the chief leader of the tribe (p. 41).  

            Derksen et al. (2019), as a group of Indigenous Canadian composers, asked non-

Indigenous composers who wished to engage with "Indigenous-inspired works” to “be 

honest with yourself and ask why you feel compelled to tell this story and whether you 

are the right person to do so” (Derksen et al., 2019). The authors further stated that if 

non-Indigenous composers proceeded with Indigenous-inspired projects anyway, then 

Indigenous composers “are granted full oversight on how our Indigenous communities 
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are portrayed” (Derksen et al., 2019). 

Trivializing Culture 

            Bayani Mabalot (2020), an American scholar of Filipino descent, discussed the 

harm that racist representations in film, television, and social media inflict on the Asian-

American community. “They are dehumanizing on many levels, and they also perpetuate 

the reductive idea that I am not as American as white Americans because of my 

appearance” (p. 37). The author referenced an article from Australia’s National 

Indigenous Times, which highlighted non-Indigenous Australian composers who 

incorporate Indigenous words in their composition titles. The article mentioned, “A 

stereotyping of the vast number of Aboriginal languages and cultures occurs when 

Aboriginal words are used as titles” (p. 41). Similarly, Deer (2017) identified 

appropriation as, “This manifests itself in film, television, fashion, art, sports logos and 

boils down to how Indigenous identities and cultures are represented: often without free, 

prior and informed consent” (N.P.). 

            Beveridge (2022) warned that music educators seeking to engage with Indigenous 

knowledge must be culturally responsive to their students. The author stated, “The 

mindset of “teacher as expert/student as empty vessel” can set up a situation where harm 

could occur from an activity that was not intended that way” (p. 60). Beveridge further 

emphasized that the risk of cultural appropriation cannot justify failing to expand 

curricula beyond the traditional Western core, and it is the teacher's responsibility to 

choose the appropriate approaches (p. 61). Howard (2020) quoted N. Bruce Duthu, a 

member of the United Homa Nation of Louisiana, who “described the harm caused by 
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culturally appropriating historically marginalized Native American culture as if it’s part 

of the public domain, as if one can simply go into this reservoir of stereotypical images 

and draw from it without any kind of limitation or concern. When lands have been lost 

and cultures have been decimated, one of the last things left to be appropriated from 

Native cultures is their very dignity” (p. 69). 

            Sandler (2001) discussed how stereotypical musical representations of Indigenous 

peoples extend beyond appropriation and become tropes. He used the example of the 

Braves chant, heard at Atlanta Braves baseball games, and suggested, “Stereotypical 

depictions of Native America are perpetuated in these chants. These sonic sketches are 

not merely distasteful but are often, in fact, highly offensive to the people whose culture 

they supposedly depict” (p. 39). 

Transition 

            Cultural appropriation and cultural hybridization are complex issues in music 

education. In the following section of this literature review, I will engage with literature 

that explores the concept of authenticity. 

 

Authenticity 

            Authenticity is a complex and slippery concept. The literature shows little 

agreement on what it means, which may explain the relatively small body of research. I 

examined literature about authenticity in cultures and divided my findings into three 

categories: what is authenticity, frozen in time, and whether they say so. 
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What is Authenticity? 

            Moore (2002) developed three “poles of perspective” (p. 213) regarding what 

authenticity may imply. First, he quoted Taylor, stating that authenticity is “wherein an 

expression is perceived to be authentic if it can be traced to an initiatory instance” (p. 

213), which implies that a cultural item is authentic if we know and can identify its 

origin. Moore explained that the three poles of authenticity include first-person 

authenticity, where the performer or creator produces an event or object that has integrity 

and is not mediated through someone else (p. 215). The second pole is third-person 

authenticity, where the performer or creator accurately represents the ideas of another. 

Lastly, the third pole, second-person authenticity, validates the listener’s experience by 

“telling it like it is for them” (p. 220).   

            Jones and Royles (2020) highlighted a tendency, in the pursuit of authenticity, to 

“reduce complex social realities in over-simplistic ways. Identities, cultures, places, and 

so on become essentialized through recourse to notions of authenticity, meaning that, 

once again, complex social realities are reduced to simple essences” (p. 1095). The 

authors noted that art, prior to mass reproduction, was geographically linked, and this 

association carried a sense of authenticity. They proposed that place-based ideas of 

sincerity and authenticity may “promote a more flexible and inclusive account of 

authenticity by showing, for instance, how understandings of a particular group identity 

can vary – and can be held to be equally sincere – across space” (p. 1096). 

            Maher et al. (2018) examined the development of an Indigenous tourist attraction 

and interpretation center in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, transitioning from abstract 
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concepts to practical applications. The authors identified several key elements essential 

for creating an authentic experience: inclusion of Mi’kmaw knowledge holders in the 

project and the community’s eagerness to engage with it. Vowel (2016) outlined several 

clear and concise steps for assessing the authenticity of Indigenous culture: 

1.         Which specific Indigenous nation is this story from? (Cherokee, Cree, 

Dene, Navajo?) 

2.         Which community is this story from? (for example, Saddle Lake Cree 

Nation. If you get an answer like the Hopis of New Brunswick, you can 

stop here. The story is fake. It needs to be a community that actually exists 

or existed at the specific time a version of the story was told.) 

3.         Who from that community told this story? (p. 94) 

The author continued and advised, “If you cannot determine where the story came from, 

then please do not pass it on as being from ‘X-nation” (p. 95). 

Frozen in Time 

            Vowel (2016) warned against the risk of linking tradition with authenticity. The 

author argued that the practices of First Nations people are authentic to their society and 

expresses frustration, saying, “I’m not going to belabor the frozen-in-time approach, and 

how flipping bizarre it is to read about people telling us not to haul game home in pickup 

trucks or use kitchen appliances to make frybread or use gasoline in our motorboats, 

because once you think about it, the weirdness should be self-evident” (p. 167). Similarly, 

Moore (2002) pointed out that the idea of authenticity needing to “reflect back to an 

earlier practice” (p. 213) is limited and does not capture the essence of performance.  
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Royles (2020) warned that such backward-looking views of authenticity “has the 

clear potential to alienate and exclude other social forms and practices: those which do 

not reflect the allegedly authentic characteristics of the thing in question” (p. 1095). 

Royles continued, quoting Taylor, who asked, “What are the power relationships that 

inhere in claims to authenticity? To what extent are such claims accepted, amended, or 

contested by others?" (p. 1096). Oberhofer (2020) discussed the tendency in music 

education to seek purity and exclude music made by First Nations musicians that do not 

reflect “isolated and traditional samples” (p. 50). The author continued by stating, “By 

searching for authenticity, educators can essentially freeze cultures in time, rendering 

them stagnant” (p. 50) 

Because They Say So 

            Scales (2013) outlined the challenges faced by the North American Aboriginal 

Recording Industry, noting that the genre and classification system in Aboriginal music 

“a role in exactly which music gets recorded, when and Why a particular musical style or 

performer gets recorded, and how that commercial product is subsequently brought to 

market and consumed by particular target audiences (p. 126). Scales highlighted how the 

creativity of Aboriginal performers enabled them to “creatively engage both with this 

industry and with musical traditions of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal origin, 

reinventing centuries-old musical styles and imagining innovative new ones (p. 126).  

            Moore (2020) stated that artists speak for themselves, “and that they speak the 

truth of their own culture, thereby representing (present) others” (p. 209). The author 

continued, suggesting, “‘Authenticity’ is a matter of interpretation which is made and 
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fought for from within a cultural and, thus, historicised position. It is ascribed, not 

inscribed” (p. 210). Derksen et al. (2019), speaking as a collective of First Nations 

composers, were most concise, stating, “Simply, a work is Indigenous when it is created 

by an Indigenous artist, regardless of theme or topic” (Derksen, et al., 2019). 

Transition 

            First Nations musicians constantly create and recreate traditions, and the literature 

above suggests that educators ask knowledge bearers and listen to their answers about 

what is considered authentic music. In the final section of this literature review, I will 

examine literature that explores collaboration between First Nations and settler 

musicians. 

Collaboration 

            This is perhaps the most crucial section of this literature review concerning this 

study. Settler music educators engaging with Indigenous music within instrumental music 

education structures are attempting to understand the engagement protocols but require a 

clear, or even vague, framework for entering those protocols. In this section of the 

literature review, I focused extensively on the work of Dylan Robinson and his book 

Hungry Listening. I have categorized the literature I examined into four areas: the need 

for collaboration, power issues, cultural sensitivity, and examples of instrumental music 

collaborations. 

The Need for Collaboration 

            Battisti (2013) suggested that, “There may be complexities involved in blending 

and overlapping knowledge systems” (p. 98). Battisti continued by stating that this 
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blending and overlapping requires “respect, collaboration, and dialogue between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples” (p. 98). Similarly, Robinson (2020) stated that 

“The current climate of reconciliation and a national ideology of official multiculturalism 

are predisposed toward, if not entirely predicated on, processes of dialogue and 

relationship building between Indigenous and settler Canadians” (p. 232). Reid (2020), 

writing from a non-Indigenous perspective, suggested, “As a non-Indigenous scholar 

working with Ewipkek, I must approach research in a collaborative way that shows an 

understanding of the shared histories between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in 

Canada” (p. 2). Brayko et al. (2025) discussed the development of Indigenous language 

programs and stated, “The process of building the partnership included complex and 

rewarding relational work. As expected, when diverse stakeholders came together to 

engage in new forms of activity, there were instances of tension or disequilibrium” (p. 

10). These moments of tension or disequilibrium are also reflected in other scholars’ 

experiences. 

            Some scholars have identified issues in the processes of collaboration. Robinson 

(2020) noted that musical collaborations are crafted not to offend the Western ear, and 

when discussing the desire for the familiarity of songs or recognizability of rhythm or 

instrumentation, stated, “It is the desire for frameworks of display that serve the colonial 

pallet and satiate the hunger for context” (p. 232). Young (2023) addressed the 

indigenization of education as still lacking “the proper collaboration with Indigenous 

people” (p. 29). The author added, “non-Indigenous educators can, at best, only 

disseminate Indigenous knowledge from a co-present association level” (p. 31). 
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Issues of Power 

            Reid (2020) discussed power dynamics in collaborations and suggested, “It was 

important for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars to carve out the space for 

naming and examining the mechanisms of Eurocentric colonialism and not place those 

burdens solely on the shoulders of Indigenous peoples” (p. 112). Reid continued by 

stating that exemplary settler collaborators “know their own locations and complicities 

with colonialism” (p. 112). Strachan and Nickelson (2018) argued, “Collaboration 

between Indigenous and settler creators, we argue, must always be witnessed as a site of 

productive tension rather than resolution” (p. 84). Conversely, Robinson talked about the 

relationship between Indigenous music and settler positionality as “one of possession and 

extraction,” that devalues Indigenous ownership of cultural items (p. 232).  

            Robinson developed a taxonomy of collaborative processes that interact with 

power structures. This taxonomy was intended to frame the collaboration between 

Indigenous musicians and professional Western classical musicians. 

1–Integration 

2–Nation to Nation musical trading and reciprocal presentation 

3–Extended trading that results in integration 

4–Structures that allow for co-existence that refuse integration (p. 23) 

Robinson explained that each level represents a more balanced power structure within the 

collaboration. 
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Issues of Cultural Sensitivity in Collaboration 

            Engaging with Indigenous musics as a settler educator requires an understanding 

of the function and meaning of those musics. Young (2023) suggested, “When sharing 

Indigenous knowledge, particularly Cree knowledge, people often ask themselves: what 

connects them to Cree culture as a whole; what connects them to the person to whom 

they are conveying the message; am I qualified to share the message; and finally, what is 

the message that needs to be conveyed” (p. 30). On the opposite end of the collaborative 

spectrum, Robinson (2020) warned about the hegemony of the artistic process of 

collaboration, stating that empathy and effect alone are not sufficient, referring to them as 

‘crude.’ There is a tendency for artistic collaborations between settlers and Indigenous 

peoples to lead to a hegemonic process of trying not to upset the audience (p. 232). 

            Conversely, Battisti expressed optimism for collaborative efforts in Canadian 

education and stated, “An inclusive Canadian education system is well placed to nourish 

and export the protocols of respect, collaboration, and creativity that achieve justice in 

education and lead to the revaluing and protection internationally of Indigenous 

knowledge and heritage” (p. 113). 

Collaborative Instrumental Music Projects 

            Typical engagement with Indigenous music in instrumental music has often been 

limited to arrangements, adaptations, and transcriptions of Indigenous songs (Ambro, 

2007; Beeler, 2021). In Canada, there have been attempts to engage with Indigenous 

musics in concert band pieces in ways that seem to align with Robinson’s (2020) 

taxonomy of engagement.  
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            Carry (2022) reported on a collaboration between the West Vancouver Youth Band 

and Spakwus Slolem (Eagle Song Dancers) from the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish) First 

Nation. This collaboration involved reimagining three songs by Squamish composer Bob. 

Baker and Western classical composer Robert Buckley. The West Vancouver Youth Band 

conductor stated,  

He’s listed as the composer in the publications and receives royalties.  

And Bob Buckley is listed as 'reimagined for symphonic band' underneath 

And Bob Baker is at the top. And that's how it should be. Permission was  

Sought and granted; proper copyright was secured for Bob. So, this is his music  

In perpetuity. Whereas it used to be just taken (p. 1). 

Winnipeg composer and educator Kenley Kristofferson composed Cardinal 

Elements, a Four-movement work of reconciliation (2021). Cardinal Elements is a piece 

for wind ensemble and First Nations drumming circle. In the pre-talk for the premiere of 

Cardinal Elements, Kristofferson (2021) stated, "The story we are telling right now is a 

snapshot of Canadian History: where we are right now with truth and reconciliation, 

where we are right now with mending our relationships between settlers and Indigenous 

Canadians." 

In the premiere of Cardinal Elements, the wind ensemble was front and center, 

dressed in formal black and led by a conductor. The drumming circle was very far stage 

left. The composer pointed...that he heard two main responses to the work. “Some people 

said this musical dialogue is exactly what we need to be doing in Canada, while others 

remarked that the lack of dialogue reflects what is happening in Canada: people talking 
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past one other" (Kristofferson interview, 2023). 

Robinson pointed out that inclusionary music aims to incorporate Indigenous 

performers and music into Western classical works. He continued, “Such inclusionary 

efforts bolster an intransigent system of presentation guided by an interest in—and often 

fixation-on Indigenous content, but not Indigenous structure” (p. 6). Robinson suggested 

that musicians cannot achieve genuine collaboration due to the inherent imbalances 

embedded in the process. 

Conclusion 

 In this literature review, I have attempted to engage with texts that inform the 

process of responding to the calls to action from the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC) regarding education, specifically "Developing and implementing 

kindergarten to grade twelve curriculum and learning resources on Aboriginal peoples in 

Canadian history, and the history and legacy of residential schools" and "Building student 

capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect" (TRC, p. 7). In 

this effort, I examined the following categories: Critical Pedagogy and Indigenous music. 

            Within the Critical Pedagogy category, I explored CRP, CRT, and CSP, along with 

social justice education, allyship, and decolonization. As I examined literature related to 

Indigenous music, I investigated appropriation, authenticity, and collaboration. The 

literature was not well-defined, and many crossover ideas and concepts exist. This is 

illustrated in the literature web at the beginning of this literature review. In Chapter 

Three, I will present the methodology of the study I designed, which was informed by 

this literature review.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

 

 In designing a study to explore the intersection of Mi’kmaq music, settler 

ensembles, and Truth and Reconciliation, I sought a methodology that would support the 

implied social justice theme of my research question and provide a theoretical foundation 

to frame it. In this chapter, I discuss qualitative research methodology, specifically 

focusing on action research and arts-based research, along with my role as the researcher. 

As theoretical frameworks, I examined my research question through the lens of 

culturally sustaining pedagogy and the Mi’kmaq concept of Etuaptmumk, or two-eyed 

seeing. I then present my research design, data collection processes, and tools. Finally, I 

address the reliability of my findings, including potential bias, research limitations, and 

ethical considerations. 

Methods, Methodology, and Theoretical Framework 

I identified with a constructivist philosophical approach because the overarching 

objective was to help students build their understanding of the role and significance of 

Indigenous music in their classroom. I chose action research to explore the students' 

experiences, narratives and develop insights regarding what the DEECD referred to as 

“music’s inherent ability to inform, influence, and sustain cultural identity” (p. 7). 

Utilizing action research enabled me to gather rich, detailed descriptions of the students’ 

stories, the stories of the Mi’kmaq knowledge bearer, and my own.  
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Action Research 

            Because I was a practitioner aiming to understand a problem or need with my 

students in my unique context, I chose action research as my methodology. I wanted to 

explore the developing stories of the orchestra students I taught and draw conclusions 

from this process that could assist other educators with the students they teach and 

conduct. My understanding of action research was shaped by Efron and Ravid’s (2013) 

explanation as research carried out by practitioners that is “constructivist, situational, 

practical, systematic, and cyclical” (p. 7).  

My study was situational in that I sought to examine the interaction of Mi’kmaq 

music within settler instrumental ensembles, particularly the high school orchestra that I 

conducted and taught. It was also practical because I investigated a concern directly 

related to my work as a practitioner. The results will inform my practice improvements. I 

designed the study as a systematic and thorough process, and I believe the results raised 

more questions on the topic, thus creating a cyclical process. I will discuss this process in 

detail in later chapters. 

I chose action research because of the specific question I wanted to explore. After 

reviewing the literature on Truth and Reconciliation and decolonizing instrumental 

rehearsal spaces, I determined that I wanted to work directly with an ensemble. In Nova 

Scotia, very few ensemble music educators engage with Mi’kmaq music due to a lack of 

guidance. Designing a study based on action research principles enabled me to 

collaborate with my students and devote the necessary time to engage with the research 

question. 
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Action research in action.  

I examined two studies that employed action research in music education settings. 

Although these studies are not considered methodological sources, I used these studies to 

inform the design of my study and establish expectations for the discussion and results 

sections of this dissertation. In this section, I chose to present both studies. The first was 

an action research study centered on student retention in a choral program. The authors of 

this study aimed to understand the complex reasons students remained in a high school 

choral program. I searched for similar complexities in the data I planned to collect. The 

second study I reviewed investigated the use of technology in a traditional music college. 

This study explored the necessity for educators to change and adapt to new ideas, which 

aligns with the goals of my own study. 

 In an action research study, Conway and Borst (2001) interviewed six high 

school choral students and their parents. All the students were enrolled in choral classes 

at Borst High School. The authors designed these interviews to explore the students’ 

motivation for remaining in the choral program (p. 6). Conway and Borst concluded, 

“Choral experiences in this setting appeared to be a positive influence on these students' 

lives involving school, home, and church” (p. 7). However, the authors also noted, “The 

value of art for art's sake did not emerge as a significant reason for participating in choir 

from students or their parents” (p. 7). This conclusion led the authors to suggest that 

choral educators in their district develop strategies to teach the aesthetic value of choral 

music more effectively and profoundly (p. 8). 
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The study that Conway and Borst (2001) conducted reflected my desire as a 

practitioner to understand, in the case of the study I designed, how my students 

understood and interacted with Mi’kmaq music. Utilizing action research placed my 

students and me in a scenario that encouraged us to reflect on this interaction and draw 

conclusions about the efficacy of engaging with Mi’kmaq music.  

            Bolivar-Chavez et al. (2021) conducted an action research study to investigate 

how technology influences music education at an Ecuadorian university. The authors 

interviewed students and teachers to examine the various ways that technology impacted 

their teaching and learning (p. 415). In discussing the results, the authors concluded that 

students were 1–more engaged when music technology was utilized; 2–Teachers 

occasionally found it challenging to transition to new technology, which resulted in 

uncomfortable dynamics in the classroom when teachers were unable to answer 

technology-related questions; and 3–Regardless of the technology, teachers often 

prioritized content over the teaching process (p. 423). The authors noted that for students 

to gain confidence in the introduction of new technology into the music program, “it is 

clear that, to generate these changes, the model requires a key figure, which is either a 

teacher or a teaching team with attitudinal, didactic/pedagogical, and technical 

competence” (p. 424).   

 This study informed my work insofar as the broad concept of how technology 

impacted music education was similar to the large scope of engaging with Truth and 

Reconciliation in settler instrumental classrooms and rehearsals. In both instances, the 

study design had to be structured in such a way as to allow for a wide range of answers 
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and opinions from the participants, leading to multiple threads of data as the researchers 

sought conclusions.  

            The designs of both studies shared the goal of examining a situational and 

practical problem. The studies were systematic, and the authors discussed 

recommendations that led to further questions in a cyclical process. The authors' designs 

and results suggested that an action research methodology was appropriate for the 

research question. 

Pedagogy of Listening 

 As a settler music educator, examining the motivations behind my research has 

been central to my thinking about the methodology of this study. Kuntz (2015) asserted, 

“Methodologists can no longer distance themselves or their methodological work from 

larger philosophical debates on knowing and being” (p. 124). The epistemology and 

ontology of the music of Mi’kma’ki fundamentally differ from those of Western classical 

music (Tulk, 2012). As a music educator responsible for sharing the music of Mi’kma’ki, 

I have struggled to fully engage with this work and to participate in the conversation 

knowledgeably and respectfully. Ultimately, I believe that the process of decolonization 

requires all researchers to engage in what Hammond (2015) described as a “pedagogy of 

listening” (p. 78), or a practice of “empathetic, attentive listening that builds rapport” (p. 

78). This intentional approach to methodology has guided me toward critical theory, 

particularly culturally sustaining pedagogy, as the theoretical foundation for the research. 

Hammond's pedagogy of listening shaped our collective work in the study. The 

students needed to listen to learn the songs, absorb Laurel's teachings, and communicate 
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with one another as they created arrangements. Throughout the study, a culture of 

listening emerged that reflected the pedagogy of the Mi’kmaq people, as described in the 

AFN holistic model of learning (AFN, 2021). This pedagogy, or culture of listening, was 

fundamentally essential to the study process and was evident in the data and the work 

developed for presentation. 

Review of the Theoretical Framework 

 This dissertation is framed within culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP), as 

defined by Paris and Alim (2017). Good-Perkins (2022) discussed CSP within a 

framework of music education. Good-Perkins noted that students’ cultures should be 

acknowledged as “life-giving entities unto themselves, and not merely a bridge for 

teaching dominant culture” (p. 18). merely being a bridge to the dominant culture rather 

than a life-giving entity on its own. As previously discussed in Chapter Two, the 

Mi’kmaq concept of Etuaptmumk, or two-eyed seeing, refers to learning to see from one 

eye with the strengths of Indigenous knowledge and ways of knowing and from the other 

eye with the strengths of Western knowledge and ways of knowing. It emphasizes 

learning to use both these perspectives together for the benefit of all (CBU, n.d.). 

Research Design 

The study included a four-week artist-in-residence program featuring a Mi’kmaw 

singer and educator, along with the Halifax Regional Arts Symphony Orchestra, which 

consists of a high school orchestra of 35 members aged 16 to 18. I selected Laurel 

(pseudonym) to be the Mi’kmaw artist because she is both a performer and a Mi’kmaq 

educator. I chose the Halifax Regional Arts Symphony Orchestra because it was the 
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ensemble I conducted during the study. As an arts administrator, my interaction with 

students was limited; this was the only ensemble I worked with. The HRA Symphony 

included students from nine different schools who met weekly for two-hour rehearsals. 

The Mi’kmaw artist rehearsed with the orchestra members for 90 minutes once a 

week over three weeks. In the fourth week, the artist and the orchestra showcased the 

collaborative results in a performance. I designed the study to represent a typical 

performance preparation cycle for the orchestra I worked with. Three full 90-minute 

rehearsals on small pieces mirror my experience in a standard concert preparation cycle. 

While this doesn't represent the extended engagement of a semester, it is comparable in 

duration to a standard performance preparation cycle for the program I oversaw. 

The musical experience was rooted in traditional Mi’kmaq teaching methods, 

avoiding the use of music notation. The orchestra, which included both me and the 

Mi’kmaw artist, sat in a circle instead of the conventional Western arrangement that 

separates instruments and emphasizes lead players. This approach eliminated the top-

down managerial style of music-making typical in our usual rehearsals outside of the 

study, such as conducting from the podium and making most musical decisions. The 

orchestra members learned the songs by ear; Laurel began by singing for the students and 

playing recordings of the songs. The students then sang the songs and eventually played 

them on their instruments by ear.  

As I discussed the study process with the students, many expressed concerns 

about feeling unprepared to learn by ear. Several students had not undergone aural 

training that would have equipped them for the challenges of learning two Mi’kmaq 
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songs without notation. The relative ease of the experience eased many of the students' 

trepidations as the study progressed. However, preparing the students for the necessary 

ear training required some nuance in facilitation. 

 In the performance, the songs were presented in a circle, with the audience 

surrounding us. This approach to music-making aimed to immerse both the students and 

me in a form of musical allyship, where we set aside Western performance techniques 

and elements such as concert attire, a stage, and specific lighting, and were instead 

guided by a knowledge keeper. I developed the traditional Mi’kmaq process based on 

discussions with and guidance from two Mi’kmaq knowledge keepers, Laurel and 

Jonathan (pseudonym). 

As I designed the study, I carefully considered the logistics and flow of the 

sessions. The students were unfamiliar with performing and rehearsing in a circle, so I 

took time before the study began to prepare them for the epistemic adaptation they would 

need. Since I wanted to include members of the orchestra who did not wish to participate, 

I also scheduled the final half-hour of rehearsal as a return to our standard setup. There 

were logistical challenges that needed attention. 

In this study I also examined a variation of Etuaptmumk, or two-eyed seeing. As I 

explained in Chapter Two, two-eyed seeing “refers to learning to see from one eye with 

the strengths of Indigenous knowledge and ways of knowing, and from the other eye with 

the strengths of Western knowledge and ways of knowing ... and learning to use both 

these eyes together for the benefit of all” (CBU, n.d.). The students drew on their 

understanding of Western classical techniques, such as scales, chords, and texture, to 
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create accompaniments for the two songs they learned. I present this in Chapter Four as 

two-eyed music-making. Leavy (2015) discussed collaborative creation as case study 

research and commented: 

The particular power of music as a vehicle for sharing information in these and 

other ways is now being harnessed by researchers creating research 

methodologies that use music as a model for data analysis and interpretation (p. 

124). 

A Pre-Study Experience. A month before the study began, the orchestra and a 

Mi’kmaq singer performed in a more traditional Western classical concert venue. This 

experience also informed the study. The students performed a piece composed in a 

Western classical style for orchestra and singer, blending Western classical orchestral 

techniques with a Mi’kmaq traditional song. The guest artist was seated in front of the 

orchestra, serving as the soloist, while the orchestra accompanied the singer. The work 

included a section of basic improvised accompaniment. The piece was composed by 

Mi’kmaw singer Aaron Prosper and me, titled Ji’kmaqn. I chose this initial musical 

experience to explore what Robinson (2020) describes as “Structures that allow for co-

existence that refuse integration” (p. 23). I interpreted Robinson to mean a work that 

showcased both Western polyphonic composition for orchestra and Mi’kmaq song 

without integrating the two into something new. 

The study aimed to explore the experiences of the students, the Mi’kmaq artists, 

and myself in two collaborative processes, and to examine how these musical experiences 

may assist the participants in engaging with the educational calls to action from the TRC 
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authors. 

Data Collection 

In this section I will describe the process for selection of candidates for the study, 

as well as how the data was collected. Students obtained parental or guardian permission 

via a detailed permission form that outlined the research's nature and intent, along with 

potential risks and benefits (See appendix C). The Mi’kmaw performer was informed of 

the details of the research and the associated risks and benefits. The performer also signed 

a consent form to participate in this project.  

Calls to Action of TRC and Interview Questions 

Although four categories and eight calls to action in the TRC specifically relate to 

education, I identified three recommendations that I could impact as an educator in my 

rehearsals and classes. I chose the calls to action that could be facilitated by an 

instrumental music educator. For example, Call to action 62.3 calls for the funding of 

Aboriginal schools. This is not a call to action that a teacher can address. The spirit of the 

TRC, I believe, asks each Canadian to do what they can do to facilitate Truth and 

Reconciliation. That spirit guided my choice of calls to action to address. 

The authors of the TRC calls to action encourage teachers to “Make age-

appropriate curriculum on residential schools, Treaties, and Aboriginal peoples' historical 

and contemporary contributions to Canada a mandatory education requirement for 

Kindergarten to Grade Twelve students” (TRC, 62.1). They also called for an annual 

commitment to Aboriginal education issues, including “Developing and implementing 

Kindergarten to Grade Twelve curriculum and learning resources on Aboriginal peoples 
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in Canadian history, and the history and legacy of residential schools” (TRC, 63.1), and 

“Building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect” 

(TRC, 63.3). 

The students' interview questions aimed to explore the study's impact on their 

perceptions of Indigenous history, which includes residential schools, contemporary 

Indigenous music creation, and traditional Indigenous music practices. Additionally, in 

accordance with recommendation 63.3, students’ views on the collaborative process were 

also assessed.  The student interview questions may be found in Appendix A. 

I interviewed five students for data collection. Many students volunteered, and I 

selected five who represented a balance of ages and gender identities. Two students 

identified as male, two as female, and one as non-binary. The students ranged in age from 

15 to 18 and were in grades 10–12. None self-identified as Mi’kmaq or as any other First 

Nation member. I conducted three interviews with each of the five students. The students 

were interviewed after the second, third, and final sessions. The interviews were 

conducted via Zoom and lasted between 10 and 25 minutes each, depending on the 

student. I transcribed each interview using Otter, a transcription application. The 

questions for the first two student interviews were the same. I asked different questions 

during the third interview. I chose semi-structured interviews because the study involved 

students. Providing them with questions to think about allowed them to feel comfortable 

expanding on their answers in directions I could not anticipate. Their initial comfort with 

some of the questions made them feel more confident in the interview. 
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Mi’kmaq Collaborator Interview 

At her request, after the final session, I interviewed Laurel via Zoom for 

approximately 45 minutes. I transcribed this interview using Otter. The students’ 

interview questions and Laurel’s interview questions may be found in Appendix B. 

