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EXPANDING THE UNIVERSITY MUSIC 
ENSEMBLE: LESSONS FROM AN INTERCULTURAL 
COLLABORATION

D. Linda Pearse

Introduction

I want my non-Indigenous colleagues to take greater responsibility for ex-
posing settler-colonialism because it is—ultimately—their story.

—Shauneen Pete1

In response to the recommendations of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission 2015 (TRC), university administrators and educators are increas-
ingly aware of the need to re-envision curricula that engage with Indigenous 
perspectives, knowledge, and pedagogical approaches. Considering curricula 
in schools on Mi’kmaq lands, Nancy Peters notes that “school curricula have 
consistently failed to provide an accurate, appropriate and balanced account 
either of colonial history or of Aboriginal peoples’ rights, issues and concerns” 
(Peters 2017, 151; see also Battiste 2013, 104–5). Artistic exhibits and public 
events have normalized and naturalized white privilege, erasing the histories 
of violence and oppressive social policies and practices that led to such en-
titlement (Peters 2017, 151–2). This failure, through the normalization of white 
entitlement, to account for colonial history is also visible in Canadian univer-
sity music programs.2 Most music departments in Canada, particularly those 
focusing on European art music, use the term “music” without qualifying the 

1 For a discussion of the need to listen, shoulder responsibility to decolonize, and make space 
for Indigenous history and experience, see Regan (2010, 190). An earlier version of this article was 
written for the Music and Colonialism course at McGill University, instructed by Roe-Min Kok. My 
collaborator Sqotewisq Judie Acquin-Miskovsky, advisor Julie Cumming, mentor Ann Waltner, and 
Hester Bell Jordan provided careful reading and editing support.

2 My colleague and collaborator, music theorist Robin Attas, notes that the term “music” often 
refers to instruction in Western art music without qualification, whereas “pop” music, and Other 
musics are qualified (Pearse et al. 2019). Margaret Walker identifies and deftly articulates the systemic 
and historical-pedagogical basis for this phenomenon (Walker 2020). Tangentially related, musicol-
ogist Tamara Levitz explores the history of the American Musicological Society and its roots as “an 
exclusionary, elite profession forged and maintained by white patriarchal privilege” (2019, 49).
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genre(s) to which it refers. The implicit assumption is that “music” is art music 
and that all other musics require qualification.

There are, however, several examples of music curricula at larger Canadian 
universities (particularly at the graduate level) that engage effectively with In-
digenous content and the aims of the TRC (Memorial University n.d.; CBU 
n.d., “Music”; CBU n.d., “Program Details”; University of Toronto n.d., “Ethno-
musicology”). We can employ a variety of theoretical and methodological 
frameworks to help rethink how an engagement with Indigenous knowledge 
at the university might trouble educational structures that sustain and further 
settler-colonial aims. Yet university music programs focused on the delivery 
of Western art music curricula still struggle to implement meaningful engage-
ment with Indigenous knowledge that goes beyond gestures.3

The scholarly theoretical literature on Indigenization at the university far 
outweighs, in quantity and depth, material of a more practical nature, particu-
larly concerning university music courses. A notable exception is Margaret 
Walker’s project, which bridges theoretical and practical realms by advocat-
ing for a globally oriented approach to teaching core music history sequences 
in university music programs (Walker 2020). She articulates the importance 
of connecting European art music with its colonial histories, resisting the in-
grained, oft repeated, and invisible impulse to consider art music within a cul-
tural vacuum of exceptionalism. By repeatedly ignoring the embedded colonial 
context of European music, university music education perpetuates a racist 
narrative through the erasure of colonial perspectives and experiences. Yet 
my experience with music is primarily as a performer of European art music—
my training, understanding, and knowledge are tied intimately to practical 
music-making. Performance ensemble courses encompass a space that can put 
theoretical concepts in conversation with practical music-making.