Field Notes 

I recorded each session and the final presentation on an iPhone 14. After each 

session, I reviewed the video and took detailed field notes. I then summarized those notes 

with initial conclusions, ideas, and plans for the next session. At the end of the project, I 

wrote a comprehensive reflection on my impressions of the four weeks. I transcribed 

these notes into a Microsoft Word document using speech-to-text technology each week. 

Member Checking 

After transcribing the interviews, I sent copies to each interviewee. I asked them 

to verify the transcription, giving them the opportunity to revise or expand on their 

responses to the questions. Four of the students read and approved their transcriptions 

without any edits. One student requested revisions due to a transcription error. Laurel did 

not require any changes to her transcription. 

 I also videoed the three collaborative sessions and the performances on an iPhone 

14. I wrote journal entries and observations of the session and performance videos to 

support my real-time journaling. The journal entries that I made of the video allowed me 

to provide additional context to my real-time journaling. There were many musical and 

relational moments that I would have missed had I not observed the video. This was 

particularly apparent after the presentation. I was so involved in being part of the 
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presentation, and the video allowed me to view the presentation from a wider contextual 

angle, thus informing my perception of the event. 

The Four Weeks of the Study (Observations and Journals) 

 To create the most complete picture of the engagement between Laurel, the 

students, and me throughout the study, I organized my analysis of the video observations 

and journal entries chronologically. After each session, I immediately watched the videos 

to ensure the highest level of contextual understanding on my part. I collected 

observations and notes from each session based on my analysis of the video and my 

journal. In Chapter Four, I presented the four sessions in chronological order so the 

reader can see the process of developing data and how this data connects to the thematic 

elements I ultimately chose to pursue.  

Data Analysis 

 I conducted a thematic analysis after collecting, transcribing, and member-

checking the data. I used manual coding instead of a computer application and looked for 

overarching thematic ideas that might emerge. I examined patterns in students’ 

perceptions and understandings of the relationship between their experiences in the two 

performance events and the calls to action of the TRC. I was interested in exploring the 

relationships that developed during the music-making process. I sought to understand 

how the students would engage with the Mi’kmaw musician and how that engagement 

might influence their personal understanding of Truth and Reconciliation. Additionally, I 

aimed to investigate how creating music in a more traditionally Mi’kmaq-influenced style 

would affect the students’ conceptualization of empathy and their interest in Mi’kmaq 
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music 

I organized the data into four broad categories reflecting the responses from the 

students, Laurel, and my reflections and reactions to the experience. I will present these 

results in four categories: 1. Relationships, 2. Cultural Teachings and Teachings on Truth 

and Reconciliation, 3. Two-Eyed Music Making, and 4. Experiential Differences. In 

Chapter Four, I will discuss how these findings relate to and interact with the research 

question. 

            The responses from the Mi’kmaw performer were more sophisticated and 

nuanced than those of the students. The data analysis and resulting categories informed 

the results and discussion sections of this dissertation. 

Reliability 

I took the following steps to address the reliability of the data I collected 

throughout this study. 

1. I collected data through audio interviews, videos of sessions and 

performances, journaling, and a more sophisticated interview with the 

Mi’kmaq artist. These processes address triangulation through multiple data 

points. 

2. The study’s design was intended to be a prolonged experience. Four 

consecutive sessions allowed for the development of relationships between 

the students, the Mi’kmaw musician, and me, facilitating reliable data 

gathering through interviews. 
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3. My journaling was reflexive, and I strove for deep analysis of the study as it 

progressed. I commented on my own experiences as well as my perceived 

experiences of the students and the Mi’kmaq singer. 

4.   I shared a transcript of each interview with the interviewee for member-

checking purposes. Participants could amend their transcripts if they felt their 

words were not transcribed correctly or misrepresented. I had one participant 

ask for a revision to their transcript because of what they perceived as a 

transcription error. 

5. I structured the interview questions to utilize neutral language. 

6. I strove to create non-leading questions. 

7.   I sought the input of two of my DMA colleagues for review purposes. My 

colleagues made suggestions on structure, such as where to put particular 

ideas in a section of a chapter, and APA format. 

8. I consulted with my research advisor, and the reading team reviewed the 

study. 

9. The Boston University Institutional Review Board approved the study.  

Role of the Researcher 

            This was action research, and I was actively engaged in the research process. In 

my earlier positionality statement within this dissertation, I carefully reflected on my 

personal bias as a settler educator. There is a possibility that the students I worked with 

might have answered the interview questions in ways they thought would please me or 

align with my study objectives. I discussed this concern with all the students; however, I 
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cannot ensure their reliability. To tackle this issue, I interviewed numerous students to 

obtain a broad spectrum of responses, including those from students representing various 

social and gender communities within the orchestra.  

 In my journaling, I strove to be intensely self-reflective. Drawing conclusions 

about relationships between settler students and Indigenous music was fraught with the 

potential for bias and privilege. I rigorously interrogated my methods, motivations, and 

understanding of the music and culture I was engaging with. I consistently checked in 

with Laurel to confirm that I was communicating respectfully and working with her in a 

way that allowed for a collaborative relationship.  

Limitations of the research 

The research results are specific to the content. While I made efforts to ensure the 

data is transferable, I can only comment on them and speculate about potential 

applications in similar collaborations between settler instrumental ensembles and 

Indigenous musicians. In Chapter Five, I discuss how the study results might apply to 

comparable programs in similar situations. 

Conclusion  

           This study's design aimed to allow me to examine and interpret student 

impressions, interactions, and understandings of a collaborative cultural project with a 

Mi’kmaw musician. The students engaged with traditional Mi’kmaq music in an 

environment designed to reflect traditional Mi’kmaq teaching methods, enabling them to 

contribute their knowledge to the creative process. In Chapter Four, I will discuss the 
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study’s results, analyze the multiple interviews, and reflect on my journaling and how 

these data points interact. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Results 

 

“Schools be considered a sacred landscape—a sacred space of engagement” 

(Garcia & Shirley, 2012, p. 76). 

 

In this chapter, I present the study results, review the research methodology, 

structure, and function, and then display the findings in large thematic units. A discussion 

of these results will follow in Chapter Five. The research question for this study was: 

How can the calls to action of the TRC be facilitated in a praxial settler 

instrumental music classroom or rehearsal? 

Halifax Regional Arts 

 Halifax Regional Arts (HRA) is a supplementary-funded arts education program 

that is part of the Halifax Regional Centre for Education (HRCE). In Nova Scotia, 

education is a provincial responsibility. However, HRA receives supplementary funding 

from the tax base of the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM). The educators and 

administrators of HRA enhance and support the provincially funded arts programs within 

HRCE. The program serves all 140 HRCE schools and 32 enhancement ensembles, 

including bands, choirs, and orchestras. HRA educators offer the only public-school 

string program in Eastern Canada, serving approximately 4,000 string students annually. 

Halifax Regional Arts Symphony Orchestra 

The Halifax Regional Arts Symphony Orchestra (HRAS) is a non-auditioned 

enhancement ensemble and the only high school symphony orchestra in Nova Scotia. 

Students from various schools come together weekly to participate. Regular rehearsals 
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take place on Tuesdays from 4:30 p.m. to 6:30 p.m. In the 2023–2024 school year, the 

students in HRAS were in grades nine through twelve and represented nine different 

schools, with ages ranging from fifteen to eighteen. The Halifax Regional Arts Symphony 

performed three major concerts during the 2023–2024 school year, including a 

performance at an international new music festival and renditions of both Beethoven’s 

Symphony No. 1 in C Major, Op. 21: Mvt. 1 Adagio Molto-Allegro con Brio, and 

Dvořák’s Symphony No. 9 in E Minor, Op. 95 From the New World: Mvt. 1 Adagio-

Allegro. 

The Study 

I designed the study using an action research design and grounded it in culturally 

sustaining pedagogy. It consisted of a four-week residency with Laurel, a Mi’kmaw 

educator, musician, and artist, along with the students at HRAS. I also took part in the 

study as a musician and educator. Laurel participated in four consecutive sessions. The 

first three sessions lasted approximately 90 minutes each, while the fourth session 

included a one-hour presentation for parents and friends. The sessions took place on 

February 27, March 5, and March 19, with the presentation on March 25, 2024. The 

students were on spring break on the Tuesday between March 5th and March 19th. Out of 

the 35 students at HRAS, 32 chose to participate in the study. The three students who 

opted out decided to remain in the orchestra, as we rehearsed traditional Western classical 

repertoire during the last thirty minutes of each of the first three sessions and the final 

hour of the fourth session. 
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I deliberately and mindfully structured the sessions to remove the students from a 

typical Western classical ensemble rehearsal structure and place them in a space that 

resembled more traditional Mi’kmaq music-making. Students sat in a circle with their 

instruments, without music stands, music notation, or a conductor. Laurel and I sat in the 

circle with the students, who were not grouped by instrument but instead sat wherever 

they liked. I intended not to serve as a conductor or leader but as a participant.  

 
Figure 2-Seating Plan 

The Assembly of First Nations (AFN, 2007) identified seven principles in the 

Indigenous Holistic Lifelong Learning Model: holistic, lifelong, experimental, rooted in 

language and culture, spiritually oriented, communal activity, and a mix of Indigenous 

and Western ways of knowing. In this chapter, I will present examples of Laurel’s 

teaching within the framework of these principles. Laurel is a professional Mi’kmaw 

educator grounded in traditional Mi’kmaq and Western methods of teaching, learning, 

and knowing. 
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During each of the first three sessions, Laurel began with traditional teachings. 

She covered topics such as Indian residential schools, Indian day schools, status cards 

and numbers, allyship, stereotypes of First Nations peoples, traditional instruments, 

traditional dance, Mi’kmaq teaching practices, pow wows, Mi’kmaq appreciation for the 

environment, and the Mi’kmaq calendar and lunar cycles. These teachings were framed 

within a spiritual context. After each session, which lasted about ten to fifteen minutes, 

Laurel engaged the students in discussion and questions. 

Laurel taught HRAS two traditional Mi’kmaq songs, both of which utilized 

vocables or syllables instead of words. The songs were "I’ko," a gathering or peace song, 

and “Snake Dance,” which is associated with a game and dance. Laurel explained that 

“Snake Dance” is traditionally sung at Mawi’omi, or powwow, and is accompanied by a 

game played with children. The origins of "I’ko" are less clear; it is believed that it may 

have originally been a peace song between the Mi’kmaq and Kanyen'kehà:ka (Mohawk) 

peoples (Cape Breton University, N.D.). The song "I’ko" is the one misidentified as the 

Mi’kmaq Honour Song in the choral arrangement mentioned in Chapter One. 

The students learned each song by ear. Laurel initially played recordings of each 

song. She then taught the students how to pronounce the vocables and sing each song. 

After mastering the vocal parts, they learned to play the songs on their instruments. We 

did not use music notation. I provided the students with a tonal center, and they worked 

together to learn to play the songs. Finally, they created arrangements for the two songs 

as a group, using their skills as Western musicians. I referred to this process as two-eyed 

music making, which I explore later in this chapter. 
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The presentation during the fourth session took place in the gymnasium of 

Seaforth School (pseudonym), where HRAS rehearses. It lasted about one hour, during 

which HRAS showcased a traditional piece of Western classical repertoire in a mock 

session, performed arrangements of two songs, and danced the snake dance.   

Section One: Study Process 

 In Section One, I outline the chronological process of the study. As well, I provide 

a detailed description of the teachings that Laurel shared with the students in each 

session. In this section I also describe the process of Laurel and I working together to 

facilitate the student’s experience. 

Session One 

 Laurel began the first session by introducing herself. She included information 

about her band or community, her traditional name, and how Mi’kmaq names have been 

anglicized over time. Laurel also shared her experience traveling to the Library and 

Archives of Canada in Ottawa to research her family and their movements throughout 

Nova Scotia. She also discussed the two songs she was going to teach, explaining 

vocables, which are syllables used in Mi’kmaq music that do not correspond with any 

specific linguistic meaning.  

 Laurel began teaching I’ko using her iPhone to introduce two distinct recordings 

of the song by different groups. She explained that these versions reflect a flexible 

approach to music-making, allowing for various interpretations of the music’s meaning. 

Laurel wrote the vocables on the whiteboard and sang the song for the students several 

times. With each repetition, more students joined in. By the fourth time, most students 
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were familiar with both the vocables and the melody. Laurel did not correct any errors or 

offer comments; she simply sang the song. She also noted that the number four is 

significant in Mi’kmaq spirituality, as evidenced by the four regions of the traditional 

medicine wheel. This clarification helped explain why she asked the students to repeat 

each song four times. 

 Once the students learned the melody, I suggested they experiment with their 

instruments. Laurel was singing close to the D concert minor tonal center, so I provided 

that as a starting point along with some simple guitar chords to accompany them. The 

students played while Laurel sang, and by the fourth repetition, most were achieving 

accuracy with the song's pitches. Some were more adept than others, while a few 

struggled. We concluded the session's study portion by singing and playing "I’ko" four 

times.21 The remainder of the rehearsal followed the traditional Western orchestra setup 

and involved Western classical repertoire.  

Session Two 

 Laurel began the second session by teaching about Indian residential schools and 

Indian day schools. She discussed the intergenerational trauma associated with these 

experiences and how such trauma contributed to behaviors within Indigenous 

communities that have fostered the growth of stereotypes among non-Indigenous people. 

She emphasized that allyship involves challenging these stereotypes and advocating for 

the proper treatment and support of Indigenous peoples. These teachings seemed to weigh 

 
21 Session One Excerpt: https://youtu.be/LUdiCdiJHdE 

https://youtu.be/LUdiCdiJHdE
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heavily on the students in HRAS. A sample of the students' comments and reflections on 

these teachings is presented later in this chapter. 

 Laurel began teaching Snake Dance using the same technique she employed for 

I’ko. She played two versions of the song for the students and then wrote the vocables on 

the board. She sang the song to them four times. By the end of the fourth rendition, most 

students had joined in. The song features a natural accelerando, which is part of the game 

associated with it. Laurel did not teach the accelerando or mention that the piece would 

speed up. She performed the accelerando consistently each time, and the students 

followed along. After the students were singing together, Laurel explained that the song 

was a game and that the game was a dance.  

 Once the students learned to sing the song, I suggested they start locating the 

notes on their instruments. “Snake Dance” is faster and relatively longer than "I’ko," so 

the students took more time to work out the notes. They assisted each other extensively 

during this process. As with "I’ko," I identified the relative tonal center (E concert minor) 

and shared it with the students. Again, due to the song’s length and difficulty, it took them 

longer to feel comfortable playing it on their instruments compared to "I’ko."  

 As in session one, Laurel sang the song without providing instruction or 

correction. The students listened attentively to her singing and attempted to reproduce 

what they heard accurately. At the end of the session, the students sang and played the 

song twice. I informed them that they would create their arrangements in session three. 

The remainder of the rehearsal followed the traditional Western format and focused on 

Western repertoire.  
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Session Three 

 During the week before session three, I sent the HRAS students YouTube videos 

of the two songs they had learned so they could review and practice: “Snake Dance” 

(Kitpu Singers, 2014) and "I’ko" (Denny, 2008). This aimed to reinforce the students' 

comfort with the songs, allowing the arranging component to start from a position of 

strength. Sending the songs to the students also highlighted the aural nature of the 

learning process, as some students had requested transcriptions of the songs to practice, 

which I denied because the goal was to engage with the aural learning aspect of Mi’kmaq 

music-making. 

 Laurel began session three by teaching about the Mi’kmaq calendar and moon 

phases. She spoke about an elder who noted that if the Mi’kmaq were naming the moon's 

phases today, the names might differ because the moon's phases are so intricately linked 

to the environment. If salmon run earlier in the year due to global warming, then the 

month when salmon run would change. The students had many questions about this, and 

the concept of Etuaptmumk, or two-eyed seeing, will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Mi’kmaq elders in Nova Scotia developed Etuaptmumk to describe how Indigenous 

peoples can explore scientific concepts, such as environmental issues, with one eye on 

traditional Indigenous knowledge and the other on modern scientific practices (Cape 

Breton University, N.D.b).  

 Laurel reminded the students of the songs by singing "I’ko" and “Snake Dance.” I 

provided guidance on how the students could create their own song arrangements. I 

presented several options, including performing in a round, creating accompanying 
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chords, using pedal tones, dividing the group into singers and instrumentalists, and 

separating the melody from the accompanying rhythms. I offered these options to help 

the students find a starting point for adding their contributions to the songs and to support 

their exploration of improvisation. 

 At this point in the session, Laurel and I stepped back to let the students 

collaborate on creating an arrangement. They began with I’ko and experimented with 

different musical elements. Ultimately, they settled on a four-repetition arrangement 

featuring pedal tones, chordal accompaniment, and unison singing. Laurel sang 

throughout all four repetitions during their performance of the arrangement. 

 The students then moved on to Snake Dance. The call-and-response nature of this 

song influenced the arrangement that the students created. They discussed various ways 

to use instrument groupings, singing, and melodic playing to create contrast across the 

four repetitions of the song. Similar to the previous song, Laurel and I allowed the 

students to develop their vision. The final arrangement featured call and response from 

winds to strings, pedal-tone accompaniment with melodies in groups of treble and bass 

voices, and the entire ensemble singing the song during the last repetition. I played guitar 

throughout the song while Laurel sang all four repetitions.  

 We concluded the third session by rehearsing both arrangements. Following 

Laurel's advice, the students did not write down their arrangements but committed them 

to memory. I informed them that the following week, we would present the results of our 

work to parents and friends in the gymnasium of Seaforth School where we held our 

weekly rehearsals. Laurel expressed to the students that she was honored to work with 
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them and that their collective efforts gave her goosebumps. The students responded 

positively to this statement and seemed eager to share their work. 

Session Four: Presentation 

 About fifty friends and family members attended the final presentation, which 

took place in the gymnasium of Oxford School and had a casual atmosphere. Students did 

not wear concert black; seats were arranged in a circular pattern around the orchestra, and 

none of the concert formalities, such as programs, an emcee, or special lighting, were 

followed. The purpose of this presentation was for the students, Laurel, and me to share 

and celebrate what we had learned.22 

 Laurel began the presentation by introducing herself and the project. She spoke 

about the Mi’kmaq traditional communities in Kjipuktuk, the Mi’kmaq name for the 

Halifax area. She also introduced her sister and son, who had attended the presentation. I 

then spoke about my research and why I felt it was important to music education in Nova 

Scotia. I outlined the nature of the work we had been doing as a collective. 

 I wanted to highlight the difference between a traditional Western classical 

ensemble rehearsal and the work we had been doing as part of the study. To this end, I 

began the presentation with ten minutes of a traditional orchestra rehearsal. HRAS was 

preparing Beethoven’s Symphony No. 1 in C Major, Op. 21: Mvt. 1 Adagio Molto-

Allegro con Brio, so I rehearsed the adagio introduction. I emphasized my role as the 

conductor/educator and pointed out the top-down nature of the rehearsal process. I also 

 
22 Session Four Excerpt: https://youtu.be/492mUub-ZSI 

https://youtu.be/492mUub-ZSI
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noted how the students were seated in relation to their instrument groups and the 

hierarchy within an orchestral structure, including the concertmaster, section leaders, and 

soloists.  

 I then asked the students to form a circle. They removed the music stands, their 

folders of sheet music, and the conductor’s podium. They arranged the chairs in a circle 

and took seats wherever they preferred. Laurel and I joined the circle. I had my guitar, 

and Laurel brought a microphone and a ji’kmaqn, a traditional Mi’kmaq instrument. I 

pointed out the differences between the two setups to the audience. Laurel welcomed the 

students and invited them to recall the two songs by singing along with her. The students 

and I confidently sang both I’ko and Snake Dance along with Laurel. 

I then invited the students to review their arrangements. They had a brief 

discussion about the arrangement of I’ko. Laurel and I tried to step back from this 

discussion and allow the students to lead throughout the process. Next, we performed 

I’ko. The song began rather weakly. Laurel and the students alternated in their 

interpretation of the notes and rhythms. Frankly, at the end of the first repetition of the 

song, I was quite concerned. The process didn't seem effective. As the second repetition 

started, we, as a group, began to build confidence in one another. The ensemble listened 

closely to Laurel, and she appeared to grow more confident as the second verse 

progressed. With that, the ensemble's strong and confident version of the song emerged. A 

pedal bass in the lower voices supported the melodic line in the upper voices, with Laurel 

singing above and the guitar providing chordal accompaniment.  

 The third repetition showcased the bass voices carrying the melody, while the 
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treble voices performed a rhythmic eight-note ostinato. In the fourth repetition, the entire 

ensemble sang the melody without any instrumental accompaniment, except for our 

percussionist playing a traditional instrument called the ji’kmaqn, or rattle. The song 

grew stronger throughout the four repetitions, and by the end, the group, including Laurel 

and me, appeared very confident.  

 I then asked the students to discuss their arrangement of “Snake Dance” among 

themselves. They outlined their plan while Laurel and I listened. It’s important to note 

that the students seemed to be having fun; there was laughter, joking, and plenty of ideas 

and comments. The arrangement began with an eight-note ostinato in the bass voices, 

while the violins played the melody as Laurel sang. Unlike "I’ko," the group appeared 

more confident from the start. In all four repetitions of the song, Laurel led the call, and 

the orchestra and I responded. During the second repetition, the treble and bass voices 

switched roles, with the winds enhancing the melody. In the third repetition, much of the 

group played the melody while the bass voices sustained a pedal tone. Similar to "I’ko," 

all the group members sang the fourth verse. The students seemed delighted with the 

performances of both songs. 

 After the group presented both songs, Laurel invited her sister to lead the students 

in the Snake Dance as she sang. The Snake Dance can be compared to a conga line, with 

a leader ducking and rising at the front while the snake's body follows. The dance 

concluded with the snake twirling in on itself, faster and faster. Laurel’s sister guided the 

students around the gymnasium in a joyful dance that ended with plenty of laughter. 23 

 
23 Session Four Excerpt: https://youtu.be/492mUub-ZSI 

https://youtu.be/492mUub-ZSI
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 At the end of the presentation, Laurel and her sister sang the Mi’kmaq Honor 

Song. Laurel told me she wanted to do this while the students danced the Snake Dance, 

and I agreed right away. The Honour Song, created in the late 1980s, has become a 

significant musical symbol for the people of Mi’kma’ki. This song provided a powerful 

conclusion to the presentation. 

Section Two: What They Said: A Thematic Analysis 

 In Section Two, I present the data organized into four broad thematic areas. The 

four thematic areas are: 1. Relationships, 2. Truth and Reconciliation, and Mi’kmaq 

Teachings, 3. Two-Eyed Music Making, and 4. Experiential Differences. 

A Note on a Pre-Study Experience 

As mentioned in Chapter Three, in January 2024, prior to the study’s 

commencement, HRAS took part in a new music festival, where they performed a piece 

titled Ji’kmaqn with Mi’kmaw singer and scholar Jonathan. The work Ji’kmaqn was 

named in honor of the instrument of the same name. This piece included a version of 

I’ko, one of the songs Laurel taught during the study. This is significant because it 

provided the students with a point of comparison between the traditional Mi’kmaq 

techniques and practices used in the research and the Western classical approach 

employed in Ji’kmaqn. The conclusion of the piece featured Jonathan singing the song 

I’ko, accompanied by the orchestra in block minor triads. The remainder of the work was 

composed and inspired by Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf: A symphonic tale for children 

(1936). The orchestra performed in a standard orchestral seating arrangement, dressed in 

concert black, on a well-lit stage, with a conductor. I drew the students' attention to this 
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experience as a point of comparison during the first two interviews and discussed it with 

Laurel during her interview. 

Relationships 

 The study design I developed required the students, the Mi’kmaw knowledge 

bearer, and me to enter a vulnerable space as we explored the new process of creating 

music outside the comforts of a Western classical paradigm. The theme of relationships 

was deeply embedded in the students’ responses to my interview questions, Laurel’s 

replies, and my journal observations. The students, Laurel, and I formed a circle together. 

Without a conductor, the students needed to trust each other, Laurel, and me. They 

experienced a strong sense of community as they metaphorically leaned into one another 

to create something new. After learning the songs from Laurel, they arranged the music 

themselves using their Western classical skills and knowledge. 

 I categorized the participants' relationship observations into five categories: 1. 

Student-to-student, 2. Students and Mi’kmaw artist, 3. Students and Teacher, 4. Teacher 

and Mi’kmaw artist, and 5. Not the Sage from the Stage. All participants emphasized the 

importance of the positive, interactive, and supportive community established over the 

four sessions of the study. 

 Student-to-Student Relationships. The students noted that the time of year when 

this study was conducted influenced their learning process. They had already spent 

several months together in a traditional Western orchestral setting and had performed two 

major concerts. The students felt comfortable with one another and developed a strong 

connection. They believed this connection might not have developed earlier in the year.  
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After the final presentation, James commented, “I feel like it works best when 

you're with people who you have some sort of connection where it's easier to talk, it's 

easier to get the ideas out there. I believe the stronger the group's connection, the stronger 

the product will be.” Jane seemed to concur and stated,  

And I would also say that the later in the year that you do it (a project like this) 

for any sort of group, the more valuable it becomes. I think, as a group, we 

weren't as close; if we had done this at the beginning of the year, I don't think it 

would have worked as well because we weren't as comfortable with each other. 

So, I think to make it the most valuable learning experience, especially in such a 

short timeframe, we need to know each other already and be comfortable a little 

bit more. 

 When this study began, the members of HRAS had worked for six months within 

the framework of the behavioral and relational expectations that I aim to instill in the 

ensembles I conduct. I emphasize respect for oneself and others, goal setting, and 

teamwork. I do not schedule my ensembles to participate in music festivals; instead, I 

prioritize unique performance experiences. I reflected on the first time I asked the 

students to collaboratively find the notes of "I’ko," noting their success and relationship 

with one another. “I asked the students to take a moment to explore the tune on their 

instruments. It was exciting to hear as the group enthusiastically engaged with the 

melody. This exploration lasted about five minutes, which may not have been as 

successful for a less well-behaved and respectful class.”  
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The students recognized the importance of having time to feel comfortable with 

one another before confronting the new and different dynamic that the study required 

from them. As I allowed them greater responsibility for creating the arrangements, they 

remarked on the shift in leadership dynamics as they transitioned from learning the songs 

with Laurel to independently crafting arrangements for those songs. They also felt that 

being in a circle encouraged them to listen to each other in a way that differed from the 

traditional Western orchestra setup. Jane noted after the second session,  

There were obviously leaders in our group. There were a couple of people were 

leading the discussion, but there were also members who are generally very quiet 

and don't speak up much who were also talking. I thought that was due to us being 

in the circle, creating a more welcoming environment, which was really nice.  

James built on this idea, and said “During practice, we were able to do a bit on our own 

and learn from others who weren't seen as the leaders of the circle. So I think it was a 

good experience that way.” 

As one of the quieter students who contributed less to the sessions, Lisa 

mentioned,  

Yeah, um, I think not having a conductor, we had to figure out our own 

accompaniment as a group, and it was awkward at first because it's kind of an 

unfamiliar sort of uncomfortable situation. It’s hard when everyone kind of 

looking for someone to step up and take the lead since we're used to having a 

leader, and that's not something I'm personally very good at, but I think it worked 

out well.  
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James observed that even students who typically did not take on leadership roles began to 

speak out in the circle, stating, “When ideas started to emerge, we heard voices that I 

didn’t expect to speak up. I think we all had good ideas to implement, and it brought the 

orchestra closer together as a community.” 

As some emerged as stronger leaders than others, many students observed that 

each member's individual strengths helped them find their place during the study. Bob 

commented on this idea, 

One thing is that some of us have different strengths in certain areas. Like, 

playing by ear came fairly easily to me. On Tuesday, I couldn’t help much; I 

realized with the putting the song together, there was a lot of someone saying 

something, and I was like, oh! That's a great idea. Why didn’t I think of it? But I 

didn't. People were stepping up and doing their thing. 

 Susan also mentioned sharing the leadership responsibilities in the circle as students 

showcased their strengths,  

Yeah, for sure. I think for me, when I'm doing a group project, I usually want to 

do everything my way. Having everyone else pitch in new things and being open 

to them was great. It was cool to hear, like, oh, I wouldn't have thought of that. 

I also observed this student leadership dynamic and noted after the second 

session, “The students were quick to offer suggestions and ask questions. The song was 

learned because the students were helping one another. I was so very impressed with how 

this happened. Different strengths emerge from students.”  

The students and I identified peer relationships as essential components of the 
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study. From the data I noted factors such as the importance of the time before the study 

for building comfort with one another, exploring leadership roles, and sharing individual 

strengths. The next relational component I will discuss is the relationship between Laurel 

and the students throughout the study. 

Student Relationships with Mi’kmaw Collaborator. Laurel was a powerful 

presence in our working and teaching space. She shared her teaching openly and 

honestly, and her presence as a member of the Mi’kmaq nation, an educator, and, I 

believe, a human being impacted the students. Laurel wore a traditional beaded necklace 

and earrings and brought various traditional instruments, including hand drums and 

ji’kmaqn. The students and I noted that we felt invited to connect with the Mi’kmaq 

culture. 

After the second session,  Jane observed,  

The way she (Laurel) taught and the way we learned about her music and her 

language really just put into perspective for me like how detrimental it was when 

they weren't allowed to speak their language. Like it doesn't feel like if I were 

suddenly unable to speak English; my culture would be stripped away, but the 

music, especially learning about music and the connection to language, kind of 

filled a hole that I had in my education.” 

Susan recognized the significant environment that Laurel had fostered. 

Commenting on the first two sessions, she remarked, “The personal perspective that 

Laurel has shared with us is, well, I've never really had like a Mi’kmaw person tell their 

story to me before, so that personal aspect was new.” I also observed the personal, 
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communal nature of Laurel’s work. I noted, “When Laurel was teaching about hand 

drums, her daughter played with us. I think this was so impactful. This represents a 

generational process you don't see in a standard orchestral rehearsal.” I further 

commented on the vibrant environment created by Laurel when I said, “Laurel was such 

an amazing presence. She let the students talk and work things out. She joined in singing 

when she felt it was valuable and necessary. She played the ji’kmaqn. It was wonderful to 

watch.” 

I consistently noted how collaborative Laurel was with the students. She engaged 

with them with great respect and dignity. After the second session, I remarked,  

Laurel taught the students to dance the Snake Dance. Most of the students actually 

danced, which surprised me. The students loved the dance and asked questions, 

conversed, and engaged with Laurel about the music and her culture. It was a very 

alive experience. 

Laurel also commented on this collaborative relationship when speaking about teaching 

the students the vocables used in the songs, and stated,  

Asking them if they are hearing what I hear because their perception matters. And 

so, too, with bringing my Indigenous lens to it, to be able to collaborate and use 

their lens as well was pretty outstanding. And to know they are listening, allowing 

them to speak on what they think they hear, don't hear, or don't know was also 

extremely helpful. 

Laurel highlighted the importance of the relationships she built with the students. 

She said,  
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They're all very respectful, and maybe some kids who weren't as intuitive as 

others were still extremely respectful, and I was able to learn some of their first 

names, call on them, and pick on them a little bit, and you know, laugh. It was 

really fun as well, which is part of the experience. They need to know that not 

everything has to be serious and structured to have fun and learn from it. Right? 

Laurel’s open and honest invitation to Mi’kmaq culture and collaborative 

approach drew the students into music-making. The students responded to this invitation 

with trust and respect, and Laurel felt and reciprocated this relationship. In the next 

section of this chapter, I will present data on how the students and I perceived the impact 

of our relationship and how the study impacted and was supported by this relationship. 

Student Relationships with Music Teacher. As a music educator, I aim to build 

relationships with students that focus on respect and trust. I take an unconventional 

approach to orchestral education by engaging students with repertoire and experiences 

that extend beyond the traditional orchestral canon. Before the study, I shared my 

educational journey with my students and explained why I was developing and 

implementing the study. I wanted them to understand why I believed this study was 

important and why I invited them to participate. During the study, Laurel, the students, 

and I identified lifelong learning, trust, and adaptability as key relational components 

between teacher and student.  

After the presentation, Susan remarked that she noticed my efforts to model a 

lifelong learning paradigm.  
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It's like you've said also that, like, once you're a teacher, it doesn't mean that you 

stop learning. You're always learning how to be a better teacher. And I think you 

could also see that in the sessions with Laurel; it's not just a learning experience 

for the members of the orchestra; it's that you're still learning. You can tell it was 

less like the dividing line between the teacher and the students. It was like 

everyone discovering stuff together. 

Sam recognized that he felt comfortable in the learning environment. He 

remarked, “You and Laurel are the experts here, I think. I trust that. I know, like, I'm 

getting a good education from this.” I noted the trust the students appeared to have 

developed after the first session. Laurel moved at a significantly slower pace than I would 

have during the process. I wrote,  

I think when Laurel spent time working out the vocables on the board, and my 

students sat patiently waiting, we saw the effect of the relationship my students 

and I have. My students seemed prepared to trust me that this slow, halting 

process would still work out. Of course, this comment may reflect my own hubris 

at work. 

The students had to be very adaptable to a new process. I noted a moment during 

the second session when, had we been following our standard practice, we would have 

played for at least ten minutes.  

We were about fourteen minutes into the session and hadn't played a note. I find it 

interesting that none of the students commented on the downtime. None of them 

pulled out their phones, which stunned me. The students just accepted an alternate 
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learning paradigm. Interestingly, they accepted this alternate learning paradigm 

much easier and more quickly than I did. 

Laurel spoke about the nature of this relationship in modeling allyship.  

I can't come into everybody's music room or be welcomed, for that matter. Unless 

they're an ally and willing and wanting to partake, participate, learn, and, you 

know, carry on the action, it's a piece of Truth and Reconciliation without allies 

like you. So don't discredit yourself. It's essential, and I don't always get that 

reception and kindness, and willingness because there's still a lot of resistance. 

Laurel, the students, and I emphasized the student-teacher relationship in 

modeling lifelong learning, allyship, trust, and adaptability. The nature of our 

relationship, which I will present in the next section of this chapter, framed much of the 

project. 

Teacher-Collaborator. I had known Laurel for several years before asking her to 

participate in this project, and we had worked together previously. We collaborated on the 

letter to the choral composer who mislabeled I’ko, which I discussed in Chapter One. We 

were comfortable with each other and communicated effectively. In this section, I will 

share Laurel’s and my thoughts on our relationship during this collaboration, including 

my struggles to adapt to her presentation style and my role as an Indigenous ally in music 

education. 

From the first session, I observed a notable stylistic difference in how Laurel and 

I presented material and progressed through a session. Laurel took her time, shared 

stories, allowed space for students to communicate with one another, and generally 
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adhered to the traditional Mi’kmaq approach for elders to impart knowledge, which she 

explained included stories, games, jokes, and shared activities. The teaching moved at a 

slower pace than I was accustomed to. After the first session, I noted,  

I have read in the literature that colonial perceptions of time and tradition do not 

necessarily apply to collaborations with Indigenous individuals or communities. I 

feel like this thread will be woven through my process in this study. I don’t expect 

every Indigenous person to fit this mold; however, Laurel seemed to in our work 

together and with the students. I admired the relationship that this slower and 

perhaps more intentional practice fostered between the students and me. 

Later in this chapter, I will present data on my struggles to detach myself from the 

roles of teacher and conductor. However, through a relational lens, the following two 

journal entries illustrate my difficulties in becoming a participant rather than a teacher 

and conductor. After the first session, I wrote,  

I feel like I did not give Laurel enough insight into how I wanted to structure the 

process. I was trying not to be a guide, but rather a participant. However, we did 

wander around a bit, metaphorically speaking, in the first session. I may have 

impeded the process, or maybe I was not patient enough to just let things happen. 

There is so much humanity involved in this, as opposed to simply playing an 

arrangement for a band or orchestra. 

Another spot from the first session where I felt lost in the relationship was when Laurel 

and I discussed how to address me during the study. After reviewing the video of the first 

session,  
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There was one moment here that made me uncomfortable to watch. Laurel 

referred to me as Mr. Beeler. I pointed out to the students that in this context, I am 

Nathan. I admit it felt somewhat condescending towards Laurel. Laurel mentioned 

the concept of two-eyed seeing and stated that in this Western setting, it is 

respectful to refer to me as Mr. Beeler. She then identified me as nitap (‘a friend’ 

in the Mi’kmaq language) Nathan. I felt somewhat schooled… in a good way.  

I will discuss the concept of two-eyed seeing in more detail later in this chapter. 

Laurel shared her impressions of my relationship with the students, discussing 

how it affected our connection and her ability to teach and lead as she desired. She 

expressed,  

For students to be able to have a chance to use their voices, imaginations, 

creativity, and to be artistic and take the reins is... it's so empowering and 

powerful to them that it was probably a very different experience than what they 

may have had, and they may never have that again. But thanks to you, they were 

able to receive that, and that's also very important, in my opinion.” 

I compensated Laurel financially for our collaboration and informed the students 

that I paid her. I wanted them to understand that it would not have been appropriate to 

expect Laurel to work for free. I asked Laurel if there was anything I could have done to 

improve as a collaborator and ally. She stated,  

No, I think a balance is great. And I think that it's crucial for the communication 

piece. I am a little different, I think. Maybe it's because of my background in 

education and my respect and appreciation for time and teachers' and students' 
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time in general that I understand that it's not always about time and money. It's 

about compassion, choice, and culture to promote because otherwise, we're in the 

wrong profession.” 

The relationship Laurel and I had during the study was a thread woven through 

the data. Our intent was to model respectful collaboration between a settler and a member 

of the Mi’kmaq community. This relationship required adaptations in style and pace on 

my part, alongside Laurel’s perspectives on allyship within our collaboration. The next 

section of this chapter will be autoethnographic in nature, exploring my impressions and 

observations regarding my ability to step back and engage as a participant rather than a 

guide or leader. 

Not the Sage from the Stage. As I pointed out in Chapter Three, allyship is a 

complex and multifaceted concept that challenges the colonial structures present in the 

relationship between myself, a settler, and Laurel, a Mi’kmaw performer. Throughout the 

study, it was challenging for me to adapt to my role as Laurel's supporter in her work and 

as a participant in the circle. I identified two primary areas from my journals over the 

four sessions: discomfort with empty space and unintentional leadership. 

In the first session, Laurel took the time to ensure she had the correct vocables 

written on the whiteboard. While she did this, no teaching or playing occurred in the 

classroom. I filled that empty space with my teaching because I felt uncomfortable with 

the silence. I noted, “As usual, I cannot keep silent. The empty space bothers me, so I 

speak. This upsets the power balance, I think.” I also remarked on Laurel’s overall 

approach as challenging for me to adapt to, “So, what was apparent to me right off the 
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hop was a different philosophical approach. Laurel was willing to allow big stretches of 

downtime. I think the dead space in the session made me more nervous than it made the 

students.”  

This type of comment appeared in my notes from the other three sessions. For 

instance, I noted an incident during the second session: “Because I am uncomfortable 

with the silence, I started to talk about the Indian day school in my community when I 

was growing up. I offered my perspective, though I'm not sure why I felt the need to do 

this.” After watching the session video, I observed this difficulty again,  

I notice again that I am very uncomfortable with this alternative process. I tend to 

fill space, add unneeded context, and try to be the teacher. This makes sense; 

however, I wonder if another teacher would be more patient. I also am somewhat 

arrogant, so I believe that as little evidence, I have something to offer. I find it 

frustrating to watch myself in this video. 

I found the silence difficult, and I also unintentionally fell into a leadership role 

when I was trying to participate. No example better exemplifies this tendency than this 

one from the first session. The group was performing I’ko together for the first time, and 

I noticed, “I am ‘head conducting.’ It's interesting that the students are also watching 

me.” I stated, “As the educator, I found it difficult to step back and allow the experience 

to happen. I constantly engaged as the leader, even when I didn't need to. I also sat close 

to where I would have normally been as a conductor, even if I was trying to simply be 

part of the circle.” As a thirty-year music educator, these observations shouldn’t surprise 

me. However, they were a thought-provoking testament to allyship and collaboration in 
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this new approach to music-making. 

The relationships that developed during the study were significant to all 

participants, including Laurel and me. I categorized the comments related to these 

relationships as follows: 1. student to student, 2. students and Mi’kmaw artist, 3. students 

and teacher, 4. teacher and Mi’kmaw artist, and 5. not the sage from the stage. In chapter 

five, I will discuss potential connections between these observations and the educational 

recommendations of the TRC, including working in a circle, student empowerment, 

traditional teaching of song, dance, and context, and collaboration with a Mi’kmaw 

musician and elder.  

In the next section of this chapter, I will present data on Laurel's traditional 

Mi’kmaq knowledge sharing and teachings, along with the participants' perceptions of 

Truth and Reconciliation from both a musical perspective and, more broadly, as settler 

students. 

Truth and Reconciliation and Mi’kmaq Teachings 

 I asked Laurel to start each session by sharing traditional Mi’kmaq knowledge or 

teachings, as she referred to them. I did this to honor recommendation 63. ii of the TRC, 

which focuses on “Sharing information and best practices on teaching curriculum related 

to residential schools and Aboriginal history,” and 63. iii of the TRC, emphasizing 

"Building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect” 

(TRC). This same desire to foster intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual 

respect inspired my interest in traditional Mi’kmaq teaching practices within a settler 

classroom. I organized the data into the following categories: 1. Participants' comments 
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on Truth and Reconciliation; 2. Mi’kmaq traditional teachings; 3. Mi’kmaq ways of 

teaching and knowing; and 4. Navigating cultural divides.  

 Truth and Reconciliation. To prepare for this study, I introduced the concept of 

Truth and Reconciliation as well as the calls to action from the Truth and Reconciliation 

Committee to the students in HRAS and shared my research question. The students were 

familiar with the framework of Truth and Reconciliation within which the study was 

conducted. During the four sessions of the study, the students offered many observations 

about what they had previously known and any new insights regarding the truth 

component and the actions necessary for reconciliation. 

I outlined my request to Laurel for the first session, 

I asked Laurel to begin each session with some teachings to frame Truth and 

Reconciliation and to enrich the process. I feel like this was one of the primary 

advantages of having a knowledge bearer or elder in the room. One can read this 

information, but it is difficult to describe the intimacy of hearing some of the 

teachings from a Mi’kmaq person. 

Truth. Laurel shared that Indian day schools were operational in Canada until 

1996, and many students were unaware of this. Bob commented,  

One thing I had never heard of was the Indian day schools, right? That was totally 

after residential schools. It's like they kept trying to, like, I don't know, I guess, 

um, it was said they weren't the same, that they were better than residential 

schools. But it's the same idea, isn't it?”  
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Lisa said, “I feel like most of what she talked about, I kind of already knew, but one thing 

I had never heard of was the day schools. I knew about residential schools, but I had no 

idea there were day schools and never heard that before.” Laurel was disturbed that 

students were unaware of day schools and stated,  

And also, it is eye-opening and a little disheartening to know that some kids didn't 

know that day schools existed, you know, once residential schools closed that 

maybe that was the end of it, and they didn't know that, that the schools carried on 

you know, right until ‘96. Some…most of their parents would have been born or, 

you know, in that generation, and they were kind of taken aback a little bit by that, 

and maybe feeling the kind of ‘oh shit’ factor or remorse. 

I observed the conversations the conversation regarding Indian day schools during 

the first session and stated, 

The students reacted viscerally to some of Laurel's information. Hearing about 

day schools from an Indigenous person seems very different than reading about 

residential schools in textbooks. The students seemed taken aback that day 

schools still existed into the 1990s. Laurel was very candid about how painful this 

information was. She mentioned that, as an educator, she felt it was her duty to 

cover this material… she had an obligation to address this topic.  

In the second session, Laurel shared the history of the instrument ji’kmaqn. This 

instrument is crafted from ash wood, cut into many slender splits, leaving a handle of 

sorts. When struck, it produces a clapping sound and serves as a rhythmic instrument to 

accompany singing and dancing. Laurel explained that the Indian Agents of the Canadian 



 

 

145 

Government would confiscate traditional instruments like drums and discourage singing 

and dancing. The ji’kmaqn was easy to conceal; it resembled firewood and could quickly 

be tossed into the fire if an agent approached the door. I remarked,  

Laurel introduces the instrument, ji’kmaqn. The students visibly reacted to the 

fact that this instrument survived because it was so easy to conceal from Indian 

agents. The students seem surprised that people would come to your house and 

tell you what instruments to play or songs to sing. From a TRC standpoint, this 

was a powerful piece of information for them to hear. 

Over the four sessions, Laurel shared a wealth of information about Mi’kmaq 

history and culture. Susan expressed that she was touched by the way a simple Mi’kmaq 

story could surprise her. “Also, the idea of like, like one of the songs we learned felt like 

a gift to the Mi’kmaw, right? And I didn't…I had never thought of that kind of idea.” 

After the second session, Bob remarked, “Laurel talks about how she only learned 

all these things in the past twenty years or so. When she was growing up, she didn't know 

a lot of culture.” Bob added,  

One thing in particular… just about the government, like censorship, especially in 

the early 2000s; how Laurel didn't know much about her ancestors, her culture. 

And how you, Mr. Beeler, grew up very close to an Indian day school and knew… 

You knew nothing about what went on. That really stuck with me.” 

I mentioned that Laurel needed to work to gather information about her history. I 

observed, 
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Laurel's grandfather and her grandfather’s siblings were in residential school. She 

did not learn about her family history until she was almost an adult. She visited 

the National Archives in Ottawa to research her family’s last name. Her family 

was moved when the Mi’kmaq were centralized to two reserves in Nova Scotia. 

Her last name was anglicized or what she called whitewashed or westernized. The 

government registers her as Pennell. 

Several students noted that learning about Indigenous peoples' history 

significantly impacted the music-making environment. Lisa reflected on hearing Laurel’s 

insights as a collaborating musician:  

Yeah, I really liked this. I feel like a lot of times, when we learn about it in school, 

like someone's standing at the front of the room, lecturing you about something, 

and it kind of feels like they're pushing something on you a bit. I don't know if 

that's really the right way to describe it, but it doesn't… I don't know. It feels like 

they're just trying to make you feel bad. But I don't know, this felt like we were 

like a part of something, and, like, all working together instead of us versus them. 

  Jane insightfully commented on the nature of music as part of the pedagogy of 

Truth and Reconciliation,  

I think the truth and reconciliation piece came more through the music. It wasn't 

really like… ‘this is what we're doing.’ So, I think maybe explaining and giving a 

reason why we're doing all these things, and how we can continue, is made better 

by immersing ourselves in indigenous music. 
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I observed that the students fully engaged with the music and the TRC learning. 

After the second session, I noted,  

Regarding the truth and reconciliation objectives, here we have students in a 

different educational space. We have students with an expectation of collaboration 

and sharing. The students are not in rows in colonial classroom structures, 

learning from the text. They are not learning about culture. Instead, they are 

seeing Laurel’s approach to learning through her Indigenous lens and 

experiencing things from and through that lens. To me, that seems more authentic 

than simply reading about culture. However, what does authentic mean? 

Laurel remarked on how aware the students appeared to be of the impact of her 

words. She stated,  

You know, these kids are incredible, and to see their wheels spinning, and you 

could tell that some were uneasy, and some were okay. And others may have 

taken it away to think or reflect more on it. And it's important that kids to know 

and understand that, and from a historical standpoint, history is not that old. And 

when they understand that they're able to bring, it's kind of like they're able to 

maneuver and bring a greater sense of truth, whether they are desensitized or 

sensitive. 

I noted that Laurel was constructing a scaffolding of truth and reconciliation 

around the music she was teaching.,  

Laurel's teachings happened throughout the session, not just at the beginning. She 

spoke of Indian day school, her status number, and the importance of pow-wow. 
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She also spoke about alcoholism and drug abuse and how these diseases are 

perceived by settler culture. This was appropriate for high school kids but would 

have been different situation with elementary students. I love how Laurel is 

framing the music in the culture.  

While sharing her teachings, Laurel focused on teaching the history of the settler-

Indigenous relationship in Nova Scotia and Canada. However, she also challenged the 

students to be allies and to take action to change these relationships. In this way, Laurel 

focused both on truth and reconciliation. 

Reconciliation. The students were exposed to many truths about the history of the 

Mi’kmaq peoples and their relationship with the Nova Scotian and Canadian 

governments. Laurel also shared numerous ideas and conveyed a general attitude that 

reconciliation was both the goal and achievable. after the first session I noted: “She spoke 

about the top priority of reconciliation being reconsili-action—doing things to change 

and acknowledge the relationship between settlers and Indigenous peoples.” Laurel 

expressed her desire for allies to stand up for Indigenous peoples. She discussed how 

Indigenous peoples are affected by alcoholism and drug addiction, as well as the 

stereotypes that arise from these issues. She explored the reasons behind generational 

trauma and emphasized the necessity of allies' help in breaking down barriers and 

dispelling myths about Indigenous people. This resonated with Susan, who, after the 

second session remarked, “I think something that Laurel said yesterday, in our second 

session about, like, the stereotypes, and how I mean, like what she wants to see is, I think, 

just people challenging those stereotypes and recognizing that that's what they are.” 
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After the fourth session, James identified what he believed to be the heart of 

Laurel’s message throughout the study:  

Truth and reconciliation is about owning up to and accepting everything that's 

happened in the past regarding the Indigenous peoples of Canada, but also what 

we can do to move forward past it while acknowledging everything that 

happened. We're not forgetting what happened. We're not saying: Oh, it's done 

now. Everything's better.’ Even if it's getting better, it's about making sure that 

there's a continuous course of action to educate people on everything that has 

happened and everything we strive to be in the future.”  

Susan, without mentioning Truth or Reconciliation, nonetheless encapsulated what James 

was saying, but in practical terms as a musician when she said,  

But the main thing that I've learned through this is I actually am really interested 

in seeing more Indigenous music performed. I've never really seen it, other than 

the Indigenous Games in the summer. There was stuff going on at the bandstand. 

But I've never sought it out before. And I would like to do that because, yes, it 

seems like there's so much that I could discover musically. I like discovering new 

music, but I make more than just Indigenous music in general. It's not an area I've 

explored before, so I definitely want to do that because of this. Because it's just 

opened me up to like, yeah, discovering new music. 

Laurel concluded by summarizing why she believed our efforts were significant 

for reconciliation through music. She stated,  



 

 

150 

I want things to be shared, whether educational or experiential, because it's 

important for me to know that my people, my ancestors, music, traditions, culture, 

and heritage will be living forward. And it's not just up to Indigenous people to 

carry that on. Especially if we want to have truth and reconciliation come to life, 

It must be meaningful, intentional, and impactful through action. 

Mi’kmaq Cultural Teachings. Throughout the four sessions of the study, Laurel 

shared numerous cultural teachings of the Mi’kmaq people. Both Laurel and I felt that the 

music-making experience needed a foundation in Mi’kmaq cultural knowledge. One 

aspect of Mi’kmaq culture that Laurel taught, which had a significant impact on the 

students, was the Mi’kmaq calendar. The Mi’kmaq calendar is based on ‘thirteen moons 

on a turtle’s back,' where each segment of a turtle's back represents one moon in the 

traditional thirteen-moon calendar. We explored the climate change implications of a 

calendar that relies on the same events occurring at the same time each year, such as 

Si’ko’ku, or ‘maple sugar time.’ Traditionally, this month corresponds with March in the 

Gregorian calendar. Laurel noted that the sap runs earlier due to warmer, drier winters in 

recent years. This example again illustrates two-eyed seeing, which uses traditional 

knowledge to enhance the understanding of Western concepts. 

When James discussed the traditional teaching that Laurel had shared, he 

remarked, “I did find it interesting, especially about the turtles and about how everything 

is connected with something else. It's not just there; it has more of a connection to the 

world, you know, which I found very interesting.” Bob appeared to agree with James and 

commented,  
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Just how important the Spring Solstice is. It doesn't affect us at all. I mean, winter 

and summer are the longest and shortest days of the year. But spring is not as 

important. I don't know, we barely notice it is the first day of spring, but for the 

Mi’kmaq people, it's very important.” Lisa noted that the turtle back information 

was new and stated, “I think I kind of knew that about the like, the Mi’kmaw 

calendar. School taught us that. But one thing I thought was interesting that Laurel 

mentioned was the thing about how the turtle shell kind of, like, mirrors the 

months of the calendar.” 

The intersection of science and traditional knowledge also influenced Susan. She 

remarked,  

I just don't know. I even have a little widget on my phone that shows me the 

phases of the moon because I think it's cool, but I don't attach any meaning to it. I 

just think, ‘Oh, what phase is the moon in?’ but it's not important, even though I 

really enjoy astronomy and stuff. I feel like it should matter more to me. I was 

going to mention the turtle thing and how there are 13 circles on a turtle's shell, 

corresponding to the 13 months of the year. It’s fascinating that nature creates 

these connections. Interestingly, we've never been taught this before; we focus on 

specific aspects of nature and certain mathematical concepts. Unfortunately, that's 

never been mentioned. I believe it would be a great way to integrate Indigenous 

ways of knowing into math because isn’t it supposed to be implemented across all 

subjects in the curriculum? I haven't seen that happen yet. It’s exciting that this 

knowledge is out there that could connect with not just art and history but also 
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with science and math, yet we aren't doing it. But we should, if that makes sense.” 

  Laurel referred to our event as a Mawi’omi. She explained that this gathering 

aims to showcase the beauty, strength, spirit, and endurance of the Mi’kmaq culture and 

traditions. The name more commonly used by settlers is Pow Wow. She also described 

our gathering as a Mawio’mi’ji’j, which is a small gathering or pow wow. Lisa mentioned 

that Laurel made her feel welcome to participate in the music and pow wow, stating, 

“Yeah, I mean, I kind of used to see it as just like a thing… that the Mi’kmaq people play 

at a pow wow and stuff. But I kind of realize that it's not just for, like, Mi’kmaq; it's for 

everyone. And it's something that anyone can enjoy.” 

 I noted a strong sense of connection in how Laurel taught the notes of the song, 

framed by where the song might be performed and what that performance could signify. 

After the second session, I commented,  

Laurel introduced a new song. The song was called Snake Dance. Laurel 

explained that the song is sung in many different versions for fun and gatherings. 

The song is accompanied by a dance that imitates a snake. There is the snake's 

head, body, and tail. Laurel described the dance. Laurel pointed out that people 

touch one another during the dance, like in a conga line. She explained that in 

Mi’kmaq culture, the concept of touching, hugging, or comforting is not, in her 

words, sexualized. She stated, “I appreciate your values, and I appreciate my 

values, which is why I mentioned this.” From a Truth and Reconciliation point of 

view, Laurel engages the students through a Mi’kmaq cultural lens, which I could 

never have done as a white educator. Even if I am familiar with the song. 
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Laurel discussed the significance and ultimate importance of framing music 

within its cultural context. She stated,  

Absolutely. Because it gives them an educational and historical background to 

understand why there were or weren't translatable words, like vocables and 

chants, instead of words that, quote-unquote, mean something in English 

language. And to know that not necessarily everything had to be translatable 

because there was still emotion, feeling, and celebration behind the chanting, and 

what the intent and purpose of traditional music, and to learn and understand that, 

from a historical standpoint, music comes from nature, comes from celebrations, 

and comes from the beauty in life. Seeing that it wasn't all based on words, but 

also emotion and feeling, was incredibly important for them to understand. 

Laurel, the students, and I all reflected on how this knowledge influenced our 

understanding of the TRC and our musical performance. In the next section of this 

chapter, I will share my thoughts on how the Mi’kmaq ways of teaching and knowing 

shaped our experience. 

Mi’kmaq Ways of Teaching and Knowing. In this study I aimed to reflect a 

different paradigm of teaching, learning, and knowing than what one might find in a 

traditional orchestral, choral, or band rehearsal. As the orchestra conductor, I intentionally 

chose to step back and learn alongside Laurel and the students. This approach 

fundamentally changed the culture, as well as how the students and I viewed learning and 

making music in an ensemble rehearsal. I noted several times Laurel’s teaching within the 

framework of the AFN holistic model of learning.  
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The communal nature of the process was evident right from the first session. 

Laurel brought her daughter along, and her daughter participated as well. In the room, we 

had participants ranging in age from nine to fifty-three. I noted, “When Laurel was 

teaching about hand drums, Laurel's daughter plays with us. I think this so impactful. I 

feel like this represents a community process that you don't see in a standard orchestral 

rehearsal.” 

After our second session, I commented on the pace and collaborative nature of 

Laurel’s teaching:  

The alternate framework of Laurel’s way of approaching teaching is very evident 

in this session. She is patient and slow-moving. The students reacted well to this, 

and they were patient right back. Being in the circle allowed the students to 

interact with Laurel and each other, chat, share ideas, and generally feel part of 

the process, I think.”  

I elaborated on this after the third session, stating, “Once again, we see the pace of the 

teaching is so relaxed from Laurel. Laurel is so collaborative and respectful. To me, this 

may be one of the larger elements of the project: the collaborative, respectful 

environment that Laurel creates.” Laurel emphasized the intentionality of her process, 

stating,  

Yep, it was just extremely powerful and much different than “sit and watch” or 

“sit and learn.’ They were actually in the experience rather than just watching, and 

I think that is predominantly, you have your cake and eat it too with that, you 

know, as a collaborator. 
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While teaching in the arranging section of the process, I tried to emulate Laurel. I 

noted, The students use this session to create arrangements of the two songs as a 

collaborative process. This reflects a more traditional approach—collaborative 

learning, listening, and discussing. I'm not telling the students how to do things. 

More, I am asking them to listen. I asked the students to explore sounds. I think 

this allows for some experimentation and choice for the students. 

 Susan identified this as something important to her, saying,  

But I think it was a great opportunity for everybody to learn about a whole bunch 

of different stuff, like Mi’kmaq culture and everything, but also stepping outside 

of your comfort zone with music and taking the lead a little bit because we all got 

to share our ideas. 

Laurel referred to the learning process as ‘try, fail, repeat.’ I suggested that this 

relates to the experiential learning approach of the AFN model. When the students were 

learning Snake Dance, I noted,  

The song is traditionally performed with an accelerando as a dance becomes 

increasingly active. As the snake approaches its prey, the dance speeds up. As 

Laurel taught this, she did not pedagogically slow the piece down. Rather, she 

allowed the students to repeat and practice the song at speed. It was a good 

challenge and reflected not a lack of understanding of how students learn, but 

rather a different cultural expectation. 

 As the students learned Snake Dance, they tended to lose the tonal center. Rather than 

point this out, I noted, “This repetition of the tune is in a different tonal center. I asked 
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Laurel to play the recording of Eastern Eagle again. This helps. Again, the listen, learn, 

try, fail, repeat model is so apparent.” Susan commented on the openness of the process, 

“But the idea that everything is learned through observation, right? So, if we stay quiet 

and listen, all of a sudden, things start to make more sense.” 