In considering these issues, I draw on experiences from an intercultural 
artistic collaboration, How do we listen?, created and performed by a cultur-
ally diverse team of artists and scholars: Angela Acquin (Wolastoqew; co-
script writer, speaker, educator), Hubert Francis (Mi’kmaw; singer, drummer), 
Sqotewisq Judie Acquin-Miskovsky (Wolastoqew; singer, drummer, educator), 
Wabanaki Elder J. J. Bear, Elder Brian Francis (Mi’kmaw; film maker), Ann 
Waltner (script writer and historian, University of Minnesota), John Watkins 
(speaker, University of Minnesota), and six musicians of my early European 
music ensemble ¡Sacabuche! (2017; for a fuller description of the project, see 
Pearse et al. 2019). Key themes that developed from How do we listen? have 
prompted me to propose pedagogical strategies for music programs at Can-
adian universities, with a focus on performance ensemble settings. In this 
article, I thus contribute pedagogical strategies for use in university music per-
formance classes drawn from my experiences facilitating How do we listen? 
and grounded in theoretical literature.

3 A land acknowledgement is one example of an albeit important gesture that does not consti-
tute meaningful engagement with Indigenous knowledge, see Vowel (2016).
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Through several years of collaborative workshops, rehearsals, performances, 
educational outreach, and recordings, six key themes emerged from our work 
on the project: the importance of place; building relationships and commun-
ity; making music; embracing trust and tension; the role of elders and the 
importance of Indigenous leadership; and institutional barriers. Following a 
thick description of How do we listen? and general and theoretical considera-
tions for music ensemble courses that engage with Indigenous knowledge, in 
this article I articulate practical and achievable pedagogical strategies applic-
able to university music ensemble classes framed by these six themes. A focus 
on experiential learning undergirds these strategies, manifested through con-
nection and exchange with local Indigenous musicians. The experiences of the 
collaborating Mi’kmaq, Wolastoqey, and settler artists and scholars (acknow-
ledging the great diversity of experience and identity obscured by those very 
terms) who created How do we listen? inspire this article. My Indigenous col-
laborators’ expertise, opinions, stories, and words inform these strategies and 
framework; their feedback and approval support this writing.

Description of How do we listen?

It is important for us as Indigenous people to understand who we are and 
where we come from so that we can start the healing process. It is also im-
portant for our non-Indigenous brothers and sisters to understand what 
happened because we need to heal together. We share our stories in this 
project through music.

—Collaborators and Elders J. J. Bear and Hubert Francis4

The intercultural artistic project How do we listen? tells the story of Angee Ac-
quin and Sqotewisq Judie Acquin-Miskovsky, whose grandmother Virginia 
and sister Doris were sent to the Shubenacadie Indian Residential School (IRS) 
in what is known today as Nova Scotia. Doris drowned at Shubenacadie. Vir-
ginia suffered long-term effects from her experiences. Reaching from the story 
of the Acquin family back to the conversion to Catholicism of the Mi’kmaw 
Chief Membertou in 1610, this project weaves a fabric of music, soundscape, 
and text that converses with this culturally sensitive subject in respectful ways, 
drawing on historical and contemporary materials that engage with cultural 
identity and race.

How do we listen? was born out of tension and discomfort that occurred 
during the project’s initial Collaborative Communities workshop (September 
2017), when we layered the Mi’kmaq Honour Song with a Catholic chant. Ac-
quin shared her grandmother’s experience at Shubenacadie in response to this 
event and inspired the group to continue our collaborative relationship. How 
do we listen? employs Indigenous, early European, and newly composed music. 
The script incorporates Acquin’s account, contemporary Indigenous poetry by 

4 Email correspondence with J. J. Bear and Hubert Francis, 10 February 2019. Printed with 
permission.
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Rita Joe (Mi’kmaq) and Mihku Paul (Wolastoqew), historical documents, and 
text by historian Ann Waltner.

The project is ongoing. How do we listen? began as a workshop at Mount 
Allison University in Sackville, NB, in September 2017. As a group, we created 
a workshop documentary video (Pearse et al. 2017), secured funding through a 
Connection Grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC), and attended the SSHRC National Dialogue on Indigenous Research 
and Reconciliation (Ottawa, March 2019). Acquin, Waltner, Robin Attas, and I 
wrote a joint article describing the initial workshop and the questions it raised 
(Pearse et al. 2019).5 On 2 and 3 October 2019 we performed four outreach con-
certs at Leo Hayes High School in Fredericton, NB (adjacent to the Wolastoqey 
St. Mary’s Reserve) and at Bonar Law Memorial High School in Rexton, NB 
(serving the Mi’kmaq populations of Elsipogtog and surrounding areas). The 
Leo Hayes student population is predominantly non-Indigenous (10 per cent 
are First Nations), whereas Bonar Law is predominantly First Nations (ap-
proximately 55 per cent).6 We premiered the complete musical-narrative work 
at Mount Allison University on 4 October 2019 for a public audience, with an 
introduction by Shubenacadie IRS survivor and Elder Dorene Bernard. Finally, 
we recorded a second documentary video over the course of the week (antici-
pated August 2020). Our artistic team aims to share our work with commun-
ity and high school audiences through public performance and outreach talks 
supported by this second documentary video.