Laurel created a welcoming environment for learning about Mi’kmaq culture and 

spirituality. Jane remarked after the second session, “It doesn't feel strict and put together, 

and I always find the way she presents the information… it’s just she has all this 

knowledge that she wants to share.” Jane added,  

Yeah, I honestly, like, I've always kind of been scared to immerse myself in my 

music because there was a fear that would be insensitive, and I didn't want to be 

rude. In other words, if I didn't understand it, or if I was, I didn't want to be 

pushing my European, like Western European music education onto their culture. 

But I think this experience has really just taught me how willing, like not willing, 

but how open they are to teaching everybody. They are so welcoming, and I think 

I feel a lot more comfortable learning and trying to. Like, I'm trying to immerse 

myself in their culture a little bit. And not afraid to ask questions, especially 

because I think that's how we get better. And I did, like, I don't want to be 

insensitive when I asked questions, but that's how we learn, obviously. Laurel, 

especially, doesn't ever get offended when you ask questions because she knows 

we're just trying to learn. I think that really made a really positive experience. 

The AFN holistic model incorporates lifelong learning as a key aspect of the 

Indigenous paradigm. Including my students and me in this study aimed to exemplify 
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lifelong learning. Laurel also discussed with the students how she was learning during 

this process. She noted, “I should have probably written the songs out phonetically before 

trying to figure them out while in the sessions. Because some kids might have thought I 

didn't know what I was doing, you know, but it was also my first time engaging in 

something quite like that.” Susan identified this in her after the final session,  

Because it's always true in schools, like the teachers are always learning too, but 

they don't, it's not expressed like you can't tell because it's still within that, like, 

their position of power, I guess. You could tell in this that you and Laurel were 

still learning, which was nice. Yeah, you still keep learning new things all the 

time. 

Laurel fostered a collaborative, welcoming, and communal environment for 

student learning. She emphasized experimentation and repetition. The students and I 

learned through observation, listening, and working together. In the next section, I will 

present data on a power imbalance that emerged during the process. 

Power Imbalance. In Nova Scotia, where Laurel and I live and work, music 

education is centered around Western classical techniques. In elementary music classes, 

educators utilize a blend of Orff and Kodály methods. The instruction of instrumental 

music occurs in secondary classes, particularly in concert band programs. Halifax offers 

an expanded choral and orchestral strings program for students in grades four through 

twelve. All music programs in Nova Scotia emphasize the reading and writing of music 

notation. As a child, Laurel attended school in Halifax, where this music education 

structure was the only option available. There is evidence that this affected how she 



 

 

158 

viewed herself—as a traditional musician without classical training—and how she 

perceived the students of HRAS.  

After singing beautifully during the first session, she commented, “I am tone-

deaf” even though she sings so well. It may be that her perception is that notated Western 

classical music is more difficult. Laurel spent considerable time writing syllables on our 

whiteboard to help the students learn the vocables. I found this significant and stated, 

I feel like Laurel was trying to bridge a perceived gap between what she was 

offering and what the students were expecting. She may have wanted to make the 

students more comfortable by providing vocables written out on the whiteboard. 

Laurel is an educator who works in our system, so she is sensitive to that gap in 

the cultural learning process. This may also be a good thing. It remains to be seen. 

However, she appeared nervous about working with what she might consider 

classical musicians. This may speak to the perceived hierarchy of our music 

education system. 

The students showed no such concerns. Jane remarked, “You could especially tell 

when she was singing herself just how much she loves it. And I think that at the end, 

especially when we were dancing, that kind of wore off on everybody. We were having so 

much fun.” I identified the students engaging with what Laurel was doing, “There seems 

to be a general acceptance that this will get better as we go. No one is frustrated, as far as 

I can tell.” The collaboration felt different to me than it did to Laurel at the beginning of 

the process. Laurel may have had a different understanding of what the students expected 

and needed from the collaboration compared to me. It’s worth mentioning that Laurel did 
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not bring this up in her interview.  

Laurel taught in a Mi’kmaq education paradigm, following what the AFN 

identifies as an Indigenous Holistic education and learning model. In the next section of 

this chapter, I will present data on the various traditional Mi’kmaq ways of music making 

combined with Western classical ways of music making and how this may relate to 

etuaptmumk or two-eyed seeing. 

Two-Eyed Music Making 

 

 As mentioned in Chapter Two, Mi’kmaw Elder Albert Marshall from Eskasoni, a 

Mi’kmaq community in Unama’ki (Cape Breton, Nova Scotia), identified etuaptmumk, 

or two-eyed seeing, as “Two-Eyed Seeing by saying it refers to learning to see from one 

eye with the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing, and from the 

other eye with the strengths of Western knowledges and ways of knowing... and learning 

to use both these eyes together, for the benefit of all” (Cape Breton University N.D.b). As 

the study progressed, it became clear that the students and I were affected by the 

experience in ways that reflected the complexity, musical nature, and impact of both 

Western and Mi’kmaq traditions. We were learning to merge the knowledge and methods 

of both traditions for the benefit of all. 

I observed,  

When it comes to sustaining culture, students had a chance to see how a mashup 

of Indigenous and non-Indigenous traditions could allow for respect for both 

cultures on equal ground. In terms of Truth and Reconciliation, the students 
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participated in what might be seen as a step towards another culture, rather than 

reaching out and pulling that culture toward them. 

As I described the beginning of the fourth session/presentation, I wanted to highlight the 

differences between the typical rehearsal HRAS would engage in each week and the 

rehearsals we engaged in during the study. I wrote, “ 

I started the presentation with an example of the Western classical traditions we 

are used to. We played the adagio opening of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 1 in C 

Major, Op. 21: Mvt. 1 Adagio Molto-Allegro con Brio. I spoke to the audience 

about the traditions, such as the conductor on a podium, the very specific 

rehearsal techniques, the very specific seating situation, etc. I conducted an 

example of what a traditional rehearsal looks like. I did this to provide contrast for 

our attempt at a more traditional Mi’kmaq process. 

I have organized the students and my observations into the following categories: 1 – In 

the Circle, and 2 – Finding Parallels and Connections. 

 In The Circle. By organizing the rehearsal space in a circle, I eliminated many 

familiar elements of the rehearsal process for the students. They observed the shifting 

leadership dynamic in the classroom, as I was no longer making every musical decision, 

nor was Laurel taking on that type of leadership. This shift towards a more collective 

approach encouraged the students to take on leadership roles themselves and to rely on 

each other during leadership moments.  

 Bob recognized the equity inherent in making music in the circle and said, “And 

yeah, the circle, I think it worked really well. You mentioned on Tuesday how, in the 
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circle, you were on the same level as us. Yes, like there was no hierarchy. Everyone's on 

the same level. I think that's interesting.” James seemed to agree with Bob, commenting 

on the changing roles of the students, “ 

Yeah, I noticed that, and as far as what you said about your role changing, I felt it 

with everyone else, too. As the students and the people following the leader, our 

roles were changing as well; we were no longer just supposed to follow 

instructions but actually be part of the creative process. 

James also noticed that changing roles was challenging for all and stated,  

So the main thing that stuck out when we sat in the circle is even though it was a 

circle for everyone, I did feel like everyone was looking up to you and Laurel, 

which I guess in the first two portions when we were learning from Laurel it was 

expected.  

 Lisa pointed out that it was difficult to know whom to lean on when the music-

making became challenging. She stated,  

Yeah, um, so I really liked working in a circle. I felt like kind of a good way to be 

like a community making music together. Not that I don't like the traditional 

setting; I like that too. But not having a conductor. I feel like that was difficult 

because you lacked, like the leadership and guidance of, like, somebody if 

something starts to go wrong. 

 Susan also identified the discomfort that accompanied the new leadership dynamic, 

saying,  
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It's just when when there isn't somebody telling you what to do exactly. It's kind 

of like, what should I do? Is this okay? We're so used to knowing exactly what is 

expected of us in an orchestra setting or with a teacher. It's like you play the notes 

on the page. And the uncomfortable part is based on, like, not being entirely sure 

what is expected. 

 As the students grew more comfortable with the change in leadership dynamics, 

they began to discuss what they saw as benefits to the process, such as Laurel’s 

description of learning as trying, failing, and repeating. Susan remarked,  

Once you get used to it since we've done two sessions, I knew I had clearer 

expectations of what I should be doing, and that's where the natural part comes in. 

Once you know that you're just allowed to mess around and figure things out and 

mistakes are okay, it feels less constrictive.” Jane also observed that she felt less 

pressure. She said, “And I think the circle just kind of, like, I mean, I felt 

everybody else was also making mistakes, so I didn't feel singled out when I made 

a mistake. Right. I just like it felt very communal. 

 As the students began to apply their knowledge of Western classical 

accompaniment techniques, they became even more comfortable and empowered. Bob 

remarked,  

It was all up to us. You and Laurel didn't; you didn't do anything. Basically, we 

were creating the arrangement. It was all up to us. We were all on equal ground in 

the circle. We could all say whatever we wanted, give any suggestion, and 

everyone was listening to that suggestion. 
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 Jane identified the importance of working from a position of strength as well. She stated,  

Yeah, um, when we brought in like a more Western classical-like accompaniment 

style, it felt a lot more approachable for me. Because sometimes I feel like when 

we're just thrown into a new genre of music, it can be a bit jarring, and it's harder 

to absorb everything since new things keep coming at you. But when we were 

doing accompaniment, I found it much easier. If I needed to, I always knew I 

could lean back on what I already knew. I found it worked well. I felt more 

comfortable learning new things because it wasn't as overwhelming. Right? I 

knew what I was doing and felt like I could explore a bit more. 

Jane captured the feeling of being in the circle after the final session. She remarked,  

I don't know, I just found it super interesting and sitting in a circle. Is also like, we 

never do that. And I'm especially not sitting with our, like, instrument sections. It 

forced me to listen to everyone around me and, like, I just, I'm, like, sound it just 

sounded so different. And I think about the experience when I have been to pow 

wow before. The experience of sitting in a circle or watching musicians sit in their 

circle and sing, and dance and jump together, it's just the communication between 

them is so interesting and so cool because I feel like that gets completely lost in 

the very traditional roles we play when we perform European music.  

I also noted a general sense of community after the presentation, stating, “The students 

were arranged in a circle, and their performance showcased a non-hierarchical approach. 

Laurel was the leader, and her twin was a dance leader. It was powerful to see this at 

work.” 
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 The students and I observed the change in leadership dynamics and its effect on 

our collaborative music creation. Some students felt uneasy at first, but many experienced 

greater creative freedom as they drew from their Western knowledge of arranging within 

the circle's non-hierarchical structure. Next, I will present data on what the participants 

noted about finding parallels between Mi’kmaq and Western music-making practices.  

 Finding Parallels and Connections. As a Western classical musician and music 

educator, one of my pedagogical focuses is encouraging my students to listen to one 

another and to help them develop strong intonation skills. As the students learned the two 

songs by ear, we began to draw connections between this aural process and how they 

engage with music in their traditional orchestral practices. Together, we noted the impact 

of singing and listening, the absence of music notation, and elements of music theory in 

learning and arranging the songs. I also observed parallels between Laurel's teaching 

practices and those used by Western music educators. 

 Singing and Listening. Bob, who is also a member of one of Halifax Regional 

Arts’s top choirs, discussed the importance of hearing a note before being able to play it 

in tune. “When we're trying to tune, you'll ask us to sing the note, right? I mean, I'm in 

choir, and I get that, yeah, the importance of singing. I mean, everyone can sing. 

Everyone can produce that note with their voice and then replicate the same note on their 

instrument.” I wrote about this concept after the second session.  

We sing the whole thing. It sounds quite solid. Then we play the entire thing. It is 

incredible how quickly the students pick this up! The intonation is also reasonable 

as well. I think this is because they're using their ears so much to engage with the 
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notes of the song. 

 After the third session, the students’ singing became even stronger, and I wrote,  

We begin the session, and the students sing I’ko. It is amazing to hear them sing 

so beautifully. It is so in tune! The students then play the tune. It is in a different 

key than when they sang it, but still very well played.  

Lisa commented on using vocables instead of language and how that impacted her 

experience, Like singing the songs together and learning them. It was it was fun, 

and I feel like I can see the beauty of them now. I think it's also cool that, like, the 

songs we were learning that were, like, they don't have words that have any 

meaning except what we think it means. And I feel like that's so different, which 

makes the experience unique. 

 As the study progressed, the students noticed that the traditional Mi’kmaq practice 

of learning to sing and play by ear, without relying on music notation, greatly enhanced 

their music-making skills. Jane remarked,  

I really think I've benefited from not having music and having to do everything by 

ear. I really noticed that my hearing improved just from the sessions that we did 

because you have to be much more aware of everybody. It was very engaging, and 

I really liked it! 

Bob also recognized the absence of music notation as a beneficial aspect that he felt 

would enhance his performance in standard orchestra settings. He said,  

But by the fourth time around through the melody, everyone kind of got it. And 

I'm thinking, like, just imagine how good we'd be at this if sheet music weren't as 
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predominant in our education. Because we do some listening exercises 

sometimes, but if we only play by listening, we'd be so much better. 

Some students found the absence of notation more challenging than others. Lisa noted,  

Not using, like, music notation. That was probably the hardest thing for me. I'm so 

used to reading music, and, like, I haven't done a lot of learning music by ear. 

That was difficult, but I actually did feel like it was easier than I expected. So that 

was nice. And I think it was helpful just to, like, for general music knowledge to 

be able to kind of do that.  

Susan expressed that she was usually uncomfortable working without notation. Still, 

within the confines of the study,  

It is a lot of fun to figure it out on my own without notation. I have always tried to 

learn things by ear, but I usually find that I'm not very good at it. But in this 

setting, it seems easier because I can kind of bounce off of what other people are 

doing. 

 These students related their developing comfort with the learning process without 

notation to the relationships within the group that defined the entire experience.  

Music theory, tonal center, and key. One challenge students faced when 

learning songs by ear was transferring the notes to their instruments. I discussed the 

necessity of establishing a shared tonal center, 

I make a connection to Western music by pointing out that we are in a G minor or 

two-flat tonal space. It’s interesting that I did this. Necessary?... I think. In terms 

of having them start and stay in some type of tonal center, I did provide this 
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information to them. Here, practices differ fundamentally from Mi’kmaq 

traditions. In Mi’kmaq traditional music, there is typically no established tonal 

center. Keys or tonal centers might change throughout a song unless accompanied 

by a guitar or another instrument that provides chords. We need a tonal center to 

give the students an opportunity to learn the song. This way, we were imposing 

our needs on traditional practices. Additionally, the presence of cellos and violins 

in the orchestra implies that we prioritize our needs over traditional practices.  

The students applied their previous knowledge of music theory to learn Snake 

Dance. I wrote,  

We get to the faster part, and Laurel makes no concession for speed. The students 

step up and learn the song despite it going faster. I pointed out to the students that 

the piece uses a pentatonic scale. Students seemed to identify with this. They 

made corrections to the notes they were trying to play. So, they drew on their 

previous knowledge to engage with another culture’s knowledge. I don't think 

that's a problem. It would be more of a problem if they didn't know what 

pentatonic meant. 

James noted that relying on prior music theory knowledge was sometimes a 

disadvantage. He commented,  

During the music-making process, the first thing I noticed is that everyone was 

kind of searching for that confinement of the Western way of thinking about 

music, especially when talking about time signature and trying to fit the music 

into even beats and measures. For example, in the Snake Song or the Snake 
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Dance, there's a part that goes like “ayo, ayo, ayo, a-ye,” which we all really 

wanted to fit evenly despite hearing the recording and Laurel singing it in a 

different way, not in those even measures. 

Depth and Nuance. Both James and Bob were influenced by the sophistication 

inherent in the Mi’kmaq way of making music that Laurel presented. After Laurel made a 

connection between repeating the verses of songs four times and essential cultural 

elements like the four quadrants of the Mi’kmaq medicine wheel, James commented,” 

Like fours, for example, fours are very common in western music because, like it's easy 

to move to having two hands and two feet. Common time is ideal for many dances, 

marches, or even tapping your feet. Right?” 

James continued,  

On the other hand, it is important to Mi’kmaw music for a completely different 

reason, with their spiritual value. That blew my mind. I haven't even thought of 

anything like that. Because, when we're playing music, like a European piece of 

music, and it's in common time, I just say, ‘Oh, it's in common time,’ and that's 

that. I don't really think past that because there not much past that. But for the 

Mi’kmaq music to be created in such a unique way, is something I think should be 

highlighted more; it's so different from anything I've experienced. Not to mention 

how melodic the music actually is. I feel that in the media, we don't get an 

accurate representation of indigenous music. This was one of the first times I 

heard such a story about playing a focused melody in the music.” 

Bob remarked on the flexibility of the music, saying,  
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I learned how they make music and culture, or they share music and perform. It's 

a very flexible way, as opposed to a Western classical, traditionally, which is very 

much what's on the page. And, like, major or minor, there is not one way to do it. 

Just how there are so many ways to sing or play a single song like I’ko. 

Arrangements. The students drew upon their Western classical experience to 

create polyphonic arrangements that accompany the monophonic traditional songs of the 

people of Mi’kma’ki. Jame attempted to contextualize the arrangements they made using 

examples of traditional Mi’kmaq music based on Laurel's examples.  

Well, I'm trying to think about if the accompaniment part contributes to the 

traditional side of it as well, seeing as we didn't really talk a huge bit about if 

Mi’kmaq people do similar accompaniments for themselves. When we were 

listening to the videos of them performing, there were some melodic variations, 

especially in one part with the call and response where the person who was calling 

would go and do something else, where the melody had been, so I'm not quite 

sure if, like us, adding things on would count towards the traditional part of it. 

Right? But if it does, I feel like it adds to how much more complex the music is. 

Bob indicated that he did not believe the students in HRAS were being culturally 

insensitive when they created the arrangements. He stated, “In the arrangements, we 

could do whatever we wanted; it's not like we are offending anybody by changing 

anything with our arrangement.” Laurel seemed to agree, “The students come up with a 

plan for the arrangement. Laurel is just listening and loving it! We did not write the 

arrangement down. This was probably a mistake for next week. There is some confusion 
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as the students play the arrangement. It’s fun confusion.” 

Music Education Practice. Throughout the study, I observed connections 

between Laurel's teaching of the songs and how an educator engaged in Western music 

education practices might approach teaching a song. Reflecting on Laurel's method for 

teaching the vocables of each song,  

Laurel teaches the vocables phonetically as what ‘she is hearing.’ She points out 

that if the students hear something different, that is just as valid. This contrasts 

how I would, for instance, teach articulation, where I would play or sing a passage 

for the students and expect them to match my example as accurately as they 

could.”  

I also observed similarities between Laurel's teaching and the Kodaly method.  

“Laurel teaches the call and response singing and having students sing back. This 

approach is very similar to Kodaly. We could have had students try to notate it if 

we extended it. However, that seems contrary to the spirit of the thing. I find that 

fascinating.” 

 I also noted that Laurel and I use a similar technique to introduce musical styles 

to students. We both play recordings of pieces first. “I find an interesting correlation to 

how I introduce new pieces to an ensemble. I want them to hear it before they reproduce 

it. I don’t know if every teacher does this. I seem to remember being taught that this hurts 

students’ ability to sight-read. I am unsure.” Playing the recordings for the students before 

teaching them the song seemed to have an effect, especially in Snake Dance. I noted, “I 

find it intriguing that the tone of the instruments takes on a little of the powwow ‘vibe.’ 
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The higher ranges are trebly and bright, and the notes have quite an edge, much like the 

pow wow singers on the recording.”  

Dance. “Snake Dance” is a song tied to a dance game often seen at powwows. 

Laurel taught the students the dance, and at the final presentation, her sister led them 

through it. Two of the interview participants mentioned that learning the dance impacted 

them. Both felt that it deepened their understanding of the music. Lisa wanted me to 

know that dancing was a significant part of her experience. She stated, “Well, I'm glad we 

did like the dancing. It might not seem, like, that important, but it was just fun. And it 

was different also to do, like, that part of the music-ish kind of thing.” Susan also noted 

that the dance element was valuable. She said,  

“I think the dance was really fun and I think it made a little bit of the 

uncomfortableness go away because it was like you really got into the music and 

every part of the culture that goes along with it. Like, it's not just the notes and 

playing. It's also this dance and what the dance means. And I found it was just 

really fun and very carefree. It was nice to be able to do that kind of as a way to 

engage with the music but also to relax a little bit.”  

I noticed that most of the students engaged in the dancing with enthusiasm. I also 

wanted to find out if a music educator from the community could teach this aspect of the 

project independently. I wrote,  

The dancing at the end was exciting. Almost all the students participated and had 

fun! Beyond fun, the visceral connection to the music was interesting and 

important. The students were hearing the pulse and the drive of the music! I 
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wonder how this could be done outside of this kind of experience. Is it essential to 

have a knowledge-bearer in the room? I think so. 

 Eliminating the traditional structure of the Western classical orchestra and 

engaging in a circle setting transformed the students' learning experience. Their feedback 

suggests that they felt their skills in listening, playing by ear, and improvisation had 

improved. Students also remarked on the connections they found between the traditional 

teaching methods employed by Laurel and their experiences in the conventional Western 

classical orchestra. In chapter five, I will explore these elements and how they may 

reflect the concept of two-eyed seeing. In the following section of this chapter, I will 

present data on what the students, Laurel, and I identified as the differences between a 

traditional folk song arrangement for a band or orchestra and the project we undertook 

during the study. 

Experiential Differences 

As noted earlier, prior to the study commencing, the students performed a piece 

titled Ji’kmaqn. This work was composed for orchestra and a solo Mi’kmaw singer. The 

Mi’kmaw soloist was a local musician and scholar named Jonathan. The piece was 

initially created as part of a larger presentation called Ki’kwa’ju, which reimagined 

Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf through traditional Mi’kmaq stories. Ji’kmaqn served as 

an overture to the Peter and the Wolf section of the program. It began with conventional 

Western classical material and concluded with Jonathan singing I’ko, accompanied by the 

orchestra playing block chords, as directed by the conductor. I formulated an interview 

question for the first two interviews, in which I asked the students to compare their 
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experiences performing Ji’kmaqn with learning I’ko in a traditional Mi’kmaq manner 

from Laurel.  

 Ji’kmaqn can be viewed as a more Western approach to engaging with a Mi’kmaq 

song, as the sections were notated, the orchestra followed a standard Western classical 

seating arrangement, and the piece was conducted. Jonathan rehearsed once with the 

orchestra, and then we performed the work together. The students, Laurel, and I all 

remarked on the differences we noticed in the nature, depth, and authenticity of the study 

experience compared to performing Ji’kmaqn. In this chapter section, I will present data 

in three categories: 1– Engaging with a Culture Bearer, 2– Two versions of I’ko, and 3– 

Stepping toward culture. 

 Engaging with a Culture Bearer. As we progressed through the four sessions, 

Laurel taught us the notes and rhythms of the songs, as well as the meaning and intent of 

music-making through her Mi’kmaq perspective. Although I had asked her to present 

teachings at the beginning of each session, much of the learning occurred as the students 

worked, thought, played, and asked questions. Laurel discussed her view on the 

importance of the information she shared for maintaining the integrity of the process. She 

said,  

And so I guess I would just hope that the historical piece, the education on the 

intent, and how traditional music can be engaged became necessary for the 

orchestra students and teacher to know. The importance of the history that goes 

along with it, so there's no misunderstanding. Then, there's a better chance for less 

appropriation to happen. 
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After the final session, I asked the students to share their overall impressions of 

Laurel's interaction. The students emphasized that, from their viewpoint, she was crucial 

to the project's success. James remarked,  

I've learned tons. Like, I know more about the Mi’kmaq culture and how they 

make music than I did going into it through being by Laurel. Stuff that Laurel 

taught us, as well as just things that I discovered about the music and the feeling 

of making the music in that different way. 

Jane noted how Laurel seamlessly combined teaching and playing throughout the lesson, 

stating, “I hadn't really learned about Mi’kmaq music before. I have enjoyed, like, 

learning through music. I feel like the way we're doing it is where we're playing, and then 

she's teaching us something new, and then we're playing again. It worked.” 

 Three of our students had taken a high school credit called Mi’kmaq Studies 

before participating in the study. Mi’kmaq Studies is an elective social studies credit 

offered in all Nova Scotia high schools. One of those students was Jane, who shared her 

thoughts on the enhanced learning environment that Laurel created,  

I think it's really like a very beneficial learning environment instead of just sitting 

in a classroom and being, like, being told all these things all the time. When she's 

interacting with us, it feels much more personal, and it feels like I can make a 

connection. And it doesn't feel as strict and put together. Yeah, so, um, I've found 

it interesting, and I always find the way she presents information interesting. 

  Susan also found Laurel’s presence valuable. She stated,  
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It was very cool to be able to, like, engage with what Laurel was telling us about. 

Like, all these traditions and stuff, and like Indigenous ways of knowing. And 

hearing it from a person within that community instead of having it briefly 

touched on in class by a teacher who just had to do it because it's in the 

curriculum. It was good to have that perspective from someone whose opinion is, 

like, valid, I guess, on the subject. 

 James noted that the experience enhanced his previous learning. “Yeah, well, we learned 

about Mi’kmaq spirituality in classes, but there was very little on the music itself. So, 

learning about the music, I was surprised to find out how sophisticated the structure of 

Indigenous music is.” 

 I commented on the significance of Laurel’s presence in the room and the 

students' reactions to the information she presented.   

I noticed that the students reacted viscerally to some of Laurel's information. 

Hearing about day schools from an Indigenous person was different than reading 

about residential schools in textbooks. The students seemed taken aback that day 

schools still existed into the 1990s. Laurel was very open about how painful this 

information was and spoke about the fact that she was an educator, meaning she 

had to discuss this material. She had an obligation to discuss this material. Having 

the students react viscerally was not the intent of the study. However, it highlights 

that material presented by an Indigenous person allows students to connect with 

the information more intimately. 
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 In Hungry Listening, Robinson discussed the idea of a “nation-to-nation 

exchange” (Robinson, 2019, p. 133). Robinson pointed out that side by-side cultural 

presentation could remove the hierarchical implications of adapting Indigenous music for 

Western ensembles. At the end of our fourth session, Laurel and her twin sister performed 

Elder George Paul’s Mi’kmaq Honour Song. This was the actual Honour Song, not the 

incorrectly titled song mentioned in Chapter One. We began the presentation with 

Beethoven without Laurel and concluded with Laurel performing solo, without the 

orchestra. I remarked,  

Laurel and her sister close the evening by singing George Paul’s Honour Song. 

This creates a beautiful bookend from the start of the evening with Beethoven and 

fits well into the side-by-side presentation that Robinson discusses in Hungry 

Listening.” This experience was made possible by Laurel, the Mi’kmaw woman 

who shared her culture with us. 

 Two Versions of I’ko. As I mentioned earlier, the students and I encountered a 

more Western interpretation of I’ko before the study and then experienced the same song 

through a more traditional Mi’kmaq teaching lens during the study. I asked the students 

to share their thoughts on the differences between the two interpretations. In this section 

of the chapter, I will present their responses and comments from both Laurel and myself. 

The students observed differences in their experience of accompanying I’ko within a 

Western orchestral context versus learning to play and accompany the melody without 

notation in a more traditional Mi’kmaq context. 
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 James identified notation as a significant factor contributing to the difference in 

his experience performing the piece in both ways.  

I feel like writing down the music makes it more of an interpretation of Mi’kmaq 

music rather than even being considered somewhat Mi’kmaq music. I can see the 

Mi’kmaq elements, and it can sound like a Mi’kmaq song, but it's hard to see it as 

a Mi’kmaq piece. If we want to make it Mi’kmaq, we must learn it by ear.”   

Also, in the realm of notation versus aural learning, after the first session, where Laurel 

and the students were struggling to write down the phonetics of the vocables, Jane 

commented,  

So, I found it so interesting when we had such a hard time trying to write it down 

because it's not meant to be written. And it just like, I kind of it took me a minute 

to like I had to step back and be like this is we're almost to meet each other 

halfway because European music is written down.” 

 Lisa considered possession and ownership throughout the process and identified a 

gradient of respect for the source material. She commented,  

Um, yeah, well, I think that said something last time about, like, how I can 

appreciate performing Ji’kmaqn in the traditional Western European structure to 

make this kind of music our own, which I can still appreciate. But I feel like last 

Tuesday (the final presentation) made me see that playing and making our 

arrangement in the way we did is kind of a better way of making it our own while 

staying true to the nature of this kind of music because it has doesn't have a 

notation. 
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Bob discussed the gap he perceived between the two performance experiences as well as 

ownership of the arrangement in the study and stated,  

Um, it is getting wider, even more so than last week. Our first one was very… 

well, it was in the orchestra setup, obviously, right? But it was very classical too. 

We were playing chords. We were playing major chords or minor chords, right? 

With Jonathan singing. But now, we make up our own arrangement and singing. 

We're also singing and playing all sorts of different patterns. And we're 

experimenting, right? It sounds very flexible. 

 Jane spoke of a disconnect between the soloist and the music in the more Western 

approach to I’ko. She noted that the first experience seemed to lead to the second, more 

authentic experience. She stated,  

When we were playing with Jonathan, I just felt a little bit disconnected. It might 

have just been because I was sitting in the back, but I didn't feel like I was making 

as much of a connection with some music as I could have been. And I think it was 

a really good learning opportunity because it was kind of that first step into 

making music, but it just felt a little bit disconnected. Especially the way we were 

set up and that Jonathan was so far away. 

Like Jane’s comment about the ‘first step’ experience of playing I’ko in the orchestral 

version, Susan saw it as a bridge to a different experience.  

But I think, well, when we did the part of the song at the end where Jonathan 

sings I’ko, the part that I played, and we, as an orchestra, played were the chord 

progressions, so we never got to play the melody. And that's different. So, we're 
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figuring out the melody; um, yeah, I think obviously, it was a lot more structured 

when we did Ji’kmaqn with Jonathan because we were told what chords you're 

going to play. Then, you would conduct with the numbers (I gave them hand signs 

to indicate accompanying chords). So, it was kind of free of notation to an extent 

because you just filled in the notes. There wasn’t any instruction on how long to 

hold each note; it was purely based on your conducting and singing. But it is 

much looser and less structured when we're doing it now in the sessions with 

Laurel. I think that when we did Ji’kmaqn, it was like easing us into what it's like 

to make music outside of the Western orchestra structure, but we're doing it with 

Laurel as a full experience. 

Susan commented on the fluidity of the process of creating in the study, saying,  

So that's a big difference. And we're still figuring it out, which is the other piece, 

Ji’kmaqn, we knew what to expect. There was still, like, notation. There was still 

a conductor, even though it was less structured, but there was still that conducting 

element. Yeah, I just don't know what to expect from the performance or what I'm 

going to do because it's more fluid. In the performance, it'll be a different song 

every time we play it, which is cool. 

 Susan continued and discussed the contrast between playing an arranged folk song and 

her experience in the study, stating,  

I guess my perspective has changed because now I know a little bit of what it's 

like to be part of the music-making process within a more fluid structure instead 

of, like, we've done in band class. You know, the folk songs, the variation on the 



 

 

180 

song, and that kind of stuff. So, you know, we've had a taste of what it's like to 

play the same melodies, but it's never been within the same kind of structure. But 

yeah, now it feels like we are making this music in the space that it's supposed to 

be made. 

 Much like Susan’s perception of music being in a different space, Bob discussed the 

hierarchy of the orchestra in the first performance versus his experience in the study and 

the impact this had on his experience.  

Like, we were talking about before, with, like, the hierarchy, you're still in an 

orchestra format. We were the accompaniment. Jonathan was up there singing. 

But then with us all in the circle where everyone's doing the same thing, all on 

equal ground. Yeah, that's a difference for me. It’s different because the version is 

very different. But also, yeah, I don't know. Like for me, I feel more connected to 

the tune.  

 Laurel and I discussed band and orchestra arrangements of First Nations music. 

We listened to a contemporary band arrangement, “Eagle Song,” by Robert Buckley and 

Bob (Barker Buckley, R. and Baker, B. 2018). She commented,  

It’s the lived experience and in the real-life engagement piece. You can't beat it. 

Like, even obviously, the kids would tell you that it's a way different experience 

than, you know, being taught a piece of music that's already been composed and 

probably played by many other people. But to engage with an Indigenous person 

and figure things out with them and then produce the piece that they had a hand in 

creating essentially because none of it will ever be the same unless it's composed 
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like that and shared through written music, and I guess a lesson plan, so to speak. 

I think that power, gratitude, and humility come with having the experience of 

exploring music with a live person. I’m not saying that there's anything wrong 

with the Robert Buckley piece and Bob Barker. Because that, too, is powerful and 

wonderful, and beautiful, and you can hear the power in it. 

Laurel continued discussing her thoughts on arrangements,  

And as an Indigenous person, it makes me feel proud even to know that someone 

is trying something out there. I understand that it's difficult, especially from the 

historical standpoint of education and Indigenous people, to get an Indigenous 

person to come to your classroom. How do you go about doing that, and who's 

open, ready, and willing? Those are all aspects that may be pushed under the rug a 

bit; my people don't always go for that, either. It’s a hard clash of cultures when it 

comes to issues like these. There are many misunderstandings about how and 

what things will be used, as if they’ll be stolen or if they’ll be shared for their true 

intent. And me being who I am, I think about this on a personal level. I want 

things to be shared, whether educational or experiential, because it's important to 

me that my people, my ancestors, music, traditions, culture, and heritage will 

carry on. It’s not just up to Indigenous people to carry that forward. 

 The students shared their thoughts on using music notation compared to learning 

and arranging by ear, noting that the latter made the process feel less inhibiting. They also 

emphasized that their sense of engagement with and connection to the music was more 

intense in the version of I’ko they performed during the study. Laurel supported the 
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study's more Indigenous-centric experience but also remarked that engaging with any 

Indigenous music experience could be significant. In the next section of the chapter, I 

will present data on the participants' perceptions of moving closer to the culture we are 

engaging with, as opposed to bringing that culture closer to us. 

 Stepping Toward Culture. Throughout the study, all participants, including 

Laurel and me, seemed to struggle with the experience of engaging with one culture 

while using tools and skills that represent another culture. As shown in the data above, we 

talked about the challenge of conveying this experience in words. One of the students 

expressed it as ‘stepping toward the culture, rather than pulling the culture toward us.” In 

this final section of the results chapter, I will present data that examines this concept. 

 Bob expressed that he felt comfortable working with the Mi’kmaq material. He 

commented,  

I think that, like, I feel much more comfortable working with it. You know, 

because we're moving to it instead of moving it to us. You know, we are taking a 

step toward Mi’kmaq culture instead of dragging Mi’kmaq culture into our 

experience. And you need a Mi’kmaw person to be able to do that. 

 Lisa noted that the experience made her conscious of honoring the Mi’kmaq material. 

She said, “But I think learning it in the traditional Mi’kmaq way, we learned more about 

the culture and how it was meant to be, and that was more fun. When you're doing a song 

in a way it wasn't initially meant to be, it feels like there's more pressure not to mess it 

up.” James seemed to concur and pointed out the ease with which the ensemble adjusted 

to the process.  
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Level one is just giving students an arrangement. But this wasn't difficult. It was 

something that anyone in any classroom could do. It's just about getting it done 

because I know that that can be scary for some people, but I think it's a really, 

really, strong way to implement Mi’kmaq music into a classroom. 

 Susan spoke about the sense of community and collective creation she 

experienced from learning in the Mi’kmaq-inspired environment, 

We got to all throw around ideas and kind of discuss what we would do as a 

group. Like, in my last interview, I said ‘we’ so much. And then I thought about 

it… it's because when we sit in the circle, it feels much more like we're a 

collective instead of just each person playing their part. Especially without 

notation, it's not like each person has a specific assigned part to play. It feels more 

like working together because there aren't these dividing lines of the score. It’s 

like to take that, and you can feel it where, without the physical music in front of 

you, we all connect a little bit more with each other, which is cool. And I feel like 

we listen a lot more, which is important within the orchestra model, but I feel like 

people were actually doing it.  

 James recognized that he enjoyed the process, but it had a deeper impact, and 

working within another culture inspired him.  

I mean, I don't know if I've touched on this before, but I find it hard to put into 

words how it made me feel making the music because it was a positive thing, and 

it was different. It felt like a special way for me to make music, even though most 

of it was playing by ear. I still can't really express how great it was to work in that 
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way and in that setting. 

Jane summarized her experience with gratitude for the opportunity to work with Laurel, 

saying, “I don't think I have anything else to say. Other than that, I really enjoyed how 

committed everybody was. I think it's not very common for us to have the experience 

with someone as educated as Britney, which I think is really special. Not everybody gets 

that experience.” 

 I asked the students if they would recommend this experience to other high school 

instrumental students. Susan talked about the challenge of moving beyond what she 

typically did in music classes and rehearsals, 

But I think that, yeah, it was a great like opportunity for everybody to learn about 

a whole bunch of different stuff, like Mi’kmaq culture and everything, but also 

stepping outside of your comfort zone with music and taking the lead a little bit 

because we all got to share our own ideas. Right. So, I think it's good for high 

school students who have been in the orchestra or, I don't know, choral models for 

so long to step outside of that. So yeah, I would recommend it!  

Lisa discussed feeling disconnected from learning about Indigenous music when 

she didn’t have the chance to experience a musician or play the music herself. She said,  

Yeah, also, like, I feel like a lot of times, like at school they'll, they'll say, ‘Oh, 

here's this, like, Indigenous artist’ or something, and it feels like they're telling 

you like you should like it because the artist is Indigenous. I'm not saying it's 

wrong to like it or we shouldn't. Still, I feel like they're trying to make us think a 

certain way, sometimes. 
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She continued, “I think I would recommend this experience because it's a different way 

of experiencing Indigenous music and, like, interacting with the music and Indigenous 

culture than I've ever had.” James added that the Mi’kmaq-focused study provided him a 

deeper, more meaningful experience. He stated in his final interview,  

Learning about how spiritual Mi’kmaq people have helped me connect to what 

the music actually is, you know, is that it's more than just music. I learned about 

that in my Mi’kmaq studies class, but being there and experiencing it and learning 

why it's more than just music was a unique experience. 

As I mentioned earlier in this section, I sometimes found it challenging to fully 

engage with the culture. For instance, I wrote about the final presentation, which I had 

called a concert at the time: “I will be honest and say that the word concert was not a 

great choice. The students felt pressure that did not reflect the nature of what we were 

trying to accomplish. Presentation might have been a better word, I think.” However, 

after the final session, I had a more positive outlook. I wrote,  

I believe we presented an accurate picture of how the project functioned. The 

students were engaged in the performance, and it was... believable. It did not look 

like a Western orchestra in that way. What way? It did not appear to be a 

traditional orchestra performing a squared-off version of a Mi’kmaq traditional 

song. Instead, it looked like something different. Something more… intimate, 

perhaps? It appeared that the students were uniquely connecting with Laurel. 

As we finished the study, we seemed to be inclined toward embracing the 

Mi’kmaq culture rather than trying to pull the culture toward us. The students found the 
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experience enriched their perception of Mi’kmaq culture and gave them the freedom to 

explore their understanding of Mi’kmaq music. They appeared comfortable 

recommending the experience to peers who might try it in the future. As an educator, I 

found the process challenging as I continued to reference the Western paradigm to which 

I am accustomed. However, I recognized a different paradigm's representation in our final 

presentation. 

Conclusion 

This study was designed to explore whether the calls to action from Canada’s 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission can be implemented in a praxial music class or 

rehearsal. It involved the students, conductor of the Halifax Regional Arts Symphony, 

and Mi’kmaq musician and educator Laurel. The students in HRAS ranged in age from 

fifteen to eighteen. HRAS was a multi-school ensemble that rehearsed weekly for two 

hours. No auditions were held for students. The orchestra performed a diverse repertoire, 

including standard pieces, contemporary Western art music, and large-scale popular 

music arrangements. The investigator served as the conductor of the orchestra. Thirty-two 

out of thirty-five students in the orchestra participated in the study. 

The study involved four consecutive sessions, each lasting approximately 90 

minutes. In the first two sessions, the Mi’kmaw collaborator, Laurel, taught the students 

two traditional Mi’kmaq songs. During the third session, the students arranged the songs 

using their Western classical skills, and the fourth session involved a presentation. The 

students rehearsed in a circle to challenge the colonial aspects of the traditional Western 

orchestra. They did not use music notation or music stands, nor was there a conductor. 
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The students learned the songs and created the arrangements by ear. They both sang the 

songs and performed them with their instruments. 

 I designed the study using action research and grounded it in Paris and Alim’s 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy. To gather rich and detailed data, I solicited volunteers 

and selected five students for interviews. Each student was interviewed three times 

during the study, while Laurel was interviewed once at the end. I took extensive field 

notes in a study journal and video-recorded each session. I thematically coded the data 

manually. All participants validated their data through member-checking. I categorized 

the data into four main thematic units: 1. Relationships, 2. Truth and Reconciliation, 

including Mi’kmaq teachings, 3. Two-Eyed Music-Making, and 4. Experiential 

Differences. I further divided each larger thematic unit into smaller sub-units. 

 The data indicated that the relationships developed during the study were integral 

to the experience. Laurel, the students, and I all commented on the collaborative nature of 

the project and the atmosphere of acceptance and support that this collaboration fostered. 

I divided the thematic unit of relationships into five smaller units: student to student, 

student with collaborator, student with educator, educator with collaborator, and not the 

sage from the stage.   

 The students felt that the new, at times uncomfortable processes that accompanied 

the class's decolonized approach were made easier by the relationships they had built as a 

group prior to the study. However, they found that these relationships deepened as the 

study progressed, and they had to rely on each other as leaders and collaborators. The 

students observed the shift in the leadership dynamic as I stepped back and took on a 
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more prominent role. The relationship between us changed as I became more of a 

participant as the study went on. Both the students and I recognized the significance of 

Laurel’s open and sincere teaching style and her integrity in working with us. Laurel 

highlighted the openness and willingness of both the students and me to learn and honor 

the learning process.  

 As a settler, I found myself constantly questioning my actions in relation to my 

relationship with Laurel. This prompted me to consider when to step up and lead, and 

when to hold back and let teaching take its course. Laurel was more forgiving of my 

actions than I was and appreciated that I had created this opportunity for the students. My 

journal entries clearly indicated that I struggled to distinguish between facilitator and 

educator. 

 Although examining the students' interaction with the concepts of truth and 

reconciliation serves as the study’s main rationale, specific data emerged regarding the 

students' reactions to truth and reconciliation in the context of the stories and information 

shared by Laurel. The students were influenced by the candid and straightforward way in 

which Laurel presented the complex truths of the relationship between the government of 

Canada and the Mi’kmaq peoples. Laurel provided information the students had 

previously not encountered, leading both the students and Laurel to feel surprised and 

unsettled by these gaps in the students' knowledge. Laurel discussed the idea of reconcili-

action, which involves taking action based on the truths one learns. The students 

connected with this concept and noted that one significant impact of the study was a 

growing interest in supporting Indigenous music and musicians. 
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  Laurel shared many Mi’kmaq cultural teachings. These teachings helped the 

students frame their musical experiences within a more authentic context, and they noted 

that Laurel’s instruction was impactful and meaningful. Laurel presented her information 

and music in a fundamentally different manner from what the students were accustomed 

to in music education. Her approach was more collaborative and offered more significant 

opportunities for students to listen and engage than they were used to. I noted the 

emphasis on listening that Laurel’s process fostered. I recognized what I perceived as a 

power imbalance reflected in Laurel’s deference to the Western classical music-making 

process, which included a view of Western music-making as something different and 

perhaps more complex than Mi’kmaq music-making. 

 In examining the data generated during the study, I observed students noting that 

making music within a Mi’kmaq context enhanced certain skills they learned as part of 

their Western classical music education. Musical elements such as ear training, singing 

and listening, and intonation were perceived to be improved by the Mi’kmaq ways of 

making music. Likewise, the students felt that their sense of community and reliance on 

one another were influenced within the traditional circle. As I explored these connections, 

I noted a parallel to the Mi’kmaq concept of Etuaptmumk, or two-eyed seeing.  

 Finally, the theme of experiential differences between two distinct approaches to 

engaging with Mi’kmaq music was presented. The students had previously performed a 

version of I’ko in a Western classical context and, in the study, performed the same song 

in a Mi’kmaq music-making context. They noted the impact of working with a culture 

bearer over an extended period rather than through a single rehearsal and performance. 
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The students connected with Laurel on a personal level, resulting in a deeper, more 

complex, and nuanced understanding of the music they were creating. 

 The calls to action from the TRC encourage educators to explore new ways to 

connect with First Nations’ culture and history, fostering in students a sense of empathy 

and foundational knowledge of what the last four hundred years of Canadian history look 

like through the experiences of Canada’s Indigenous peoples. The guiding question of the 

study inquired whether the recommendations of the TRC can be implemented in a settler 

instrumental classroom or rehearsal. In Chapter Five, I will discuss the study's results. 

However, the thematic elements that emerged from a close examination of the data 

illustrate a group of students who were in a space that allowed them to engage with 

Mi’kmaq culture, both as learners and co-creators. 

 The students noted that by engaging in this study, they were moving toward 

Mi’kmaq culture rather than reaching out and drawing the Mi’kmaq culture toward 

themselves. In Chapter Five, I will discuss the gravitational impact of this statement on 

whether understanding truth and reconciliation can be facilitated in a settler class or 

rehearsal. Instead of experiencing an ersatz multicultural experience, the students entered 

a more genuine relationship with the music and culture of the Mi’kmaq people. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion 

 

“Reconciliation is about creating respectful relationships. Pipe-bowl and 

stem are separate, but when you put them together, you create something 

new. That is what reconciliation is. You need to take the mainstream world 

and our world and put them together to make something more powerful” 

(Wab Kinew, Pathways to Reconciliation, 2016). 

 

Introduction 

 In this qualitative action research study, I examined the impact of an artist-in-

residence program involving a Mi’kmaw musician and knowledge bearer alongside a 

settler high school orchestra on participants' perceptions of Truth and Reconciliation. 

Over the course of four weeks, the students and the Mi’kmaw musician collaborated to 

learn and perform within an environment designed to explore traditional Mi’kmaq music-

making techniques, creating something new together. The students learned and performed 

two traditional Mi’kmaq songs and a traditional Mi’kmaq dance. The Mi’kmaq singer 

and I, as the music educator, worked together to facilitate this process. However, I 

stepped back and handed over leadership of the classroom to her. Ultimately, we both 

stepped back, transferring leadership of the music-making process to the students. 

The study was designed to answer the question: How can the calls to action of the 

TRC be facilitated in a praxial settler instrumental music classroom or rehearsal? I 

specifically focused on two of the 94 calls. In call-to-action number 62, the commission 

members stated that educators should “Make age-appropriate curriculum on residential 

schools, treaties, and Aboriginal peoples’ historical and contemporary contributions to 

Canada a mandatory education requirement for Kindergarten to Grade Twelve students” 
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and “Provide the necessary funding to Aboriginal schools to utilize Indigenous 

knowledge and teaching methods in classrooms” (TRC, p. 7). In recommendation number 

63, the authors called for departments of education to begin,  

Sharing information and best practices on teaching curriculum related to  

residential schools and Aboriginal history, developing and implementing 

Kindergarten to Grade Twelve curriculum and learning resources on Aboriginal 

peoples in Canadian history, and the history and legacy of residential schools and 

building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual 

respect” (TRC, p. 7). 

A Review of the Findings 

In Chapter Four, I presented the four sessions of the study in chronological order, 

and then organized the study's findings into four thematic units: (a) relationships, (b) 

cultural teachings and teachings on Truth and Reconciliation, (c) two-eyed music-

making, and (d) experiential differences. These themes emerged from interviews with 

five student participants and Laurel, the Mi’kmaq musician. I also utilized my study 

notes, personal journal, and a video of the four sessions. The interview transcripts are 

located in Appendix Two. Each thematic category included several sub-categories.  

In the relationships category, I further divided the findings into five subcategories. 

I discovered that the students, Laurel, and I all recognized complex and interlocking 

relationships that developed within the ensemble and with Laurel and me during the 

study. These relationships were founded on a sense of vulnerability and the trust 

necessary to engage in a new mode of music-making. 
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I categorized the findings from the cultural teachings and the Truth and 

Reconciliation findings into four additional categories. Laurel provided numerous 

traditional teachings and insights into residential and day schools, all from a Mi’kmaw 

perspective. Listening to Laurel, a knowledge keeper and culture bearer, made a 

significant impact on the students. She fostered a culture of traditional ways of teaching 

and knowing in the classroom with her straightforward yet calm, patient, and welcoming 

approach to teaching and storytelling. 

I further divided the results into two subcategories within the two-eyed music-

making category. I observed that the students were utilizing their prior knowledge to 

enhance the music-making process and contribute to traditional Mi’kmaq music. Laurel 

did not dissuade the students from interacting with the music in this way. 

Finally, I categorized the findings of the last group, experiential differences, into 

three subcategories. In this collection of results, Laurel, the students, and I explored the 

different experiences and teachings associated with working alongside a guest soloist in a 

traditional orchestral setting compared to collaborating with a knowledge bearer in an 

extended music-making experience. 

Chapter Outline 

 In this chapter, I discuss the results in the context of the research that surrounds 

and informs the research question. In the literature review, I identified multiple areas of 

research focus that informed my research question. I will then discuss how the study's 

findings interact with these research areas. Throughout this chapter I suggest areas where 

further research could benefit the understanding of pedagogical approaches to Truth and 
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Reconciliation in settler classrooms. In Chapter Six, I will postulate how the profession 

may move forward based on my discussion of how the findings interact with current 

research. 

 I begin by discussing relationships and cultural teachings and Truth and 

Reconciliation. I then continue the chapter by discussing two-eyed music making. 

Finally, I discuss the experiential differences between two experiences of the Mi’kmaq 

song I’ko. I finish the chapter with a proof-of-concept section, in which I discuss whether 

this study suggested that it is possible to facilitate the TRC’s calls to action. 

Section One: Relationships 

 The results of this study highlighted a network of relationships developed through 

music-making and teaching. The students noted that they engaged with one another in 

ways inspired by a stronger sense of personal agency. They found that their tendencies for 

leadership and participation, as well as those of their peers, evolved as the study 

continued. This aligns with the CT, CRP, and CSP research that suggests teachers should 

“problematize teaching and encourage inquiries into the nature of the student-teacher 

relationship” (Ladson Billings, 1995, p. 483).  

The students also remarked on experiencing a greater sense of community that 

developed during the process as they discovered their individual voices. Eliminating the 

top-down conductor-performer relationship allowed this sense of community to thrive. 

The students observed the shifting power dynamic within the rehearsal space. This 

observation supports Freire's (1971) assertion that the power dynamic in a group 

relationship shifted from being teacher-controlled and distributed to equal through 
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dialogue and communication: “People teach each other mediated by the world” (p. 53). 

The students remarked that they became more at ease with one another throughout 

the four sessions of the study. However, they noted that feeling comfortable might have 

been more challenging had they not previously known each other and had not performed 

and rehearsed together for several months before the study began. This suggests that 

further research is necessary to explore how the educator's epistemic approach and the 

actual time spent teaching the students influence the existing classroom and rehearsal 

dynamics. Understanding how this dynamic affects the success or failure of relationship 

development, especially when faced with a paradigm challenge like the one in this study, 

remains a topic of ongoing interest. 

The preparation for this study with the students did not include any instruction on 

student leadership or peer mentoring. As mentioned above, the students initially seemed 

to lean into natural leadership roles, with the stronger leaders being the most vocal. 

However, as the study progressed and the students became more comfortable, those who 

were not inclined to make suggestions were aided and encouraged by the more natural 

leaders to find their place and voice in the process. More research may be needed to 

understand this natural, progressive student mentorship and leadership development. 

By engaging in peer mentorship, the students were allowed to further disengage 

from traditional hierarchical structures of the instrumental music classroom. The students 

may have been allowed to develop a more compassionate, self-aware approach to 

engaging with Mi’kmaq music by working together, rather than just being taught by a 

conductor. Goodrich (2022) suggested 
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 “To help establish caring learning communities, music teachers can have students 

engage in peer mentoring to reflect on how they might be privileged in some 

aspects of their lives but not in others. For example, this could include a warm 

and 

supportive family but low socioeconomic status, middle class but racialized, or 

male but queer” (p. 153). 

The students indicated that they valued and learned from their relationship with 

Laurel. Goodrich (2022) discussed the danger that peer-mentorship may not be a source 

of transformational learning, but rather a reproduction of the views and beliefs of the 

settler (White) teacher (p. 157). Laurel’s Mi’kmaq worldview and educational practices 

may have provided an opportunity for students to collaborate through a lens different 

from the one I offered as a settler educator.  

Laurel similarly recognized a positive and impactful relationship with the 

students. Research shows that reconciliation is partly based on this type of relationship 

building. For example, this aligns with Aitken and Radford (2018), who stated that 

reconciliation involves existing together in peace and examining practices that foster 

stronger relationships (p. 40). The authors of the TRC (2015) noted that reconciliation is, 

in part, “about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country” (p. 4).   

My observations about the students’ relationship with Laurel highlighted how 

easily they engaged with one another. The students chatted, asked questions, and felt very 

comfortable with Laurel. The extended nature of a project designed over four weeks with 
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a culture bearer contributed to this relationship-building. This helped to partially 

ameliorate the conditions that inspired Battiste’s statement that “Aboriginal content has 

been so marginalized, fragmented and delivered from a Eurocentric perspective as to 

have not much effect on students” (163). The relationship the students developed with 

Laurel seemed to provide them with the metaphorical space to challenge some of their 

perceptions of Truth and Reconciliation, as I discuss later in this chapter. 

 I always aim to foster a community of openness with my students in any teaching 

situation. However, during the study, I noticed a shift in the power dynamic between the 

students and myself. No longer was I on the podium, giving instructions and directing 

every aspect of the rehearsal. I became a participant and a fellow learner. This shift 

nurtured a different, more trusting culture in the rehearsal space. The students remarked 

on what seemed to be a commitment to lifelong learning in Laurel’s and my teaching 

process. This commitment aligns with the AFN Holistic Model, which identifies lifelong 

learning as a crucial component of Indigenous learning (AFN, 2007). Demonstrating this 

process appeared to influence the culture in the rehearsal space and supported Truth and 

Reconciliation education. 

 The disruption of the standard classroom paradigm of the orchestra in a traditional 

Western setup, with me on the podium, addressed social justice education and the 

examination of the hidden curriculum. Wasiak (2015) pointed out that, in part, teaching 

“compliance and conformity” in Canadian music classrooms. Wasiak further noted, “In 

fact, musical ensembles have been described, sometimes by conductor/teachers 

themselves, as benevolent dictatorships” (p. 23). No longer a benevolent dictatorship, our 
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classroom during this study sometimes transformed into a collaborative, democratic 

collective, which appeared to align with traditional Mi’kmaq teaching practices. 

 In a discussion on CSP in music education, Good Perkins (2022) suggested the 

concept of “epistemic travel” and engaging with a “hybrid of epistemologies” within a 

classroom (p. 120). I approached my teaching relationship with Laurel keeping hybridity 

in mind. I wanted to explore what the culture of the rehearsal space would look like when 

Laurel’s perspective on goals, quality, success, classroom management, and philosophy 

was present, equal to, and not subordinate to my own. Consequently, my understanding 

of allyship did not align with Wallace (2011), who argued that allyship “involves the 

surrendering of the external practice and communal narrative and colonial claimed 

supremacy of conceptualization, direction, and solutions” (p. 165). I believe I 

relinquished the colonial claimed supremacy; however, I also think that the way the study 

was constructed—particularly through the use of orchestra instruments and the creation 

of student-led arrangements—suggested a hybridity of conceptualization that did not 

fully support the complete surrendering of external practice. 

 As I entered the process, I found it difficult to determine how much information 

to share with Laurel. As I mentioned in Chapter Four, the initial session was challenging 

for both Laurel and me because we were unsure about what the project should entail. 

Allyship was very much on my mind during this first session. Commenting on what allies 

should be aware of, Swiftwolfe (2019) stated, “Listen to the experts. Ask what you can 

do” (p. 15). Laurel was concerned that the students might interpret her hesitancy in the 

first session as a lack of knowledge rather than as her working through a new process. 
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Moving forward, I believe there is a need for research into respectfully designing 

collaborative projects between First Nations Peoples and Settler music educators, with 

allyship as one of the objectives. 

Wallace (2011) indicated that allyship is “a sincere effort by non-indigenous 

Canadians to transform the relationship from an ongoing paradigm of colonial narratives 

and practices to a post-colonial relationship of justice, equity, and respect” (p. 156). I will 

discuss collaborative projects in further detail later in this chapter; however, from a 

teaching and planning point of view, this work did represent a sincere effort at 

decolonizing the relationship and teaching partnership between Laurel and me. 

In this research process, allyship was not without challenges; it is essential to 

address the difficulties I encountered. In the results chapter, I highlighted several 

instances where I struggled to relinquish my leadership positionality. Mitchell et al. 

(2018) stated, “We recognize the inherent risk of the re-enactment of dominant relations 

through ‘helping’ in forms of false or imposed allyship” (p. 355). During our 

collaboration, there were times when I found it hard to trust the process. Although I tried 

to avoid reenacting dominant relations, I would occupy the empty space with my 

teaching, an empty space that was part of Laurel’s teaching process.  

I experienced instances of what I called accidental leadership in the results. 

Students looked to me for cues, tempo, and musical guidance. This felt completely 

natural, given the nature of our rehearsals outside the study context. However, it certainly 

imposed my musical will on the creative process. Russell-Mundine (2012) urged allies to 

“privilege Indigenous voices, recognize and represent the diversity of cultures and voices, 
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and allow Indigenous peoples to set the agenda” (p. 3). This was the intent, but applying 

it practically was sometimes a struggle. I entered the collaboration with a fear of making 

mistakes, and I did. 

As I mentioned earlier, more research is needed on how music educators should 

engage as allies in collaborative projects with First Nations artists. In Chapter Six, I 

discuss some barriers that settler music educators face, which may inhibit them from 

interacting with First Nations music and musicians. One of those barriers, I believe, is the 

fear of inadvertently privileging one’s voice and process. 

Hess (2021) asserted, “Music and music education may aid in the resistance 

against the ubiquity of hate and simultaneously disrupt the processes that reinscribe 

oppression” (p. 61). The music-making process in the study enhanced the students' 

empathy for the history and stories that Laurel shared. The students expressed a desire to 

experience more Mi’kmaq culture, whether through more music or by attending pow 

wows. This aligns with both Hess and Allsup (2012), who stated that public instrumental 

music education can provide an “ideal space for moral exercise and growth” (p. 180). 

 The TRC identifies relationships as essential to the process of Truth and 

Reconciliation. In this study, it became clear that the students' sense of agency was 

enhanced, and their relationships with each other, Laurel, and me were deepened and 

more open. Students felt comfortable asking questions and empowered to learn more 

about Mi’kmaq people and music. Laurel and I often taught collaboratively. There were 

moments when I struggled as an ally, unsure of when not to teach. However, within the 

rehearsal space, there was a strong sense of relationship and collaboration among the 
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settler students, the settler music educator, and the Mi’kmaq artist. These relationships 

were foundational for engaging with the stories and teachings about Truth and 

Reconciliation, residential schools, and Mi’kmaq cultural practices that I will discuss in 

the next section of this chapter. 