My own identity as a settler musician and music professor at Mount Al-
lison figures in this project. I come from the Coast Salish region on what is 
now known as Vancouver Island. My intense engagement in intercultural arts 
and experiences living and working as a musician, foreigner, and gay woman 
abroad in Europe, Africa, China, and Malaysia are informed further by writ-
ings that have deepened my understanding of white privilege and what it might 
mean to be marginalized (Battiste 2017, 2013; Pete 2018; Bhambra et al. 2018b). 
Yet my experience facilitating How do we listen? laid bare a system of hegem-
onic power dynamics about which I had been oblivious.

I read extensively about the history, music, and culture of Mi’kmaq and 
Wolastoqey nations and their interactions with the government prior to the 
collaboration (Poliandri 2011; Knockwood 1992; Reid 1995), but despite these 
preparations, I discovered over and over again that the actual interface of col-
laboration was more volatile, more fragile, and more emotional than others I 
had experienced and than my theoretical reading had prepared me for. ¡Sa-
cabuche!’s earlier projects engaged with identity, cultural collision, and en-
counters in the distant past. In those projects, which provide a technical and 
artistic foundation on which How do we listen? builds, we had told stories from 
the past that were relevant and fruitful for thinking about the present (see 

5 Robin Attas observed the workshop as a member of the public audience. Her comments on 
the project sparked our further conversation and the writing of the 2019 co-authored article.

6 Email correspondence with Jennifer Horsman, teacher at Leo Hayes High School, 3 Novem-
ber 2019; email correspondence with Rosalie Barlow, teacher at Bonar Law Memorial High School, 5 
November 2019. Printed with permission.
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Waltner et al. 2010; Pearse 2016; ¡Sacabuche! n.d.). In How do we listen? people 
tell their own stories about Acquin’s grandmother and the intergenerational 
effects the Indian residential schools had on her family—stories that continue 
in the present.7

University Music Courses: Collaborating with Indige-
nous Partners
Exposing settler students to Indigenous perspectives, as we aimed to do in 
How do we listen? has the potential to create pathways of understanding and 
connection between settler students and Indigenous communities. It is not 
decolonizing in the sense expressed by Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang—one 
deeply connected to the repatriation of Indigenous land and life (Tuck and 
Yang 2012).8 Nevertheless, fostering a better understanding of Indigenous 
culture and community, and in particular the history of the IRS system and 
settler-colonialism, can facilitate awareness and compassion that may enable 
decolonizing in the future. Responding to those who see no point in engaging 
Indigenous perspectives in a university program that has few or no Indigen-
ous students, Pete notes, “Decolonisation is not only designed for Indigenous 
peoples but has transformative potential for all people whose lives have been 
impacted by the limitations of white dominance” (2018, 182). This includes set-
tlers whose views have been obscured and limited by settler-focused education 
curricula, and those that hide the history of settler-colonialism and its ongoing 
effects (Hess 2015, 336–8; Peters 2017, 151). My experiences in How do we listen? 
inspired me to consider how to expose students at my own university to similar 
experiences.

Mount Allison University (homepage n.d.) has taken steps recently to pro-
vide such experiences, hiring two full-time Indigenous faculty members, cre-
ating an expanded position for an Indigenous affairs coordinator, supporting 
Indigenous workshops and invited speakers, and providing resources for In-
digenous students. Furthermore, Mount Allison has engaged with elders to 
help with community connections, governance, experiential learning, cere-
monies, and curricular development.9 These may be considered early steps on 
a longer path towards a meaningful and effective engagement with Indigenous 
perspectives and knowledge at the university.

Both the Mount Allison Music Department and the town of Sackville, in 
which the university is situated, are predominantly non-Indigenous. Of the 
approximately seventy Mount Allison students currently pursuing a bachelor 

7 The idea that the living stories in How Do We Listen? are ongoing was pointed out to me by 
Ann Waltner.

8 Out of respect for Tuck and Yang’s position on the overuse/misuse of the word, “decoloniz-
ation” appears sparingly in this article and primarily as cited in the work of other authors. I do not 
consider the pedagogies suggested here to be de facto “decolonizing.” 

9 Email correspondence with Kim Meade, vice-president international and student affairs, 
Mount Allison University, 6 February 2019. The number of enrolled students was 2096 on 1 October 
2018.
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of music degree, just two (2.8 per cent) identify as Indigenous.10 Located within 
the officially bilingual (French and English) province of New Brunswick, the 
population of Sackville is 5,331 (Statistics Canada 2019) with an ethnic origin 
of residents that includes just 2.4 per cent First Nations, and 1.2 per cent Metis. 
The mother tongue of 92 per cent of the population is English, with 8 per cent 
other languages and 0 per cent Aboriginal languages. Many of the people who 
identified as Indigenous for the census survey do not speak their traditional 
languages, as with many Indigenous peoples in Canada who lost their lan-
guage as a result of the IRS and settler school systems. Thus, How do we listen? 
unfolds in a primarily settler anglophone population in Atlantic Canada, on 
Mi’kmaq and Wolastoq lands.11

As with Mount Allison, most Canadian university music curricula priori-
tize Western art music and position it as normative, thus obscuring and mar-
ginalizing the history and cultural relevance of other musics (Walker 2020, 
13–19). Juliet Hess focuses on the interconnectedness between musics and their 
contexts and the centrality of music as a social practice (Hess 2015). She expos-
es the power dynamics inherent in approaches that prioritize the Western art 
tradition and criticizes those that incorporate Other materials in a tokenistic 
way, what she calls the “musician-as-tourist model” (339). For example, a his-
tory class might focus primarily on Western art music but include a brief unit 
on women in music or popular music, placing the latter two in a marginalized 
position compared with the normative Western art music. School music cur-
ricula therefore reinforce settler colonialism through their adherence to this 
structure (338).

Hess’s theorization serves as a catalyst for my consideration of how one 
might transfer the lessons from How do we listen? to a music teaching setting. 
The strategies discussed below are intended to be considered within Hess’s 
theoretical framework. Instead of the “musician-as-tourist model,” I propose 
applying what Hess calls a “comparative music model” in ensemble perform-
ance courses in the interest of not positioning the collaboration with Indigen-
ous musicians as a one-time event, thus marginalizing Indigenous music 
against a backdrop of normative Western art music (Hess 2015, 339). For ex-
ample, with How do we listen? relationships were built through sustained and 
regular contact over an extended period of time. Transferred to a performance 
class context, Indigenous musicians would visit a performance course week-
ly or twice-monthly over the duration of a semester, employing an approach 
that would place different musics in conversation, situating them in relation-
ship and in tension with each other. Frequent exchanges over a longer period 
of time between Indigenous musicians and performance students—in Hess’s 

“comparative music model”—holds greater potential to disrupt the dominant 
Western art music paradigm than one-time tokenistic gestures (341). Crucially, 
universities will need to compensate Indigenous collaborators commensurate 

10 Email correspondence with Stephen Runge, head of the Music Department, 22 April 2019.
11 It is my understanding that Mount Allison University is located on Mi’kmaq lands, but some 

rehearsals, meetings, and performances took place on Wolastoq lands. The Indigenous collaborators 
and elders on the project include Mi’kmaq and Wolastoq peoples.
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with other part-time instructors’ salaries, a move both symbolically and ma-
terially important.

Such an approach would also expose a predominantly settler student popu-
lation to different perspectives, those that include, and position relationally, the 
music of local Indigenous populations. Considered in counterpoint to other 
curricular developments, this cultural exposure would make Canada’s colonial 
history tangible and visceral, attaching experience and sound to meaning and 
understanding.