Section Two: Cultural Teachings and Teachings on Truth and Reconciliation 

 The authors of the TRC (2015) stated that too many people know little to nothing 

about the deep roots behind residential schools and their long-lasting implications for 

First Nations peoples in Canada (TRC, p. 8). I designed this study to include teachings on 

the history of the relationship between Canada’s First Nations population and the 

Government of Canada. I also asked Laurel to include traditional teachings on Mi’kmaq 

culture and history.  

 It is important to note that this study was designed to place teaching and 

storytelling on the same level and with the same perceived value as music-making. There 

was no implied hierarchy between performance and Truth and Reconciliation learning. In 

this way, the model differed from a typical preparation cycle that a Western classical high 

school ensemble would engage in. The music-making would typically take precedence 

over the contextual material. In this study, I aimed to interrogate how Western ensembles 

interact with Indigenous music and how much time is spent contextualizing and learning 

about it. This study aligns with Orr et al. (2002), who suggested that Mi’kmaw stories 

and traditional storytelling become prioritized and normalized (p. 333). 

 I observed that the student participants reacted viscerally to Laurel's information, 

especially regarding the reality of residential schools, day schools, and the relationship 
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between the government of Canada and First Nations peoples. Similar to the excerpt from 

the TRC above, many students were unaware of the treatment of First Nations peoples. 

Some students had taken Mi’kmaq studies, an optional course at the grade 11 level in 

Nova Scotia high schools, while others had not. However, the example of Indian day 

schools was significant, as all the participants were unaware that these schools existed 

even after residential schools closed. This lack of knowledge had a significant and 

negative effect on Laurel, who felt disheartened that the students did not realize these 

schools were operational until 1996.  

 Although they were discussing pre-service teacher education in Truth and 

Reconciliation, Aitken and Radford’s (2018) observation that “The illustrations of 

participants' experiences over time point to the value of extended time in a course, for 

bearing witness to others' testimonies of loss, studying the historical context of residential 

schools and cultural genocide” (p. 41) seems to apply to this study. The extended time 

that the students spent with Laurel enriched and nuanced their understanding of the issues 

surrounding residential and day schools. For example, one student commented about day 

schools, saying, “That was totally after residential schools. It's like they kept trying to, 

like, I don't know, I guess, um, it was said they weren't the same, that they were better 

than residential schools. But it's the same idea, isn't it?” 

Laurel shared her personal story of discovering her history as an Indigenous 

person later in life, which impacted and surprised the students. Learning that the 

Canadian Government forcibly suppressed Mi’kmaq culture and language sparked 

thoughtful conversations and comments during the interviews. The authors of the TRC) 
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suggested that understanding the past lays a foundation for engaging in reconciliation 

(TRC, 2015, vi). The participants were immersed in teachings from a culture bearer, and 

this experience enabled them to apply that knowledge of the past to their growing 

understanding of what reconciliation can look like and mean. Throughout this chapter on 

discussion, I will explore the significance of collaborating with a culture bearer multiple 

times. 

Toulouse (2018) stated that the concept of truth is personal and relies on what one 

knows and does not know. As musicians, the students were deeply influenced by Laurel’s 

story about the ji’kmaqn instrument. This instrument endured cultural purges by 

Canadian Indian Agents due to its ability to be easily destroyed and remade. Through this 

narrative, students shaped their understanding of the injustices of the Indian Act during 

their music-making activities. Laurel’s storytelling and knowledge sharing aligned with 

Gay (2018), who emphasized the significance of stories in cultivating cultural 

competence and experience: “Stories educate us about ourselves and others; they capture 

our attention on a very personal level and entice us to see, know, desire, imagine, 

construct, and become more than what we currently are” (p. 3). 

The authors of the TRC stated that reconciliation is “about establishing and 

maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

peoples in this country” (p. 4). After the four-week study, Laurel spoke of the relationship 

that had developed, saying, 

They're all very respectful, and maybe some kids who weren't as intuitive as 

others were still extremely respectful, and I was able to learn some of their first 
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names and call on them, and pick on them a little bit, and you know, laugh. It was 

really fun as well, which is part of the experience. They need to know that not 

everything has to be so serious and structured to have fun and learn from it. 

Right?  

This relationship was foundational to the students' understanding of reconciliation.  

The student participants commented on Laurel’s candid delivery and inclusive 

approach. Laurel spoke about Reconcili-action, which is reconciliation through taking 

action. One student expressed a desire to listen to and support more Mi’kmaq music and 

musicians. Another emphasized that reconciliation is about moving forward. Laurel 

discussed the inter-generational trauma that has developed in Mi’kmaq communities due 

to the experiences of Mi’kmaq people. The students acknowledged Laurel’s call to 

combat stereotypes and advocate for the Mi’kmaq people. Laurel’s emphasis on building 

relationships with the students influenced their willingness to embrace allyship. 

One of the students commented on the pervasive lack of guilt in the study process. 

She stated,  

Yeah, I really liked this. I feel like a lot of times, when we learn about it in school, 

like someone's standing at the front of the room lecturing you about something, 

and it kind of feels like they're pushing something on you a bit. I don't know if 

that's really the right way to describe it, but it doesn't…I don't know. It feels like 

they're just trying to make you feel bad. But I don't know, this felt like we were 

like a part of something and, like, all working together instead of us versus them.  

This aligns with a statement from Wab Kinew: “At the end, did we get a document 
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blaming people? No. Instead, we had a call to action for each and every one of us to do 

better, to rise up and fulfill that greater part of our humanity.” (Pathways to 

Reconciliation, 2016). 

Mi’kmaq Cultural Teachings and Ways of Knowing  

The extended artist residency with Laurel allowed the students and me to 

prioritize Mi’kmaq knowledge from a Mi’kmaw culture bearer. This resulted in a deeper 

understanding of the realities of residential schools and a welcome call to action. Laurel 

shared numerous cultural teachings with the students, often interspersing these lessons 

with music-making. In this manner, Laurel seamlessly integrated knowledge into the 

rehearsal process.  

Laurel spoke to the students about pow wows, or Mawi’omi. She referred to our 

sessions as Mawi’omi’ji’j, or small gatherings. This statement invited the students and 

me to feel welcome and comfortable in the cultural exchange. Everyone involved felt the 

openness that Laurel brought to the relationship. One student commented, “Yeah, I mean, 

I kind of used to see it as just like, a thing… that the Mi’kmaq people play at a pow wow 

and stuff. But I kind of realized that it's not just for, like, Mi’kmaq; it's for everyone. And 

it's something that anyone can enjoy.” This invitation had a tremendous impact on the 

culture of the experience and the student’s understanding of empathy.  

Trembley-Beaton (2017) stated that music educators should be aware of the 

difference between integration and infusion when engaging in truth and reconciliation 

education. Integration may imply simply adding to existing curricula, while infusion 

“permeates the existing curriculum itself” (p. 14). In designing the study, I aimed to 
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permeate the four-week curriculum with an integrated approach that promoted Mi’kmaq 

knowledge and stories. This aligned with the views of the authors of the TRC (2015), 

who recommended, “In the view of the Commission, rooting learning in a local context is 

an essential step towards effective education” (p. 100). 

Laurel’s teaching style was markedly distinct from my own. Her pace was slow 

and deliberate, allowing space within the lesson for students to imitate her actions. She 

spoke softly, requiring students to lean in to hear her words. Rather than giving direct 

instructions for teaching the songs, she often repeated them until the students grasped the 

material. This approach aligns with the research of Orr, Paul and Paul (2002), where the 

authors explored traditional practices of gathering students and teachers in a circle, 

listening respectfully, and each contributing to the community (p. 350). Laurel’s 

application of these traditional teaching practices nurtured a culture of respect in the 

rehearsal space, enabling students to engage with Mi’kmaq cultural practices firsthand. 

Laurel underscored this significance by stating, “They were actually in the experience 

rather than just watching.” 

The collaboration with Laurel made progress toward decolonizing the rehearsal 

space. Laurel’s Indigenous perspective partially addressed Battiste’s comment that 

Western culture has an “interpretative monopoly” (2002, p. 10) on the language and 

culture of Indigenous peoples. As the music educator, I distanced myself from 

interpreting Indigenous knowledge and ways of knowing. More research needs to be 

conducted to help settler music educators frame the music of Indigenous peoples when 

teaching. Program notes, as illustrated in Adams’ version of The Mi’kmaq Honour Song 
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(1997a), often fail to provide the necessary contextualization of the music and may or 

may not be accurate at all.  

Section Three: Two-Eyed Music-Making 

 The study phase that allowed students to create arrangements for the songs Laurel 

taught was modeled after the concept of Two-Eyed Seeing, or etuaptmumk, in the 

language of the Mi’kmaq people. As I discussed in Chapter One, Two-Eyed Seeing 

originated in the Mi’kmaq community and describes a way of looking at science through 

an Indigenous lens and a Western lens, acknowledging the value of both and leading to 

greater understanding.   

What could the students contribute to the music? I discussed this carefully with 

Laurel before the project began to ensure she approved the concept, reflecting Battisti, 

who stated that it is up to Indigenous peoples to provide the “standards and protections 

that accompany the centering of Indigenous knowledge” (p. 72). Adding harmonic 

accompaniments to Mi’kmaq music is unnecessary to truly engage with it, so the study 

could have been designed to play and sing in unison only. However, I drew inspiration 

from the TRC (2015), where the authors identified reconciliation as a process that 

inspires collaboration and encourages both Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples to 

connect to find ways to move forward (p. 8). This blending of cultures also aligns with 

Scott (2020), who defined the act of reconciliation as Métissage, implying Indigenous-

colonial hybridity or the mixing of cultures (p. 31). 

 The students spent the first two sessions learning to sing and play two Mi’kmaq 

songs in unison. They noted that singing and playing the songs by ear, without notation, 
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enhanced their Western music-making skills. They experienced a stronger sense of 

intonation and felt that learning to sing and play in unison generally improved their ear 

training. One student shared that they believed the ensemble would play more in tune if 

they made singing and playing in unison a standard practice during rehearsals. Other 

students remarked on listening more attentively and mindfully while learning to play by 

ear. The students felt that their musical collaboration made them better musicians.  

The students brought their Western classical harmonic skills to the collaboration 

during the third session. Similar to the pipe bowl and pipe stem mentioned at the 

beginning of this chapter, they combined two musical traditions to create something new. 

The arrangements were simple, as the students only had 90 minutes to develop them. 

Laurel mentioned that the arrangements gave her goosebumps. In the final presentation, 

the two songs were framed on one side by a Western Classical orchestral piece and on the 

other side by Laurel and her twin sister performing the Honour Song with only a hand 

drum for accompaniment. In this way, through the study's design, I aimed to engage with 

the higher levels of the taxonomy that Robinson (2021) developed:  

3–Extended trading that results in integration 

4–Structures that allow for co-existence that refuse integration (p. 23) 



 

 

209 

 

Figure 3-Final Presentation Order-Image Beeler 

The students discussed the benefits of working in a circle rather than in a 

traditional orchestra setup. I designed the study with the circle in mind to better reflect 

Mi’kmaq music-making practices. The students noted an enhanced sense of community. 

They suggested that the non-hierarchical nature of the circle made them feel less 

vulnerable when engaging in tasks like improvising and learning by ear. The 

collaborative dynamics among the students, Laurel, and me support Battisti’s (2013) 

assertion that blending and overlapping requires “respect, collaboration, and dialogue 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples” (p. 98). 

Engaging with Indigenous music within settler instrumental ensembles requires 

further examination. One study cannot predict or guide the correct path. Most 

instrumental ensemble collaborations in music education still resemble either 

soloist/ensemble performances or arrangements of songs without Indigenous 

representation in the creation of the work. I believe that the collaboration structure in this 
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study allowed participants to avoid many issues of appropriation and power imbalances. 

A Mi’kmaq musician taught, and every step of the process was discussed collectively 

with the Mi’kmaq musician. 

 

Figure 4-A Venn Diagram of Two-Eyed Music Making-Image: Beeler 

  Figure two visualizes the nature of this collaboration. Students combined 

elements of both cultures to create something new. The center does not evaluate quality—

that is, whether it is better or worse. It represents what the students brought from both 

sides of the cultures to create something new with Laurel and me.  
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Section Four: Experiential Differences 

The juxtaposition of the two experiences with the Mi’kmaq song I’ko served as an 

intentional examination of the impact that engaging with Indigenous music has on 

students. The students encountered the song in two distinct ways. Both methods were 

meant to be respectful and authentic, providing students with an experience that fosters a 

deeper understanding of Truth and Reconciliation. Each experience featured a Mi’kmaw 

musician and enabled students to improvise. In this section of the chapter, I explore the 

differences that emerged between these two music-making processes. I address the 

findings in three areas: (a) engaging with a culture bearer, (b) two versions of I’ko, and 

(c) stepping toward culture. 

In both performances, the students and I worked with a culture bearer. During the 

performance of the piece Ji’kmaqn, Jonathan Prosper was the soloist. As I noted in 

Chapter Four, the concert exhibited all the characteristics of a typical Western classical 

orchestra concert. Jonathan was clearly the soloist, positioned in front of a standard 

orchestra setup. We rehearsed once for thirty minutes. Jonathan briefly spoke to the 

students about the piece, and during the concert, he provided the audience with a five-

minute lesson on the ji’kmaqn. According to Robinson’s (2021) collaboration model, this 

event represented the lowest level of collaboration, which Robinson refers to as 

Integration (p. 23). In this integration process, Indigenous music comes into contact with 

Western music and is incorporated into a Western piece.  

This integration fostered a sense of familiar comfort among the students. 

However, they did not gain extensive knowledge about the performer, the culture, or the 
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music. This was a concert. I had prepared the music with the orchestra. I interpreted the 

section that included the song I’ko until they rehearsed with the performer during the 

dress rehearsal. No cultural teachings were shared until that dress rehearsal. This 

performance aligned with Reid's (2020) research, which examined power dynamics in 

collaborations and suggested, “It was important for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

scholars to etch out the space for naming and examining the mechanisms of Eurocentric 

colonialism and not put those solely on the shoulders of Indigenous peoples” (p. 112). All 

of the Mi’kmaq learning and teaching fell on Jonathan's shoulders on the day of the dress 

rehearsal and performance. 

While this performance offers a more impactful way to engage with a traditional 

Mi’kmaq song than merely arranging it for an orchestra or band, the students in the 

orchestra expressed feeling a sense of disconnection from the performer. They felt less 

involved in the music than I would have liked. One student described the experience as a 

bridge to the study, a doorway into a different world of music-making. There is potential 

for research to enhance students' understanding of Truth and Reconciliation when 

collaborating with Indigenous performers in a typically Western context, such as a guest 

artist’s appearance in a concert hall. I refer once again to Robinson’s taxonomy of 

performance experience, and I believe there is a significant role for this in music 

education. 

The students' interaction with Jonathan, the culture bearer, was limited, which 

diminished the impact of the experience in the context of Truth and Reconciliation. It’s 

important to point out that the purpose of this concert was not to engage in an in-depth 
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exploration of Truth and Reconciliation. However, the underlying question might be how 

many educators would consider this experience merely a checklist item for Truth and 

Reconciliation. In Chapter Six, I explore the necessity for music educators to assess how 

they identify multicultural experiences as impactful and educational.  

The second experience with a culture bearer was the study itself. The four-session 

experience with Laurel sharply contrasted with the guest soloist experience. As I 

mentioned earlier, the students were immersed in the creative process and felt a sense of 

agency and connection that was absent in the earlier experience. Battiste suggested, “To 

envisage inclusivity, one must consider what is being excluded” (p. 104). In the first 

experience, one of the many things being excluded was sufficient time for the students to 

engage with the culture bearer.  

Prest and Tremblay (2021) explored what decolonization might look like in 

ensemble classrooms. The authors asserted that decolonization “entails questioning the 

assumption that Western orchestral and wind ensemble music-making is superior to other 

forms of music-making” (p. 29). In the study, the music of Mi’kma’ki was the focus. The 

orchestra was arranged in a manner that did not suggest a Western hierarchical structure. 

The room remained filled with Western classical colonial instrumentation, as this is the 

accepted medium for music education in Nova Scotian schools. However, Laurel's 

presence and leadership fostered the questioning of any assumption that the interaction 

was elevating the status of the Mi’kmaq songs by performing them within a Western 

classical orchestra. Laurel emphasized the need for a culture bearer, and stated, “ 
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And so I hope that the historical context, the education on the intent, and how 

traditional music can be engaged become necessary for the orchestra students and 

teacher to understand. The significance of the history that accompanies it is vital 

to prevent misunderstandings. With this understanding, there is a better chance for 

reducing appropriation. 

The students recognized the significance of learning from Laurel in the moment. 

They remarked on how the integration of Mi’kmaq knowledge and teachings into the 

music-making process made the teachings and the music more accessible and more 

impactful.  

One of the more significant differences between the two versions of I’ko that the 

students engaged with was the use of Western music notation in the first version, which 

was absent in the second. This is not to imply that the actual song I’ko was notated. In the 

piece Ji’kmaqn, the orchestra never actually plays the melody. However, the performance 

itself was framed in notation. Even the parts that the students improvised were notated as 

written-out block chords from which they selected notes to perform. Robinson (2021) 

discussed adapting Indigenous music to include it in classical work and stated, “Such 

inclusionary efforts bolster an intransigent system of presentation guided by an interest 

in-and often fixation-on Indigenous content, but not Indigenous structure” (p. 6). It was 

crucial to engage with the songs of Mi’kma’ki without notation because, traditionally, 

these songs are not notated. The students, Laurel, and I were engaging with the music 

using our voices and ears before our instruments, which allowed the students to feel a 

stronger connection to the process. 
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In the second version of I’ko, there was also no conductor. The students noticed 

and commented on this difference as well. The removal of a Western music leadership 

context contributed to the decolonization of the experience. Orr et al. (2002) suggested 

that decolonizing education requires educators to “honor Indigenous knowledge and 

pedagogy, and respect Indigenous values and relationships” (p. 367). The study 

prioritized respecting Laurel’s Mi’kmaq approach to teaching and performing the songs, 

making the absence of music notation a vital element of the study’s decolonizing 

framework. 

In the second version of I’ko, there was no formal Western classical orchestral 

structure, expected instrumentation, or seating plan. Instead, all participants sang and 

then learned the songs on their instruments, which opened the experience up to greater 

participation. Any instrument could have been involved, and the instrumentation did not 

have to be orchestral. Had fifteen guitarists and a drum-kit player entered the circle, the 

experience would have been the same. I will discuss this type of inclusive music-making 

in the final chapter of this dissertation. 

Ambro (2008) discussed educational material for instrumental ensembles with 

exotic titles such as chant or ritual. “These works serve very specific ends in a curriculum 

that wants to present the semblance of multiculturalism but does not want to actually 

acknowledge alternative and dissonant voices” (p. 11). When designing the study, I 

intended to explore a deeper and more connective experience that one can have with the 

simulated multiculturalism of a superficial title or arrangement. I discussed this with the 

students and Laurel as a step toward Mi’kmaq culture and music, rather than trying to 
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incorporate Mi’kmaq culture and music into our ensemble practice. Wasiak (2017) stated, 

“Consequently, efforts to bring multiculturalism to music classrooms can perpetuate, 

rather than reduce, cultural stereotypes and racism if not approached with sufficient care 

and understanding. As the saying goes, a little knowledge is dangerous!” (p. 22). In a 

COB paradigm often extractive regarding Indigenous music, I wanted this study and the 

experiences within it to reflect music approached with appropriate care and 

understanding. 

Ultimately, the purpose of the music-making in the study was not to create a 

polished product but to foster a more authentic engagement with Indigenous music. 

Robinson (2021) noted the tendency of settler organizations to collaborate with 

Indigenous performers to produce something that appeals to the Western ear. “There is a 

tendency for artistic collaborations between settler and Indigenous to lead to a hegemonic 

process of trying not to upset the audience” (p. 232). In this project, the Mi’kmaq music 

was placed at the forefront of the process. Complex, professional arrangements were not 

included to accommodate the audience's expectations. It was an event centered on student 

engagement and cultural education. 

Section Five: So What? 

 In this chapter, I discussed the findings of the study and explored implications and 

connections to research in the areas of decolonization, allyship, truth, reconciliation, 

appropriate collaboration, critical theory, Eurocentric practices in music education, titles 

and tropes, music as social justice education, power dynamics, engaging with the hidden 

curriculum, recognizing language and culture, avoiding appropriation through 
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collaboration, Indigenous ownership, and questions of privilege. How, then, do these 

elements come together to support the calls to action of the TRC (2015)? 

 Figure 5 represents a proof-of-concept map for the study question: Can the calls 

to action of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission be facilitated in a praxial 

settler instrumental music class or rehearsal? In this final section of the chapter, I will 

discuss how calls to action 62 and 63 were facilitated by this four-week music-making 

artist in residency with Laurel, the Mi’kmaw educator and musician. 
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Figure 5 A proof of concept map. Image-Beeler 

The nature of this study makes it impossible to predict with any certainty how this 

concept would function in another, different situation. However, with this specific high 

school orchestra and this particular Mi’kmaq musician, I found that we successfully 

facilitated the TRC's calls to action. There is a significant amount of research to be 

conducted to expand upon the concepts I will discuss. At the end of the chapter, I will 

outline areas for expanding the research. 
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62.1: Make age-appropriate curriculum on residential schools, treaties, and 

Aboriginal peoples’ historical and contemporary contributions to Canada a 

mandatory education requirement for kindergarten to Grade Twelve students. The 

DEECD has made this recommendation a reality at the curricular level. However, as 

stated in Chapter One, there are currently no resources or pedagogical recommendations 

that aid in accomplishing this recommendation in high school music education. In 

designing this study, I considered how to best facilitate this call to action.  

The group consisted of individuals aged 15 to 18. Laurel did not alter any of the 

truths she communicated to the students about residential schools, mass graves, or the 

suppression of culture. If this study were conducted with younger students, it would be 

necessary to modify the depth and intensity of the information. However, in this instance, 

working with high school students enabled us to present the truths without adjustments 

for age or maturity. Laurel shared and discussed information about residential schools, 

treaties, and the contributions of the Mi’kmaq people, both historically and in the present. 

This knowledge was shared not in a single session but as part of the entire four-session 

music-making experience. 

Also woven into the teaching were instruments, music-making practices, and the 

unique musical traditions of the Mi’kmaq peoples. Students learned about different 

methods of making drums and the ji’kmaqn. They explored how Mi’kmaq culture was 

suppressed and how the L’nu people showed resilience in preserving their language and 

culture. This information was not read from a program note on a printed score but was 

shared by a culture bearer, collaborating with the students and the settler teacher. In this 
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way, the study engaged with recommendation 62.1. 

62.3: Provide the necessary funding to Aboriginal schools to utilize 

Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods in classrooms. Halifax Regional Arts is 

not an Aboriginal school. However, I felt that to engage as authentically as possible with 

Mi’kmaq music, the experience should reflect traditional Mi’kmaq methods of teaching 

and learning. I discussed with Laurel how to create a framework for the four sessions that 

reflects traditional teaching approaches while utilizing Mi’kmaq knowledge. As 

previously mentioned, the session was conducted in a circle. I did not lead. All learning 

took place aurally, and there was a focus on singing. 

 Laurel was the knowledge bearer in the classroom. She taught about Truth and 

Reconciliation and many everyday aspects of Mi’kma’ki. For instance, she discussed the 

seasons and months, as well as the Mi’kmaq approach to science and climate change. 

Furthermore, this knowledge was shared as part of and in addition to the music-making. 

The students mentioned a sense of integration between knowledge and music-making in 

their interviews. There was also a strong and mutual respect among the students, Laurel, 

and me, fostered through collective and collaborative processes. In these ways, the study 

engaged with recommendation 62.3. 

63.2: Sharing information and best practices on teaching curricula related to 

residential schools and Aboriginal history. The results of this study suggest that best 

practices for teaching curricula associated with residential schools and Mi’kmaq history 

in a music environment may include collaboration with a culture bearer. Integrating 

music and teaching experiences led to a more nuanced understanding of the music and a 
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deeper connection to Truth and Reconciliation than experiences lacking a culture bearer. 

The study's results also indicated that approaching collaborations through the lens of two-

eyed seeing may help fulfill one of the aspirations of Truth and Reconciliation: cultures 

coming together to find ways to move forward. Students observed that their Western 

practices were improved and enriched by engaging in unison singing, playing, and 

directed listening activities associated with Mi’kmaq practices. 

63.3: Building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, 

and mutual respect. The study was framed within this call to action. Every design 

element and process was aligned with the goal of helping students develop capacity for 

intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect. Removing hierarchies and top-

down structures from the rehearsal process, prioritizing Mi’kmaq methods of teaching 

and learning, and approaching the collaboration through the lens of sustaining and 

promoting Mi’kmaq culture through music were all intentional choices meant to foster 

respect and empathy. The study results indicate that the students were influenced by 

working with Laurel and found her teachings to be sometimes challenging to hear and 

process, but always thought-provoking. 

The students felt that Laurel’s informed perspective was more impactful than 

receiving the same information from a settler teacher. This suggests that research is 

necessary on pedagogical approaches that inform provincially mandated curricula 

regarding Indigenous knowledge and history as delivered by settler teachers.  
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Conclusion 

The results of this study suggest that there was some success in facilitating the 

calls to action of the TRC (2015) during a praxial settler instrumental ensemble rehearsal. 

The students developed a strong relationship with Laurel and shared a significant music-

making experience with both Laurel and me. Through music-making, the students 

engaged with Mi’kmaq culture in the most authentic way that Laurel and I could provide. 

They explored two approaches to interacting with Mi’kmaq music in their ensemble and 

found the experience of prolonged engagement with a culture bearer to be more 

impactful. 

As I stated before, it is difficult to project these results onto any other situation. 

However, some conclusions may be drawn, and many further questions arise from the 

results that apply to the secondary music education profession. I discuss these 

conclusions in Chapter Six. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion 

 

As an Indigenous person, it makes me feel proud even to know that someone is 

trying something out there. It's important for me to know that my people, my 

ancestors, music, traditions, culture, and heritage will be living forward. And it's 

not just up to indigenous people to carry that on. (Laurel, Interview). 

 

 In this study, I aimed to explore whether the TRC's calls to action could be 

facilitated in a settler instrumental ensemble classroom. I designed the study as an artist-

in-residence experience, where students and I had extended interaction with a Mi’kmaw 

culture bearer and musician. The goal was not to feature the artist as a soloist in a 

composed or arranged piece but rather to engage with a more traditional Mi’kmaq 

approach to making music, including playing in a circle, without a conductor, and 

without notated music. I interviewed the students and the culture bearer and took 

numerous notes on the experience. The resulting data was presented in Chapter Four. In 

Chapter Five, I discussed the data in relation to existing literature on the subject. In this 

final chapter, I examine the potential impact of the findings on the practices of settler 

instrumental music educators in Nova Scotia, and I reflect on the impact that the process 

and findings of the study had on my own practice as a music educator.  

 The study was an action research study. I grounded the study in Culturally 

Sustainable Pedagogy (CSP), a framework that encourages educators to operate within a 

culture's context while actively sustaining and promoting it, alongside Two Eyed Seeing, 

the Mi’kmaq concept of viewing the world through both Indigenous and European 

perspectives. The study's design and the questions used for data collection were shaped 
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by Calls to Action 62 and 63 from the TRC report. The sessions were developed in line 

with Elliot’s praxial philosophy (Silverman, M., Davis, S., & Elliott, D.J., 2014). A 

curricular mandate from the DEECD inspired me to explore this topic, as it required 

engagement with Mi’kmaq music in a praxial classroom environment, yet offered no 

suggested resources or pedagogical guidance. 

Interrogating our Processes: Elements to Consider in Instrumental Rehearsals and 

Classrooms 

Systemic change in a tradition-rooted pedagogical process such as instrumental 

music education may be difficult and slow. The results of this study may indicate that a 

change to the pedagogical process is warranted and necessary. Instrumental music 

educators may need to interrogate the traditional processes of repertoire selection, 

rehearsal and performance when required by the authors of provincial or state curricula to 

engage with Indigenous music. In the introduction to this dissertation, I discussed several 

methods that instrumental ensemble educators use to engage with Indigeneity, including 

the extraction of melodic materials lacking context, the use of musical tropes to imply 

stereotypical Indigenous musical references, and the reliance on settler-provided program 

notes to teach Indigenous cultural materials. I wondered if these methods needed to be 

altered to align with the recommendations of the TRC. 

Titles 

Laurel taught the students at HRAS two traditional Mi’kmaq songs. Both songs 

consist of vocables rather than words in the Mi’kmaq language. Laurel explained that the 

meaning of the songs arises from the performance of the vocables rather than from any 
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specific linguistic meaning or interpretation. She noted that each performer, in this case, 

each student, could have their own understanding and interpretation, which would be 

perfectly acceptable. This echoed the sentiment expressed by noted Mi’kmaq language 

scholars Sable and Francis (2012). The fact that the words derive meaning through 

musical expression seems to make these songs ideal for instrumental arrangements, 

where interpretation is also a deeply personal process. However, there is potential for 

decontextualization and recolonization24 of the songs if they are included in educational 

instrumental compositions that are rehearsed and taught solely by settler instrumental 

music educators.   