Learning from How do we listen?
For university ensemble directors wanting to engage with Indigenous know-
ledge, the experiences culled from How do we listen? suggest strategies that 
resonate with Hess’s “comparative music model” and that problematize the 
institutional practices that prioritize Western art music. Below are a series 
of strategies to engage with local Indigenous musicians, organized by the six 
themes that emerged from How do we listen? For each theme, I introduce ex-
periences from How do we listen? and then tie them to approaches for music 
directors and instructors of university performance courses.

The Importance of Place
The venue played a leading role in our collaboration. Universities are physical 
manifestations of colonial power and the infrastructure of empire (Bhambra et 
al. 2018a, 5). They were built and funded by the extractive savagery of colonial 
forces and represent in concrete, stone, and glass the history of oppression and 
violence enacted by settlers on Indigenous peoples and their lands. My collab-
orator Acquin describes her first visit to the university for the Collaborative 
Communities workshop: “Upon entering the university music building, I felt 
immediately intimidated and acutely aware of the colonial space I was entering. 
That feeling of intimidation goes beyond mere unfamiliarity; it is connected 
with feelings of inferiority and an awareness of past atrocities and their on-
going effect on my people.”12

Collaborators may feel uncomfortable being on campus. Two examples from 
How do we listen? come to mind: Acquin and I met at a diner on the St. Mary’s 
Reserve in Fredericton to discuss the project, and following her first visit to 
the university (described above), we took a walk together in the park nearby. 
Both the on-reserve and the off-campus locations enabled conversations that 
were different from those possible on-campus and helped mitigate the negative 
effects that the colonial space of the university had for Acquin. These examples 
show the effect that the venue can have on open communication between In-
digenous and settler-university collaborators.

As an act of reciprocity, directors can meet with collaborators in a neutral 
location off-campus or one of the collaborator’s choosing. Concerts can be held 
on-campus and on-reserve (Robinson 2012, 235–6). Bringing students out of 

12 Angela Acquin, email correspondence with D. Linda Pearse, 9 July 2018. Printed with per-
mission. 
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the university and into Indigenous spaces will not only open up their imagin-
ations but might nurture an understanding of settler-colonialism, through the 
discomfort and curiosity awakened by being in Indigenous space. The discon-
nect, friction, and difference that settler students might experience would open 
a path towards a heightened awareness of their settler-normative university 
experience. Pete notes, “Many Canadians have been structurally denied the 
opportunity to learn about Indigenous peoples (and also a deeper history of 
colonialism)” (2018, 181). Bringing settler students into Indigenous commun-
ities can take steps to correct this lack, provided that Indigenous collaborators 
instigate and desire the initiative. For Indigenous students, engaging with In-
digenous spaces can be a way to honour their communities, cultures, and hist-
ories, aspects normally erased or ignored in settler education.

Our experience of performing How do we listen? for the predominantly First 
Nations audience at Bonar Law High School supports these ideas. The narra-
tive of the script, Acquin’s grandmother at Shubenacadie and the family’s sub-
sequent intergenerational trauma, became tangible, real, and concrete for both 
audience and performers in ways I had not anticipated. The audience was vis-
ibly moved, as demonstrated by their tears, their standing during the honour 
songs, the insightful questions that they posed to Acquin and Francis during 
the post-performance discussions, and the reactions of the Indigenous faculty 
and support workers at the school.

The How do we listen? presentation was amazing. I loved it and felt it of-
fered a multi-faceted perspective on Indian Residential Schools (IRS) and 
also gave the students at Bonar Law Memorial High School exposure to 
musical art forms that they would not otherwise have the opportunity 
to be exposed to…. It’s important to talk about IRS because even in this 
day and age there are many who still don’t know about it. The number of 
people who haven’t heard about IRS is shrinking but it’s still important to 
keep teaching people about it. (Rosalie Barlow, Mi’kmaw)13

Members of the performing group, particularly those who were non-In-
digenous, discussed their experiences after presenting How do we listen? at 
Bonar Law Memorial, noting that it changed their perception of the work and 
deepened their understanding of its value in intangible yet meaningful ways.

Building Relationships and Community

Experiential learning that involves being in relationship with Indigenous 
peoples, entering Indigenous spaces, and participating in ceremonies, 
teachings and on-land activities, is an undeniably rich source of learning 
and decentering for non-Indigenous Canadians

—Davis et al. 2017

13 Rosalie Barlow, email correspondence with D. Linda Pearse, 21 November 2019. Printed with 
permission. 
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Building relationships and “being in relationship” are at the heart of this work. 
I met Angee Acquin and Hubert Francis in September 2017 at our first “Col-
laborative Communities” workshop that led to a sustained artistic partnership 
and the creation of How do we listen? (Pearse at al. 2017). Almost two years 
later, we are still planning, creating, conversing, and learning. We maintain 
frequent contact through social media and in-person visits, mostly off-cam-
pus. The group has expanded to include musicians, scholars, a filmmaker, and 
elders. Behind, in between, prior to, and during these events, are sustained 
communication and relationship building.

In our pre-workshop conversations, Angee Acquin suggested that we begin 
the workshop with a talking circle and smudge ceremony. For her, the greeting 
time, the coming together as a community, was as important as the time spent 
rehearsing the music. We therefore participated in smudge ceremonies and sat 
in talking circles, sharing our experiences about the meaning of music in our 
lives, and telling jokes. These shared ceremonies and conversations came prior 
to performing music for, and eventually with, each other. We learned about the 
importance of songs for Hubert Francis, for his ancestors, and for his family 
of the future (for a fuller description, see Pearse et al. 2019). Similar to Bev-
erly Diamond’s discussion of the “long reach of song” at TRC events and its 
importance in relationship building, Francis’s definition of song contrasts sig-
nificantly with the idea of music being autonomous—finished the moment the 
last note sounds and existing on its own (in written form) separate from its so-
cial context—which is intimately tied to the Western training of ¡Sacabuche!’s 
musicians (Diamond 2016, 240).

This idea of the autonomous text informs the instruction of Western art 
music and transfers directly to the ways Western art music is conceived of, dis-
cussed, performed, learned, and taught (Bull 2019; Clarke 2013; Adorno 1976). 
With a few exceptions, such as jazz or popular music ensembles, university 
music ensembles train musicians for professional careers in the performance of 
Western art music. As in ¡Sacabuche!, directors prioritize efficiency of rehears-
al time in an effort to perform music to the highest possible level, aiming for a 
unified musical approach, a musically convincing interpretation, and a clean 
execution of technically challenging material (Jordan 2007, 1:38, 1:53, 2005, 206; 
Phillips 2004, 160–4; Rudolf 1994, 331–4; Labuta 2018, 86). These practices stand 
in stark contrast to the values enumerated by Acquin and Francis in How do 
we listen?

This change from a focus on virtuosic performance to one on relationships 
and community was new to me and the musicians of ¡Sacabuche! In earlier pro-
jects, we followed a strict rehearsal schedule, working as efficiently as possible 
in preparing music for performance. Waltner (script writer) and I created the 
structure of a project, chose the music, texts, and visual elements, and directed 
rehearsals in a hierarchical format typical of professional art music-making. 
Yet in her role leading the sessions, Acquin made it clear that community and a 
consideration of all opinions over a single person’s opinion took precedent over 
efficiency. These activities can transform group dynamics. Since the workshop, 
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all of our rehearsal phases in the How do we listen? project have started with a 
sharing circle and smudge ceremony.

In describing musical events at the TRC in 2015, Byron Dueck notes that 
musical participation was prioritized over expertise and polished perform-
ances and that this focus served participatory and community-driven goals, 
opening up spaces for performances of Indigenous personhood and commun-
ity (2016, 272). Educator and researcher Nancy Peters emphasizes that listening 
to stories that others tell about themselves and their lives is a first step to ef-
fecting change (2017, 153). Dueck’s and Peters’s observations resonate with Ac-
quin’s tactful suggestions. A process-driven, active listening approach stands 
in contrast to the results-oriented focus of many Western art music ensembles 
and related pedagogical approaches. Many educators consider such a relational 
approach to be key to transforming teaching with respect to decolonization 
(Hess 2015, 341–2).