 The process of meeting curricular imperatives for multicultural experiences in 

music education appears to necessitate a profound connection to a culture's music that 

may not be fostered by merely performing Indigenous melodic material infused with 

Western harmonic language, as seen in a typical arrangement for orchestra or band.25 As 

mentioned in the introductory chapter of this dissertation, Variations on a Korean Folk 

Song (Barnes-Chance, 1967) does little to convey the narrative of a song and a 

perspective on life that is deeply rooted in and vital to Korean culture. Likewise, the calls 

to action from the TRC may not be satisfied by simply playing a band or orchestral 

arrangement of Mi’kmaq music. Instrumental music educators may need to transcend the 

 
24 By recolonization, I mean removing the song from its original form and embedding it within the 

colonial structures of Western harmony, orchestration, instrumentation, and structure. A Mi’kmaw 

elder once told me that turning the five-line staff ninety degrees makes that same staff resemble prison 

bars. 
25 I recently had a conversation with a conductor of a local orchestra who told me that they performed 

an arrangement of several Mi’kmaq songs. He commented that unless you knew the source of the 

melodies, you would not know they were Mi’kmaq songs at all—“except for the title,” he said. 
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title into the more elevated realms of impact, relevance, and meaning within the music. In 

a praxial context, this signifies that instrumental music students should act as reflective 

practitioners (Silverman & Elliot, 2014). 

 Instrumental music educators may need to examine whether a multicultural work 

is representative of the musical tradition of a particular culture beyond the title itself. 

Music educators may want to consider the possibility that an audience, when not 

provided with the title of the work, would not be able to identify the work Mi’kmaq 

melodic material, Korean melodic material, or music from any other culture. Music 

educators might ask if the title provides the only clue to the cultural responsiveness and 

relevance of the work. If so, I suggest that this is not enough to engage with the calls to 

action of the TRC.  

Meaning and Context in Program Notes and Musical Tropes  

 

 As I discussed in Chapter One, Brisson (2015) stated that Adams’ The Mi’kmaq 

Honour Song was arranged using musical tropes such as wolf calls and wind sounds, 

which may suggest a primitive interpretation of the music-making process within 

Mi’kmaq culture. Notably, this expectation of primitiveness or a low expectation of 

quality may be deeply rooted in Western music education. One of the student participants 

in the study remarked on their surprise at the sophistication of Mi’kmaq music and its 

connection to the land, science, and people. It is this surprise and low expectation that 

music educators must actively confront when engaging with non-Western music. Musical 

tropes and brief program notes often lack the depth of context necessary to facilitate this 
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vital education. 

 The TRC's calls to action appear to demand a depth of engagement and 

understanding of cultural interaction that goes far beyond merely the title of a concert 

band or orchestra piece. In this study, participants experienced a rich cultural experience 

that framed the music and provided an authentic introduction to Mi’kmaq music-making. 

The titles of the songs were less important than engaging with Laurel during the process 

of learning and playing the songs.  

 To summarize, there appear to be two elements to consider when engaging with 

what Robinson (2021) might call a less effective form of collaboration-integration or 

bringing Indigenous music into a Western contextual framework such as a concert band 

or orchestra. The first is intent. Music educators may wish to consider their motivations 

when programming works with titles that may be considered exotic, multi-cultural, or 

loosely connected to Indigenous cultural capital. Laurel noted that it was an honor to 

showcase works like the trilogy by Robert Buckley and Bob Barker created26, 

emphasizing that Indigenous peoples cannot do all the education on their own. However, 

if the intent is to engage with the calls to action of the TRC, then more than merely a title 

is needed.  

 Secondly, careful consideration of the arrangement of the piece is essential. Some 

configurations of band and orchestral works use musical tropes or stereotypical sound 

patterns to evoke Indigenous culture or create a sense of Indigeneity. Many of these 

tropes can be perceived as offensive. Bayani Mabalot (2020) identified titles and tropes 

 
26 As discussed in Chapter One 
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as fundamentally harmful, noting that “A stereotyping of the vast number of Aboriginal 

languages and cultures occurs when Aboriginal words are used as titles” (p. 41). 

Similarly, Deer (2017) identified appropriation as a condition that “manifests itself in 

film, television, fashion, art, sports logos, and boils down to how Indigenous identities 

and cultures are represented: often without free, prior, and informed consent” (N.P.). 

Titles and the illusion of multiculturalism lead to the consideration of allyship and 

the need for a more sophisticated and nuanced approach to what music educators are 

trying to accomplish when engaging with Indigenous music. Throughout the dissertation, 

I presented examples of collaborative works that placed Indigenous performers in the 

contextual spaces of Western music, such as concert halls and traditional orchestral 

setups. 

Allyship: Whose Voice Was Raised by Whom? 

 

 The TRC calls for Indigenous methods of teaching and understanding to be 

incorporated in Indigenous schools; however, engaging with Indigenous music in settler 

classrooms and rehearsals may also require the same approach. Furthermore, as 

mentioned above, more than just titles of works may be necessary to truly engage with 

the TRC’s calls to action. A solid understanding and appreciation of allyship concepts 

may be crucial for implementing best practices in teaching the curriculum related to 

residential schools and Aboriginal history.  

When music educators engage with Mi’kmaq music, they either knowingly or 

unknowingly enter into a relational alliance with the Mi’kmaq community. The cultural 
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capital of the Mi’kmaq community becomes integrated into the music educator's 

curricular process. This responsibility should weigh heavily on music educators and 

guide their decisions regarding whom they represent and how that representation is 

conveyed to the students. Music educators may need to continually examine their motives 

for engaging with this music, the values, beliefs, and stories it embodies, and whether it is 

appropriate for them to communicate these values, beliefs, and stories. 

 I do not mean to imply that settler music educators should avoid engaging with 

Indigenous musics. In fact, this dissertation is based on the curricular imperative to do so. 

Nor do I suggest that settler music educators should feel apprehensive about engaging 

with Indigenous musics. The vast majority of Mi’kmaq culture bearers I have 

collaborated with or spoken to have encouraged me to teach the recommendations of the 

TRC through music. However, I believe that within the context of Truth and 

Reconciliation, music educators might need to commit to understanding the context, 

construction, and creation of the story behind the music they engage with from someone 

in a better position to provide this knowledge.  

When discussing allyship, Carlson et al. (2020) stated, “The social and political 

interruptions that Indigenous populations endured through the settlement of Canada must 

be understood from the perspectives of Indigenous Peoples and contextualized to 

appreciate the impact of the comprehensive attempts to “assimilate” and “civilize” (p. 

353). This perspective is what settler music educators should strive to understand and 

communicate; otherwise, they risk trivializing at best and infantilizing at worst the 

engagement. This contextualization is a vital component of the work of allyship for music 
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educators.  

 In this chapter, I explore the significance of collaborating with a culture bearer in 

the context of Truth and Reconciliation through music education. However, before 

engaging with a culture bearer, it is essential to comprehend the roles that settler 

collaborators fulfill as allies. Allyship involves understanding power dynamics within a 

collaborative setting and acknowledging the ownership of cultural practices and teaching. 

The conductor-led, top-down paradigm of music-making in many settler instrumental 

classrooms and rehearsals may not adequately prepare instrumental music educators to 

embrace the role of a musical ally with a culture bearer. 

 In this study, Laurel and I collaborated to help the students connect with the music 

that Laurel brought to the orchestra. Both of us had much to contribute to the partnership, 

bringing specific skills and knowledge that brought the music to life. As Droogendyk and 

Wright (2016) noted, settler allies may inadvertently try to assume leadership where it is 

neither necessary nor requested. Instrumental music educators who engage in 

partnerships with Indigenous peoples may wish to carefully consider the dynamics of 

leadership, apprenticeship, and participant as they forge the relationship that centers the 

pedagogical experience for the students. 

In this study, Laurel and I attempted to model allyship as a representation of 

power with versus power over (Bishop, 2015). Our perception of power dynamics 

appears to suggest that instrumental music educators may wish to examine their 

perception of expertise, and who is the knowledge holder in any partnership with an 

Indigenous person. I discuss this concept later in this chapter when addressing two-eyed 
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music-making.  

Peguese (2020) stated, “An ally is a member of another group who rejects 

society's dominant ideology and supports another group of oppressed people. For a person 

to become an ally, they should be interested in human rights, inclusion, and an emphasis 

on social justice” (p. 32). Allyship and social justice seem to be intricately linked. Alsup 

(2021) suggested that instrumental music educators can lead the way in developing moral 

education. Responding to the calls to action from the TRC appears to require music 

educators to be deeply committed to social justice education through allyship. This study 

demonstrated, at least in part, that engaging with the music of the Mi’kmaq people in 

instrumental classrooms and rehearsals necessitates that music educators model allyship 

for and actively teach allyship to their students. 

 Allyship is a complex and ongoing process that occupies as much figurative space 

as the music instruction itself. Just as students learn from making music, Truth and 

Reconciliation can be taught by observing the relationship between the settler educator 

and the Mi’kmaq collaborator. In this section I discussed the allyship relationship that 

music educators enter into when engaging with Indigenous musics, as well as the 

leadership and power dynamics that are inherent in any relationship with an Indigenous 

person when in an artistic partnership. In the next section of this chapter, I discuss 

working with a culture bearer or knowledge holder to facilitate Truth and Reconciliation 

through music education experiences. 
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Culture Bearers in the Classroom 

 Battisti (2013) observed that the settler learner is responsible for engaging in 

learning while failing to appropriate Indigenous knowledge. Battisti further stated that it 

is essential for Indigenous people to provide “standards and protections that accompany 

the centering of Indigenous knowledge” (p. 72). Recommendation 63.2 of the TRC calls 

for “sharing information and best practices on teaching curriculum related to residential 

schools and Aboriginal history” (p. 7). Settler music educators working with instrumental 

ensembles may find it difficult to meet the TRC's recommendations without significant 

professional development. It is challenging to comprehend what Battisti means by 

“standards and protections” that support the centering of Indigenous knowledge. 

 The study reported in this dissertation was designed as an example of 

collaboration and how that collaboration could engage with the TRC's recommendations. 

Working with Laurel in the context of Truth and Reconciliation required me, as the settler 

educator, to cede the responsibility of holding and sharing Indigenous knowledge. Laurel 

provided the best practices, and I learned alongside the students. Ownership and 

distribution of Indigenous knowledge remained very much in Laurel’s hands. 

Instrumental music educators may wish to examine how they communicate and facilitate, 

and indeed hold Indigenous knowledge in their classrooms and rehearsals. Instrumental 

music educators might wish to question whether they should be engaging with a culture 

bearer in person or virtually to engage with the standards and protections that Battisti 

requires.  

 Laurel’s discussion and instruction on Mi’kmaq history, particularly regarding 
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residential schools, was incredibly impactful. Participants emphasized the importance of 

hearing this information from a Mi’kmaw perspective. The students connected the 

knowledge they gained about the truth aspect of Truth and Reconciliation with the music-

making process. They noted the greater integrity of the experience compared to learning 

about Truth and Reconciliation from program notes alone. Program notes and the 

delivery of this knowledge through the lens of a settler music educator may not have the 

same impact and profundity. Settler instrumental music educators could seek out recorded 

or video testimonials if the possibility of engaging with an Indigenous culture bearer is 

not possible, however the impact of this knowledge should be a consideration when the 

intent is truth and Reconciliation education. 

 Laurel’s approach to teaching the songs the students learned was significantly 

different from how I would have taught the same songs had I created an arrangement for 

orchestra. She sang the songs to the students, framing this singing with a discussion about 

the use and intent of vocables. The students first learned to sing the songs and then 

applied what they sang to their instruments. Laurel provided space for the students to 

experiment with this process and gradually find their way around the songs' intervals. She 

presented a markedly different approach to teaching and learning that a traditional 

Western classical soloist or guest conductor might not have offered. This alternate way of 

instruction pushes at the conventional boundaries of the Western music education 

rehearsal paradigm, and could prove instructive to settler instrumental music educators 

who wish to expand the pedagogical processes when engaging with Indigenous musics. 
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Two-Eyed Music Making 

 As mentioned in Chapter Five, music educators who commit to engaging with 

Mi’kmaq music should consider how merging the two cultural elements creates 

something new— a collaboration that highlights essential aspects of both cultures and 

music. This two-eyed music-making aligns with the philosophical objective of Truth and 

Reconciliation, promoting the idea of moving forward together. Consequently, music 

education as a form of social justice serves as a powerful tool for addressing the 

recommendations of the TRC. Music educators should explore their engagement with 

Indigenous music to foster a sense of two-eyed music-making. 

 

Conclusion of Section One 

 In the first section of this final chapter, I outlined elements that influence 

engaging with the calls to action of the TRC in an instrumental classroom or rehearsal, 

including titles, program notes, allyship, culture bearers in the classroom, and two-eyed 

music making. I suggest that settler instrumental music educators may wish to examine 

the conventional rehearsal paradigm, and expand it to include a perception of the 

different ways that Indigenous peoples make Indigenous musics. In the final section, I 

will apply these elements to four frameworks for engaging with Mi’kmaq music that I see 

in instrumental music education in Nova Scotia. In each framework, I will identify 

aspects of the process that may enhance or hinder Truth and Reconciliation education. 
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Reflecting on My Practice: Four Frameworks of Engagement 

This study is framed by two music-making experiences that examine engagement 

with Mi’kmaq music. Before the study began, the students performed Ji’kmaqn,  a work 

intended to unite two musical cultures in one performance. My compositional process for 

Ji’kmaqn was guided by my understanding of the most suitable method for integrating 

the two cultures within a Western classical instrumental ensemble. The study results have 

fundamentally changed how I perceive engagement with Indigenous musics within an 

instrument ensemble context, particularly when Truth and Reconciliation education is one 

of the engagement goals. In this final section I present four frameworks of engagement 

with Mi’kmaq music in particular, but also Indigenous musics in general. These 

frameworks are informed by the results of the study, and based on my personal 

experiences both as an educator and musician.  

Instrumental music educators in Nova Scotia must adhere to the curricular 

imperative of engaging with the music of Mi’kma’ki. Evaluating how that engagement 

has looked and how it could evolve is essential. This curricular imperative responds to 

the calls to action from the TRC. It may be crucial for instrumental music educators to 

explore practical ways to incorporate the music of Mi’kmaq in their ensemble rehearsals 

and classes, ensuring alignment with the TRC’s calls to action. The four frameworks of 

engagement presented below reflect current instrumental music practices, based on my 

experience, to outline strategies for educators to approach the music of Mi’kmaq in ways 

that align with the TRC recommendations. 

These four frameworks are:  
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1. Melodic material, titles, and program notes; 

2. Context-driven instrumental arrangements and pedagogical approaches; 

3. Collaboration within a Western context. 

4. Stepping towards the Mi’kmaq culture. 

The frameworks are meant to be progressive in terms of engaging with the TRC 

recommendations but not progressive in the implied value of the work. This study's 

research question does not ask what is appropriate or authentic but what might fulfill the 

recommendations of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Report. In each framework, I 

discussed the study's results and applied them, with my own personal experiences and 

observations, to the curricular imperative of engaging with the music of Mi’kma’ki. 

In Chapter One of this dissertation, I discussed the study's rationale as a series of 

imperatives. These imperatives were: 

1. The calls to action from the TRC and the following curricular imperatives: 

2. Social justice education. 

3. Collaboration. 

4. Allyship. 

5. Sustaining and promoting Mi’kmaq culture. 

I have structured each of the four frameworks to reflect these imperatives. 

 Each framework is framed by the overarching question: How can the calls to 

action of the TRC be facilitated in a praxial settler instrumental music classroom or 

rehearsal? The recommendations I focused on include: 62.1: Make age-appropriate 

curriculum on residential schools, treaties, and Aboriginal peoples’ historical and 
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contemporary contributions to Canada a mandatory education requirement for 

kindergarten to Grade Twelve students; 62.3: Provide the necessary funding to Aboriginal 

schools to utilize Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods in classrooms; 63.2: 

Sharing information and best practices on teaching curriculum related to residential 

schools and Aboriginal history; and 63.3: Building student capacity for intercultural 

understanding, empathy, and mutual respect. 

 None of the frameworks are intended to serve as perfect models of engagement. 

The complex nature of Truth and Reconciliation necessitates ongoing examination of 

methods and curricular practices. These frameworks represent the findings and discussion 

chapters of this dissertation woven together with my personal experiences and 

observations as a music educator. 

Framework One: Melodic Material, Titles, and Program Notes 

 Framework One represents my pre-dissertation work as a music educator in Nova 

Scotia. It may reflect current practices among instrumental music educators during 

classes and rehearsals, as they strive to engage with Mi’kmaq music due to curricular 

requirements.  

1. A work for concert band or orchestra is chosen with a title that suggests 

Indigeneity.  

2. The work could draw from Indigenous melodic material or at least contain 

hints on Indigeneity, such as pentatonic structures and other tropes 

discussed earlier in this dissertation. 

3. The program notes from the composer or publisher serve as the main 
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source of contextual teaching about the work. 

4. Teaching is done solely by the settler instrumental music educator. 

Presenting this initial framework may imply that I am endorsing the very practices 

I critique throughout this dissertation. However, this framework is rooted in a 

conversation I had with my partner, who has been an instrumental music educator for 

three decades in rural Nova Scotia. We discussed the challenges of engaging with a 

culture bearer and finding music that supports the teaching of Truth and Reconciliation. 

She noted that this could suggest avoiding engagement with Truth and Reconciliation 

altogether. This initial framework aims to acknowledge the realities my partner expressed 

while promoting engagement with the calls to action from the TRC. 

The recommendations of the TRC are ambitious and comprehensive. Within them 

lie the aspirations of a country's people seeking healing and change. If instrumental music 

educators wish to engage with Truth and Reconciliation through instrumental music, they 

may need to be equally aspirational in their processes, programs, and pathways. 

Instrumental music educators may wish to ask if the title of an instrumental music piece 

provides enough leverage to tackle the complex task of building students’ capacity for 

intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect. Through this study, I aimed to 

shift the focus from the title of the work to the collaborative means of creating, 

performing, and contextualizing the work within a framework of cultural learning, 

sharing, and collaboration. 

An example of a work that draws from Indigenous materials is Paloyoloyo27 

 
27 Swain: Paloyoloyo. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dVUfk4LdqP4 
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(Swain, 2023). The program notes for Paloyoloyo are as follows,  

Based on an authentic 400-year-old Cahuilla Indian melody, this is an intriguing 

work that will broaden the musical spectrum of your concert program.  The piece 

opens with a twenty-second improvised "birdsong" section performed by the 

woodwinds, followed by larger sections following a fast-slow-fast form.  This 

work has a decidedly spiritual tone, encompassing textures, and themes that 

beautifully portray the rich and varied life of this ancient tribe (Swain, 2000). 

Instrumental music educators in Nova Scotia are encouraged by the authors of the 

music curricula to teach about music through performance. As I noted in Chapter One, 

instrumental music educators often view music as the textbook. Within framework one, 

the foundational elements of Indigenous music, within the context of a Western classical 

band or orchestra arrangement, used as a textbook include the melodic material, the title, 

and the program notes provided by the composer or often by the publisher. There are 

virtually no arrangements or adaptations of Mi’kmaq music available to instrumental 

music educators. To engage with Indigenous music, they may broaden their search for 

Indigeneity to works such as the one quoted at the beginning of this section. This 

program note for the work Paloyoloyo was accessed on the J.W. Pepper music 

distribution website in December 2024.  

Before engaging with the work that is this dissertation, Paloyoloyo is the kind of 

work I would have chosen to facilitate multicultural education with my instrumental 

ensembles. I would have been drawn to the improvised section that permitted extended 

techniques. I would have shared the program notes with the students and encouraged 
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them to reflect on how the melody embodied the spirituality of a people.  

In framework one, I identify the most basic interactions with Indigenous music in 

instrumental music classrooms and rehearsals. This engagement focuses on the music 

itself and relies almost entirely on information supplied by settler composers and 

publishing companies. A settler instrumental music educator selects a piece of music 

based on melodic material derived from an Indigenous tradition. This melodic material 

has been arranged into a composition within the Western classical tradition, incorporating 

standard instrumentation for band or orchestra, along with rhythmic and harmonic 

principles associated with the Western classical tradition, as well as pedagogical 

adjustments for educational music, such as rhythmic simplification. A settler music 

educator teaches the work, conveying any Indigenous musical traditions to the students 

through the settler music educator. 

As I mentioned, finding Mi’kmaq works arranged for secondary-level 

instrumental ensembles is a challenge. Currently, there are very few ways to engage 

directly with Mi’kmaq music within this framework. Of the five imperatives I outlined 

above, there may be opportunities for social justice education concepts to be conveyed 

through the program notes and the recreation of the bird calls. A quick Google search can 

reveal the current situation of the Cahuilla Indian Tribe in California and the ongoing risk 

of extinction facing their traditional language. Nova Scotian music educators could draw 

parallels to the Mi’kmaq peoples and their efforts to preserve their language. 

Within the larger vision of meeting the TRC’s calls to action, framework one is 

not particularly effective at facilitating them. In the context of call to action 63.3, students 
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could be encouraged through discussion to empathize with the people of the Cahuilla 

Tribe and draw connections to the Mi’kmaq people. The melodic material in this work is 

identified as composed by an anonymous member of the Cahuilla Tribe. However, no 

lyrics or context are provided to help students build capacity for understanding and 

mutual respect. 

The other calls to action I’ve identified, 62.3: Provide the necessary funding to 

Aboriginal schools to utilize Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods in classrooms 

and 63.2: Share information and best practices on teaching curriculum related to 

residential schools and Aboriginal history, are challenging to implement within this type 

of concert band piece or the framework I’ve created. Since the work is not based on 

Mi’kmaq tradition or cultural material, it’s difficult to envision a music educator making 

connections to residential schools or traditional Mi’kmaq ways of teaching. The 

recreation of the work in concert does not reflect a collaborative process, nor does it 

support students in understanding their role as allies. 

The TRC calls for Indigenous methods of teaching and understanding to be 

incorporated in Indigenous schools; however, engaging with Indigenous music in settler 

classrooms and rehearsals may also require the same approach. Furthermore, as 

mentioned above, more than just titles of works may be necessary to truly engage with 

the TRC’s calls to action. A solid understanding and appreciation of allyship concepts 

may be crucial for implementing best practices in teaching the curriculum related to 

residential schools and Aboriginal history.  
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To illustrate the potential for this initial framework to transition from good 

intentions to an ineffective teaching experience, I will share an anecdote from a recent 

music festival. This anecdote is reflective of elements of my previous practice in many 

ways and represents decisions that I have made in the past that I informed by my work in 

this study, would not make again. 

 I once served as an adjudicator for a band festival, and an incident from that 

festival reinforces my point that titles do not necessarily communicate the intention of the 

educator or the work. The band hailed from a region in the country with several 

Indigenous communities, although the ensemble was not from a local Indigenous school. 

As the band prepared to perform their first piece, the young band director announced it 

would be "Anasazi" by John Edmonson (1987). The program notes for this piece state: 

“The Anasazi (pronounced “on-uh-SAH-zee”) were a tribe of Indigenous people who 

lived in the Four Corners region of New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, and Colorado. The name 

Anasazi is an anglicized form of a Navajo word meaning “the ancient ones.” They existed 

from around 1 AD to about 1300, and there is no clear explanation for their decline and 

disappearance” (Edmonson, 1987). 

 The band director announced that this piece would be performed in honor of our 

Indigenous brothers and sisters. We were not in New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, or 

Colorado; instead, the band was from a small Canadian province where the Indigenous 

peoples are known as the L’nu. The piece itself aimed to be mysterious, featuring a modal 

melody and simple harmonies. The snare drum was instructed to play with the snares 

disengaged to mimic a less sophisticated drum.  
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Also, disturbingly, the piece Anasazi, albeit superficially, was composed to honor 

a culture and people that disappeared. The culture, language, and people of the Mi’kmaq 

are very much alive in Mi’kmaki. The people of Mi’kmaki are striving to prevent such a 

disappearance, and the recommendations of the TRC are a large part of this travail. I 

asked myself how this work honored the people of Mi’kma’ki and what teaching 

surrounded the presentation of the piece to the students.  

This first framework demands significant attention from the instrumental music 

educator to prevent, even with the best intentions, a shallow and uninspiring musical 

experience. Instrumental music educators may want to start with a title; however, 

considerable thought and intent must be devoted to contextualizing the work within a 

framework that even slightly reflects the music of Mi’kma’ki. Making connections to 

Indigenous peoples throughout North America may help students recognize that the 

inhabitants of Mi’kma’ki are part of a larger narrative in North America. Nevertheless, 

performing a piece like those mentioned above does not automatically transform the 

performance and study of the work into a Truth and Reconciliation experience. 

Framework Two- Context-Driven Instrumental Arrangements and Pedagogical 

Approaches 

 In my music education practice, I am comfortable creating adaptations and 

arrangements for the instrumental ensembles I work with. The piece Ji’kmaqn is one such 

attempt, although I was not successful in adapting the song I’ko for orchestra and voice, 

(see Chapter One), if the work had been solely instrumental, then the adaptation, from a 

practical sense, would have worked quite well as an orchestral arrangement of a Mi’kmaq 
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song. However, based on the results of the study I would add many steps to the process of 

arranging or adapting Indigenous musics. Framework two is centered on these steps. 

 One way instrumental music educators could engage with Mi’kmaq music and 

meet the curricular imperative of the DEECD is to source Mi’kmaq songs and arrange 

them for concert bands or orchestras. This framework compels the music educator to 

investigate deeply the history, context, and connections to the community of whatever 

music they source. As in framework one, this experience would be facilitated by the 

settler music educator and structured around Indigenous melodic material adapted and 

arranged into a Western classical work for an instrumental ensemble. 

1. A music educator researches Mi’kmaq songs and chooses appropriate songs to 

arrange for a band or orchestra. (or commissions a composer/arranger to do so 

for them). 

2. The music educator does research that contextualizes the melodic material 

within the Mi’kmaq culture. 

3. The music educator develops curricular elements around the work, such as 

showing students videos of the song performed in its original form. 

4. The music educator Includes supplemental lessons on truth and reconciliation, 

providing information about residential schools. 

5. Instruction is exclusively provided by the settler instrumental music educator. 

As mentioned earlier in this dissertation, various potential colonizing elements 

may affect the efficacy of this framework regarding its intention to fulfill the TRC's calls 

to action. Fundamentally, the music of Mi’kmaq culture is being reinterpreted through the 
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perspective of a Western classical instrumental ensemble. Many musical components, 

including polyphonic voice structures, harmonic material, and the nature of Western 

ensemble instrumentation, draw the original melodic material out of contextual focus. 

One way to mitigate much of the decontextualization of the music might be to involve a 

Mi’kmaq composer or musician to arrange and adapt it. 

As I reported in Chapter Four, Susan commented on the difference between a 

band piece with a multicultural title and the experiences discussed in this study. She 

noted that her perspective had changed from simply performing arrangements of songs 

within a Western band piece context to perceiving the connectivity to space and culture 

that her participation in the study provided. The comment about making music in the 

appropriate space is particularly impactful. Susan felt a deeper connection to the music 

and the music-making experience. This interconnectivity with music-making is less 

attainable within this framework because of the inherent decontextualization of the 

melodic material. 

When working with Mi’kmaq music, music educators may want to consider the 

concept of appropriation, as discussed in Chapter Two of this dissertation. Reed (2021) 

stated, “I want to encourage both music and sound studies scholars and the broader public 

to hear Indigenous songs as potentially much more than aesthetic objects or modes of 

representation. Rather, music and sound are often tools or processes whose uses have 

consequences across various political and social networks, human and non-human” (p. 

520). The risk of careless multicultural practices is high when engaging with Indigenous 

music without the partnership or guidance of a knowledge bearer. 
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This framework enables music educators to engage with the calls to action of the 

TRC through the lens of Western classical music compositions. They can treat the music 

as a textbook by surrounding it with curricular materials that emphasize Truth and 

Reconciliation. It is crucial to recognize that a settler music educator may not convey the 

nuances of the TRC as effectively as an Indigenous culture bearer. Study participant Lisa 

stated that the partnership and relationship created by Laurel, the students, and me made a 

creative, collaborative climate that does not exist in a classroom lecture where the focus 

may be on only the facts of Truth and Reconciliation. 

 Among the imperatives I identified for this study, framework two enables the 

music educator to engage with some calls to action and promote Mi’kmaq culture 

through music-making. However, collaboration with a culture bearer may be necessary to 

enhance the allyship aspect of this framework. 

Music educators are offered opportunities to engage with the TRC's calls to action 

within framework two. They can find or create age-appropriate curricula focusing on 

residential schools, treaties, and the historical and contemporary contributions of 

Aboriginal peoples to Canada. By engaging with Mi’kmaq melodic material, educators 

can foster students’ capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect.  

 However, music educators should be mindful of the potential for musical 

appropriation and decontextualization. Since the Mi’kmaq melodic material or song is 

included in a Western ensemble arrangement, music educators may want to examine their 

methods of presenting and contextualizing the materials related to the music and Truth 

and Reconciliation. My practice has been informed by the results of the study, and if I 



 

 

247 

were to arrange a Mi’kmaq song for orchestra or band, I would most certainly partner 

with a Mi’kmaq culture bearer to ensure that the correct permissions are sought, as well 

as the work is as contextually accurate, both in instructional materials as well as the notes 

and rhythms of the song itself. 

Framework Three: Collaboration Within a Western Context 

1. A music educator selects a piece that includes an Indigenous performer or 

commissions a work to highlight an Indigenous performer within the framework 

of a Western concert band or orchestra. 

2. A music educator works together with an Indigenous composer to produce a piece 

that blends Western and Indigenous elements within a Western concert band or 

orchestra setting. 

3. The music educator develops or engages with curricula that frames the 

collaborative experience around Truth and Reconciliation education and 

Indigenous knowledge. 

There are numerous ways collaboration can be facilitated within a settler 

ensemble classroom or rehearsal. The key element of collaboration is engaging with a 

culture bearer. Throughout this dissertation, I explored various forms of collaboration. In 

the Bob Barker/Robert Buckley trilogy of concert band pieces (Buckley, R. & Baker, 

2018/2019), an Indigenous songwriter provided original material, which a settler 

composer adapted for a concert band setting. In Kenley Kristofferson’s work, Cardinal 

Elements (Kristofferson, 2019), an Indigenous drum group performs alongside a settler 

concert band. In my composition, Ji’kmaqn (Beeler, 2021), a Mi’kmaw singer performs a 
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traditional Mi’kmaq song with a settler orchestra. All of these examples showcase 

collaboration with an Indigenous performer within a Western context. 

 These forms of collaboration may enable music educators to enhance students’ 

capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect. The impact of 

collaborating with an Indigenous partner can be significant. The degree to which this 

experience is significant may depend on how the surrounding knowledge is framed and 

presented. For instance, as I mentioned in Chapter Four, the students in HRAS felt a 

sense of disconnectedness from the Indigenous performer of the piece, Ji’kmaqn. Jane 

commented that the performance of Ji’kmaqn was a “good first step”, but the traditional 

setup of the orchestra was barrier between her and the soloist. In this particular 

experience, the Indigenous performer rehearsed with the group once and then performed 

with them. There was little time for communication or community building. I, the 

teacher, delivered the Truth and Reconciliation education that accompanied that 

performance. 

 Framework Three enables music educators to situate their students alongside 

Indigenous performers and culture bearers. The music remains contextualized within a 

Western framework and is presented through the Western system of knowledge and 

culture represented by the instrumental ensemble. Opportunities to share information 

about Indigenous history and the impact of residential schools are the responsibility of 

the settler music educator unless teaching moments are established outside of musical 

collaboration. Nevertheless, collaborating with an Indigenous performer or composer 

fosters students' capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect. It 
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also allows educators to integrate Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods into their 

classrooms. 

 One important built-in component of Framework Three is the idea of allyship. 

When an Indigenous performer or composer engages with their cultural work, students 

and teachers must reflect on their responsibilities as allies. In my own practice, I have 

been greatly impacted by the partnership that Laurel and I created. This partnership 

directly benefited the student’s understanding of Truth and Reconciliation. 

Framework Four: Stepping Towards the Mi’kmaq Culture 

 Framework Four outlines the study's structure. I refer to this process as a step 

toward Mi’kmaq culture because its primary aim is to decolonize the relationship 

between Western ensembles and Mi’kmaq music as much as possible. Instead of pulling 

Mi’kmaq music into the Western colonial frameworks of the concert band or orchestra, In 

Framework Four, I discuss the modification of Western colonial structures to better align 

with traditional Mi’kmaq methods of teaching and learning. 

1. The music educator and a knowledge bearer collaborate to select and present 

traditional songs to the ensemble. 

2. The knowledge bearer takes the instructional lead. The Mi'kmaw musician 

communicates all knowledge shared about Mi’kmaq music and culture. 

3. Music education incorporates the study of Mi’kmaq history and culture, 

including the impact of residential schools. 

4. The music is neither notated nor conducted. Elements of the Western 

ensemble, such as music stands and the standard orchestral or concert band 
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setup, are taken away and substituted with a circle. 

5. The experience emphasizes numerous interactions with the knowledge 

provider, resulting in a presentation of learning instead of a traditional concert. 

As discussed in Chapter Five, this framework deeply engages with the TRC’s 

chosen calls to action. The most significant aspect is the extended interaction with a 

culture bearer over multiple sessions, which facilitates a connection to the Mi’kmaq’s 

ways of teaching and knowing. Unlike the previous three frameworks, the Mi'kmaq 

culture bearer took on the primary role of instructor. This prolonged and purposeful 

contact immersed the students in a Mi’kmaq cultural experience rather than merely 

recreating Mi’kmaq melodic material. 

Most importantly, Framework Four encourages the process of two-eyed music-

making. This collaboration may allow students to perceive Mi’kmaq music as equal to 

the other types of music they engage with and to enjoy the prospect of creating something 

new. In this framework, Mi’kmaq melodic material is not built into the internal structures 

of a Western band or orchestra arrangement. Instead, the melodic material is engaged so 

that a new structure is created through collaboration with the Mi’kmaw musician and the 

students.  

In this way, the ensemble is stepping toward the Mi’kmaq culture. This progress 

may embody the essence of Truth and Reconciliation education within the instrumental 

ensemble. Rather than re-appropriating melodic material, the students are collaborating to 

create something that honors both traditions. Within that framework, one could find the 

essential respect needed for students to recognize themselves as part of the Truth and 
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Reconciliation process, not only as musicians but also as citizens of Canada. 

A Note on the Frameworks 

 As presented, within each framework I aimed to describe and examine the process 

by which instrumental music educators engage with Mi’kmaq music in settler classrooms 

and ensembles by placing each framework in the contextual space of my personal music 

education practice. As outlined in the first section of this chapter, various colonial 

structures of the concert band or orchestra can affect the effectiveness of engaging with 

music from other cultures. With each framework, I provided a different level of 

engagement that an instrumental music educator might choose based on numerous factors 

within their curricular context. However, engaging with the calls to action of the TRC 

may necessitate examining, modifying, and enhancing even the most basic levels of 

engagement. 

 I also noted that the students in the study emphasized the importance of singing 

the melodies of the songs they were learning before playing them on their instruments. It 

may be crucial for music educators to encourage their ensembles to sing any melodic 

material they engage with through these frameworks. The aural nature of the music-

making process in Mi’kma’ki supports singing first. Furthermore, many skills expected 

from instrumentalists are significantly enhanced when singing is a regular part of the 

rehearsal process. 
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Finale 

 Instrumental music educators in Nova Scotia who wish to teach and perform 

music from Mi’kma’ki should not feel intimidated by the process or afraid of offending 

or making mistakes. I have yet to speak with a Mi’kmaw musician who discouraged me 

from exploring ways to collaborate and teach about Mi’kmaq music. Laurel reinforced 

this to me and stated that she was proud that settler educators were reaching out to engage 

with her culture. In this dissertation, I examined the complex and multifaceted structures 

surrounding the engagement process with Mi’kmaq music in settler instrumental 

ensembles and classrooms and discussed why settler music educators must interrogate 

their practices. The most significant loss to the Truth and Reconciliation process in music 

education would occur if settler music educators chose not to engage due to the 

complexities and challenges involved. 

 While writing this dissertation, I was consistently struck by the importance of 

introducing students to the beauty and historical significance of Mi’kmaq music and 

culture. The TRC urges us, as citizens of Canada, to learn the truth but act in ways of 

reconciliation. As music educators, this means listening to, studying, teaching, and 

making music with students. To take action, music educators may need to commit to 

learning more, listening more, and momentarily setting down their batons to create space 

for alternative voices in their rehearsals and classrooms.  

 To support the TRC’s calls to action, instrumental music educators may be 

charged with examining why they choose the repertoire they choose so that they discuss 

the impact that repertoire has on the facilitation goals. Titles are straightforward. Music 
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publishers may not provide all the information necessary for instrumental music 

educators to effectively facilitate Truth and Reconciliation education. In a field of study 

and repertoire that is both young and evolving, the responsibility may rest on the 

instrumental educator to undertake more comprehensive work than simply selecting a 

title that appears to imply indigeneity.  

 Time is always a challenge for instrumental music educators. The pressures of 

performances, trips, events, festivals, assessments, and various other demands often leave 

instrumental music educators struggling to find time for innovation and reflection on their 

processes. One of the aims of this study's design was to create an experience that fits 

conveniently into the schedule of four sessions, making it seem more achievable for an 

instrumental music educator. However, in many ways, we as educators demonstrate our 

values by the time we dedicate to any activity. By establishing a curricular imperative, the 

DEECD has signaled that engaging with the music of Mi’kma’ki is worth prioritizing 

time. 

 I began this dissertation by discussing a choral work titled “The Mi’kmaq Honour 

Song” (Adams, 1997). One of the songs Laurel taught the students in the study was I’ko, 

which is the same song misidentified as the Mi’kmaq Honour Song in Adams’ work. The 

difference between the two instances of students engaging with the song I’ko highlights 

the potential for interacting with Mi’kmaq music in a way that addresses the calls to 

action from the TRC, rather than simply selecting a title and wishing for reconciliation. 

 Moving forward, perhaps more arrangements of Mi’kmaq music will be created 

for instrumental ensembles to help music educators in Nova Scotia engage with both the 
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curricular imperative and the calls to action from the TRC. Even if these arrangements 

are made, instrumental music educators may need to continually examine their practices 

in light of the allyship needed when engaging with the music. The impact of truth and the 

act of reconciliation can be realized in instrumental music classrooms and rehearsals if 

educators commit to the spirit of allyship and explore new ways to engage with the music 

of Mi’kma’ki. 

 Music educators practice their art in a world that is constantly changing, and our 

practice may need to change accordingly. The weight of the need for Truth and 

Reconciliation is heavy, however, we are all treaty people, and we can move forward 

together with an eye toward a future in which the circumstances that brought about the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission become unthinkable, and unrecognizable in the 

world of today’s youth. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Student Interview Questions 

The student interview questions for interviews one and two are as follows: 

1.    What did you notice or learn about the music-making we did using traditional 

Mi’kmaq techniques, including not having a conductor, working in a circle, 

and not using music notation? 

2.    Would you discuss any changes you have found in your understanding of the 

history of Indigenous peoples in Canada, specifically the Mi’kmaq peoples, as 

you have progressed through this residency?  

3.    Would you discuss any changes you have found in how you see Indigenous 

music in general and Mi’kmaq music in particular in the world around you 

today?  

4.    What differences did you find between performing Ji’kmaqn in a more 

traditional Western European structure and the songs we did in the study in a 

less traditional Western European structure? 

The student interview questions for interview three are as follows: 

1. Spend some time discussing what you have learned throughout this process. 

2. Would you recommend this project to future orchestra students and teachers? 

3. If you were asked about truth and reconciliation, would you be able to offer 

something more now than you did before this process 
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APPENDIX B 

Performer Interview Questions 

 

The performer interview questions are as follows: 

1.    Would you comment on your perception of how the students’ understanding 

of the history of Indigenous peoples and Mi’kmaq peoples progressed 

throughout the residency? 

2.    Would you discuss the differences you perceived in the two performance 

formats and your opinion of each format’s effectiveness in providing a space 

for respectful collaboration with me, the students, and yourself? 

3.    Would you comment on the nature of the collaboration between you and me? 

What did you notice, and is there anything you would change? 

4.    What else do you wish to discuss about the project, especially regarding Truth 

and Reconciliation? 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Research Consent Form-Student 

 

Basic Information 

 

Title of Project: Mi’kmaq Music in Settler Classrooms 

 

IRB Number: 7089E 

 

Principal Investigator:  Nathan Beeler 

               nbeeler@bu.edu 

               6364 North Street 

    Halifax, NS 

 

Phone Number: 902 717 4664  

 

Overview 

 

Mr. Beeler is designing and executing a study as part of his Doctor of Musical Arts 

(DMA) at Boston University.  

 

We are asking you to allow you/your child to be in a research study. A research study is 

an organized way of collecting information about scientific questions. This form will tell 

you what you/your child should expect if you agree to allow you/your child to be in the 

study. There are programs in place to make sure that investigators fulfill their obligations 

listed in this form.  

 

It is your decision whether or not to allow your child to join the study. We are doing 

research to examine ways to engage with Mi’kmaq music in settler classrooms. We are 

asking your child to be in this study because they are a member of the Halifax Regional 

Arts Symphony Orchestra. If you agree, your child will participate in a four-week artist in 

residency with a Mi’kmaw performer, and then perform two concerts, if you decide that 

you/your child will stay for the whole study. You will find more information about what 

will happen in this study later in this form. 

 

The main risks of being in the study are possible discomfort with some of the information 

that will be presented on the Residential School System. You will find more information 

about risks later in this form.  
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You/your child might benefit from being in the study because they will learn about 

Mi’kmaq music and music making traditions in a collaborative and safe space, with a 

trained Mi’kmaq teacher/performer. You will find more information about benefits later 

in this form. 

 

Purpose 

 

This study is intended to examine appropriate ways of interacting with the music of the 

Mi’kmaq peoples, who are the first nations of Nova Scotia, within settler music education 

classrooms. This action research study involves a four-week artist in residence program, 

where a local Mi’kmaw performer works with a student youth orchestra and their 

conductor to create music together using traditional Mi’kmaq teaching techniques.  

 

This study is grounded in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) calls to action 

for educators. The TRC was a Canadian Government Commission that examined the 

impact of residential schooling on Frist Nations Peoples, and developed 94 

recommendations, four of which apply to education. 

  

The research question for this study is:  

In what ways might the calls to action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission be 

facilitated in a praxial music classroom.  

 

What Will Happen in This Research Study 

 

This study will last for four weeks, and will consist of the following: 

 

Each week for three weeks the students will spend 90 minutes in rehearsal with the 

Mi’kmaw performer and myself. During these rehearsals we will collectively explore 

music making in different contexts, using both traditionally Western European, and 

traditionally Mi’kmaq music making techniques. 

 

Traditional Western Classical techniques include the standard orchestral setup, using 

music notation and traditional compositions, and a conductor and soloist at the front of 

the orchestra. Traditional Mi’kmaq techniques include aural (by ear) learning of songs, 

collective building of arrangements, no music notation, and the musicians in a circle. In 

the fourth week, we will perform two concerts. These concerts will feature both Western 

Classical and Mi’kmaq music making techniques. 

 

Five students will be chosen to participate in interviews with the researcher (Mr. Beeler). 

There will be further consent required if your son/daughter is chosen to participate in 

interviews. Each of the five students will participate in two 20-minute interviews that 

explore their perceptions of the music making that was done during the study. The 

Mi’kmaw performer will also participate in two interviews, and the researcher will keep 

extensive journals throughout the process. We will make a video recording of the three 
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rehearsals and the two concerts. Your child will be one of approximately 30 subjects who 

will be asked to be in the study.  

 

If you/your child is chosen to be one of the five students interviewed, you /your child will 

be asked for verbal consent, and if your child is below 18 years of age, you may choose 

to be present for the interviews. 

 

Risks and Discomforts 

 

This study is very low risk. The students will be learning Mi’kmaq traditions and music 

from the Mi’kmaw performer, and creating music based on these traditions. 

 

There is a risk to the confidentiality of your/your child’s information. We take special 

efforts to protect your/your child’s information, but there is a small chance of a data 

breach. The ways we will protect your/ your child’s privacy and confidentiality are 

described in a separate section later in this form. 

 

Potential Benefits 

 

The benefits of being in this study may be a further and deeper understanding of 

traditional ways that the Mi’kmaq peoples make music, as well as a connection to the 

process of Truth and Reconciliation through learning about residential schools and the 

history of Canada’s First Nations peoples. However, you/your child may not receive any 

benefit. The primary goal of this research is to collect information about the scientific 

questions asked in this study. You/your child being in the study may help the investigators 

learn appropriate ways to engage settler children in Mi’kmaq music making.  

 

Costs 

 

There are no costs to you/ your child for your child being in this research study.  

 

Payment 

 

You/ your child will not be paid for being in this study. 

 

Confidentiality 

  

We must use information that shows you/your child’s identity to do this research. 

Information already collected about your child will remain in the study record even if 

your child later withdraws.  

 

We will store your/your child’s information in ways we think are secure. We will store 

paper files in locked filing cabinets. We will store electronic files in computer systems 

with password protection and encryption. Only the people listed later in this section will 
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be given access to your information. However, we cannot guarantee complete 

confidentiality.  

 

This study gives you/your child the option of communicating using unsecured email. This 

is because some people like the option of communicating by email and/or text message. It 

is important for you and your child to understand that regular email and text are 

convenient but are generally not secure.  As a result, information about you/your child 

could be intercepted by someone not involved with the study.  

The following people or groups may review the study records for purposes such as 

quality control or safety: 

 

Dr. André de Quadros – Dissertation supervisor 

The Institutional Review Board at Boston University 

 

Subject’s Rights 

 

By giving permission for you/your child to be in this study, you do not waive any of 

your/your child’s legal rights. Giving permission means that you have been given 

information about this study and that you agree to have you/your child participate in the 

study. You will be given a copy of this form to keep. 

 

If you/your child do not agree for your child to be in this study or if at any time your 

child withdraws from this study, you or your child will not suffer any penalty or lose any 

benefits to which you or your child are entitled. Your child’s participation is completely 

up to you/your child. 

 

During this study, we may find out something that might make you/your child not want to 

have you/your child stay in the study. If this happens, we will tell you/ your child as soon 

as possible.  You should also tell us if you/ your child ever have concerns about being in 

the study.  

 

We may decide to have you/your child stop being in the study even if you/your child 

want to stay. Some reasons this could happen are if staying in the study may be bad for 

you/your child, or if the study is stopped. 

 

Questions 

 

The investigator or a member of the research team will try to answer all of your 

questions. If you have questions or concerns at any time, contact Nathan Beeler at 902 

717 4664. Contact at 902 421 6700 if there is no answer at that phone number or if you 

are calling after normal business hours. 

 

You may also contact Melanie Ross Breen, Principal of HRA at 902 405 1480 ext. 3302 
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You can also contact Mr. Beeler’s Thesis Advisor at Boston University. Dr. André de 

Quadros adq@bu.edu 

 

You may also contact Boston University Charles River Campus IRB at 617-358-6115. 

The IRB Office webpage has information where you can learn more about being a 

participant in research, and you can also complete a Participant Feedback Survey”;   

mailto:adq@bu.edu
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Child Subject:   

 Printed name of subject 

 

 

By signing this permission form, you are indicating that  

• you have read this form (or it has been read to you) 

• your questions have been answered to your satisfaction 

• you voluntarily agree to allow your child to participate in this research study 

• you permit the use and sharing of information that may identify you or your child 

as described 

 

 

  

Printed Name of Participant (18 or Older) 

 

    

Signature of Participant (18 or Older)  Date 

 

  

Printed name of parent/legal guardian 1 

 

    

Signature of parent/legal guardian 1 Date 

 

  

Printed name of parent/legal guardian 2 

 

    

Signature of parent/legal guardian 2 Date 

 

If only one parent/guardian signature is obtained, explain:  

  

  

 

By signing below, you are indicating that you have read this form, that your questions 

have been answered, and that you voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.  

 

    

Signature of child Date 
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Researcher: Nathan Beeler 

         Printed name of person conducting consent discussion 

I have personally explained the research to the above-named parents/legal guardians and 

answered all questions. I believe that they understand what is involved in the study and 

freely agree to have their child participate. I consider that the above-named child (check 

one): 

 is capable of understanding what is involved in the study and freely agrees to 

participate. 

 is not capable of understanding what is involved in the study. 

 

 

     

Signature of person conducting consent discussion Date 
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APPENDIX D 

Research Consent Form-Mi’kmaw Performer 

 

Basic Information 

 

Title of Project: Mi’kmaq Music in Settler Classrooms 

 

IRB Number: 7089E 

 

Principal Investigator:  Nathan Beeler 

               nbeeler@bu.edu 

               6364 North Street 

    Halifax, NS 

 

Phone Number: 902 717 4664  

 

Overview 

 

Mr. Beeler is designing and executing a study as part of his Doctor of Musical Arts 

(DMA) at Boston University.  

 

We are asking you to participate in a research study. A research study is an organized way 

of collecting information about scientific questions. This form will tell you what you 

should expect if you agree to be in the study. There are programs in place to make sure 

that investigators fulfill their obligations listed in this form.  

 

It is your decision whether or not to join the study. We are doing research to examine 

ways to engage with Mi’kmaq music in settler classrooms. We are asking you to be in 

this study because you are a noted Mi’kmaq performer and scholar. If you agree, you will 

participate in a four-week artist in residency, and then perform two concerts. You will 

find more information about what will happen in this study later in this form. 

 

The main risks of being in the study are possible discomfort with some of the information 

that will be presented on the Residential School System as well as questions that may 

come from research or the students that reflect a misunderstanding or lack of 

understanding of the Mi’kmaq culture. You will find more information about risks later in 

this form.  

 

You might benefit from being in the study because you may impact how settler students 

engage with Mi’kmaq traditions and inform music educators in Nova Scotia. You will 

find more information about benefits later in this form. 
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Purpose 

 

This study is intended to examine appropriate ways of interacting with the music of the 

Mi’kmaq peoples, who are the first nations of Nova Scotia, within settler music education 

classrooms. This action research study involves a four-week artist in residence program, 

where you work with a student youth orchestra and their conductor to create music 

together using traditional Mi’kmaq teaching techniques.  

 

This study is grounded in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) calls to action 

for educators. The TRC was a Canadian Government Commission that examined the 

impact of residential schooling on Frist Nations Peoples, and developed 94 

recommendations, four of which apply to education. 

  

The research question for this study is:  

In what ways might the calls to action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission be 

facilitated in a praxial music classroom.  

 

What Will Happen in This Research Study 

 

This study will last for four weeks, and will consist of the following: 

 

Each week for three weeks the students will spend 90 minutes in rehearsal with you and 

myself. During these rehearsals we will collectively explore music making in different 

contexts, using both traditionally Western European, and traditionally Mi’kmaq music 

making techniques. 

 

Traditional Western Classical techniques include the standard orchestral setup, using 

music notation and traditional compositions, and a conductor and soloist at the front of 

the orchestra. Traditional Mi’kmaq techniques include aural (by ear) learning of songs, 

collective building of arrangements, no music notation, and the musicians in a circle. In 

the fourth week, we will perform two concerts. These concerts will feature both Western 

Classical and Mi’kmaq music making techniques. 

 

Five students will be chosen to participate in interviews with the researcher (Mr. Beeler). 

The You will participate in two interviews, and the researcher will keep extensive 

journals throughout the process. We will make a video recording of the three rehearsals 

and the two concerts.  

 

Risks and Discomforts 

 

This study is very low risk. The students will be learning Mi’kmaq traditions and music 

from the you, and creating music based on these traditions. 
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There is a risk to the confidentiality of your information. We take special efforts to 

protect your information, but there is a small chance of a data breach. The ways we will 

protect your privacy and confidentiality are described in a separate section later in this 

form. 

 

 

Potential Benefits 

 

You may not receive any benefit. The primary goal of this research is to collect 

information about the scientific questions asked in this study. You being in the study may 

help the investigators learn appropriate ways to engage settler children in Mi’kmaq music 

making.  

 

Costs 

 

There are no costs to you for being in this research study.  

 

Payment 

 

You will be paid the ACTRA rate for rehearsals and performances. 

 

Confidentiality 

  

We must use information that shows your identity to do this research. Information 

collected about you will remain in the study record. 

 

We will store your information in ways we think are secure. We will store paper files in 

locked filing cabinets. We will store electronic files in computer systems with password 

protection and encryption. Only the people listed later in this section will be given access 

to your information. However, we cannot guarantee complete confidentiality.  

 

This study gives you the option of communicating using unsecured email. This is because 

some people like the option of communicating by email and/or text message. It is 

important for you to understand that regular email and text are convenient but are 

generally not secure.  As a result, information about you could be intercepted by someone 

not involved with the study. 

 

The following people or groups may review the study records for purposes such as 

quality control or safety: 

 

Dr. André de Quadros – Dissertation supervisor 

The Institutional Review Board at Boston University 

The research committee at the Halifax Regional Centre for Education 
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Subject’s Rights 

 

By giving permission for you to be in this study, you do not waive any of your legal 

rights. Giving permission means that you have been given information about this study 

and that you agree to participate in the study. You will be given a copy of this form to 

keep. 

 

You should also tell us if you ever have concerns about being in the study.  

 

Questions 

 

The investigator or a member of the research team will try to answer all your questions. If 

you have questions or concerns at any time, contact Nathan Beeler at 902 717 4664. 

Contact at 902 421 6700 if there is no answer at that phone number or if you are calling 

after normal business hours. 

 

You may also contact Halifax Regional Centre for Education at 902 464 2000 

 

You can also contact Mr. Beeler’s Thesis Advisor at Boston University. Dr. André de 

Quadros adq@bu.edu 

 

Boston University Charles River Campus IRB at 617-358-6115. The IRB Office webpage 

has information where you can learn more about being a participant in research, and you 

can also complete a Participant Feedback Survey 

  

mailto:adq@bu.edu
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Statement of Consent  
I have read the information in this consent form including risks and possible benefits.  I have 

been given the chance to ask questions.  My questions have been answered to my 

satisfaction, and I agree to participate in the study.   

 

 

SIGNATURE 
 

 

  

Name of Study Participant 

 

 

     

Signature of Study Participant  Date 

 

 

I have explained the research to the research participant and answered all their questions.  

I will give a copy of the signed consent form to the participant. 

 

 

   

Name of Person Obtaining Consent 

 

 

    

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date 
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• Responsible for budget management and purchasing (approximately $50 000 per 

annum) 

• Responsible for producing up to twenty concerts per year for various ensembles 

in various venues. 

• Responsible for conducting district wide high school and junior high auditioned 

symphony orchestra, wind ensemble and jazz band. 

• Responsible for teaching grades 4–6 strings at Joseph Howe Elementary, a 

downtown highly culturally diverse school in Halifax. 

 

Halifax Regional Centre for Education 2023–Present 

Vice Principal-Halifax Regional Arts 

 

Nova Scotia Youth Orchestra 2023–2024 

Guest Conductor 

 

Halifax Regional Arts Wind Ensemble 2016–2021 

Conductor 

 

Fountain School of Performing Arts, Dalhousie University 2014–2016 

Conductor-Wind Ensemble 

• Responsible for auditioning and conducting wind ensemble. 

• Responsible for programming two concerts per academic year 

• Responsible for assessing music majors’ participation. 

• Responsible for communicating and collaborating with ensemble and private 

instructor faculty. 

 

Scotia Brass-Semi Professional Brass Ensemble 2012–2016 

Resident Conductor 

 

Nova Sinfonia, Chebucto Symphony 

Guest Conductor 

 

PUBLICATIONS AND OTHER CREATIVE WORKS 

 

Refereed Journal 

Beeler, N. (2021). Careless multiculturalism: Stumbling toward a multicultural 

practice in repertoire selection. Canadian Music Educators Journal, 63(1), 8–12. 

 

Non-refereed journal 

Beeler, N. (2009). Ron MacKay’s Fantasie: An introduction. Canadian Winds, 7(2), 

89–91. 
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Beeler, N. (2007). Unit plan for Gordon Jacob’s William Byrd Suite. Canadian Winds, 

5(2), 85–88 

 

Self-published 

Beeler, N. (2020). Everything Matters: 50 Essays on Music Education.  

 

Presentations 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy for Music Educators 2019 

• Presented to music educators from HRCE at professional development 

sessions. 

 

An Introduction to Formative Assessment for the Music Educator 2019 

• Presented to music educators from HRCE at professional development 

sessions. 

 

Music Advocacy Through Performance: Music Education Doesn’t Need to be 

2018 

Justified, and it Does, and it Doesn’t… 

• Presented at the Nova Scotia Music Educators Association Conference 

 

The Commission: The Process of Bring a New Work to Life 2011 

• Presented at the Calgary City Teachers Conference 

• Presented at the Nova Scotia Music Educators Conference 

 

Social Justice in Music Education 2011 

• Presented at the Calgary City Teachers Conference 

• Presented at the Nova Scotia Music Educators Conference 

 

Musical/Educational Events 

Open Waters Festival 2024 

• Part of a commissioning project 

 

Symphonic Dark Side of the Moon 2023 

• A recreation of the Dark Side of the Moon album for rock band, orchestra, 

and choir. 

•  

Ki’Kwa’ju-Reimagining Peter and the Wolf 2021 

• A collaboration with Fountain School of Performing Arts (Dalhousie 

University), Halifax Regional Arts Symphony and Local Mi’kmaq 

performers 

• A retelling of Peter and the Wolf using Mi’kmaq legends with the 

Prokofiev score 
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• For this show, Mi’kmaq singer Aaron Prosper and I created a work entitled 

Ji’kmaqn that combined the traditional song I’ko and new material 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yoUgNG3GZNg 
 

The Secret Path 2019 

• A recreation of the “Secret Path” album (Downie, 2017) for orchestra and 

rock band. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3N6tNLBJLt8&t=3s 

• Performed completely by students 

• Arranged and adapted by Nathan Beeler 

• This concert included a performance of Moravian Hymns for orchestra 

and soprano featuring Deantha Edmonds. 

• Preparation included extensive collaboration with local Mi’kmaq 

residential school survivors as part of a wholistic educational plan for 

students. 

• Recorded and broadcast nationally for Eastlink. 

 

Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Orchestra 2017 

• A recreation of the 1967 Beatles Album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club 

Band for orchestra and rock band 

• Performed completely by students 

• Adapted and arranged by Nathan Beeler 

 

Concerto Grosso for D.J. and Band 2011 

• A new work for DJ (Skratch Bastid) and concert band. 

• Composed by Nathan Beeler and Paul Murphy (Skratch Bastid) 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rdbIibd3kv8 

 

Beyond Borders 2009 

• A concert that featured a newly commissioned work by Dinuk Wijeratne 

and guest artist, Syrian clarinettist Kinan Azmeh for wind ensemble, 

percussion ensemble and solo clarinet. The music was based on Kawali, or 

Sufi religious music. 

 

AWARDS AND HONORS 

• Prime Minister’s Award for Teaching Excellence 2010 

 

PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 

• Nova Scotia Music Education Council (founding member) 

• Nova Scotia Music Educators Association 

• Nova Scotia Band Association 

• Canadian Band Association 

• Canadian Music Educators Association 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yoUgNG3GZNg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rdbIibd3kv8
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