Therefore it is essential for the music director to set aside time to build rela-
tionships between the student ensemble members and Indigenous collaborators 
through conversation: the sharing of musical practices and informal perform-
ances serve not only educational purposes but also those of relationship and 
community building. Discussion topics can include what music means to the 
participants, why they play music, and their musical backgrounds. If an elder 
or collaborator decides to perform a smudge ceremony, students experience 
a powerful cultural event. Carving out time for non-performance exchange 
is just as important as performing for and with each other. It allows students 
and collaborators to build relationships and establish trust. In order to expose 
settler students to Indigenous music-making and culture and raise awareness 
of settler-colonialism and its ongoing effects on Indigenous peoples, a focus on 
listening, exchanging, and experiencing music in a respectful environment is a 
much greater priority than public performance (Turino 2008).

Making Music for Each Other
Making music for each other holds potential further to strengthen relation-
ships, share cultural knowledge, and impart musical knowledge. Following the 
sharing circle and smudge ceremony during the 2017 workshop, we exchanged 
musical performances, taking turns playing music for each other. Francis and 
Acquin sang and drummed traditional Mi’kmaq and Wolastoqey songs and 
their respective Honour songs; ¡Sacabuche! played a sixteenth-century motet 
and an instrumental work (for a fuller description see Pearse et al. 2019). This 
activity situated us in a reciprocal and more equitable relationship, despite the 
colonial venue of the university auditorium.

Within the performing arts disciplines, scholars consider the dynamics of 
intercultural collaboration, performance aesthetics, and spaces of reconcilia-
tion and decolonization (Barney 2016; Nakata 2007). Indigenous arts scholar 
Dylan Robinson (Stó:lō) raises questions about the ethical and political impli-
cations of aesthetic choices in intercultural art music projects and the coloniz-
ing impulse of integration that often prioritizes settler structures, forms, and 
content over those of Indigenous collaborators (Robinson 2012).
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Robinson posits a three-way classification of mode of encounter: integration 
(dialogue or speaking over each other), musical trading or presentation (each 
ensemble performs their own music for the other), and a combined mode (ex-
tensive musical trading concluding with integration). He also questions the 
sonic positionality of the collaborators: are Indigenous voices sovereign or are 
they part of the supportive background? Which collaborators have to adapt 
more in an integrated performance? These are ethical considerations that col-
laborators should consider prior to performance (Robinson 2012, 235), since 
in collaborations with settler art-music ensembles, Indigenous musicians are 
often expected to conform to Western musical practices and structures: “In-
clusionary performance models neo-liberal multiculturalism, wherein First 
Peoples are included but are not in large part involved in the creative choices 
of composition or presentation. While inclusionary music performance may 
demonstrate a sharing of space—a visual and kinetic intermingling of bodies 
on stage, an acoustic blending of musics, or a literary hybridization of lan-
guages—this sharing is largely premised upon a fitting of Indigenous musi-
cians into Western paradigms of performance” (Robinson 2014, 277).

Musical trading as it occurs in How do we listen?, however, models an ex-
change of knowledge and positions both ensembles as equals. Thus, when In-
digenous colleagues and the university ensemble wish to perform together, a 
model based on musical trading is a fruitful place to begin. Music directors 
will have conversations with collaborators about what type of music making 
is desired and must avoid trying to fit Indigenous music making into a piece 
of Western art music, particularly one that requires adaptation by Indigenous 
musicians to Western art paradigms and structures. A good question to ask in 
order to gauge the relative positioning of collaborators is, “Who is compromis-
ing their approach and to what extent?”

Embracing Trust and Tension
Tension and discomfort were essential to the creation of How do we listen? 
The most pronounced tension occurred in our first workshop, when we ex-
perimented with layering a Catholic chant (sung by settler contralto, Vicki St. 
Pierre) and the Mi’kmaq Honour Song (sung by Hubert Francis). The mixed 
sounds provoked a strong reaction from Acquin, who told us that both sounds 
together made her think of her grandmother, Virginia, who was sent to the 
Shubenacadie IRS (see Pearse 2017 at 08:45). What was a significant cultural 
mistake—layering Catholic music with the Honour Song—led to a meaning-
ful conversation about cultural genocide by the Canadian government and its 
intergenerational effects on Acquin’s family.

We now call this event “The Moment,” as it was key in our development of 
trust and our desire to create the How do we listen? project (for a more in-depth 
discussion of “The Moment,” see Pearse et al. 2019; for a consideration of the 
importance of tension in intercultural collaboration, see Strachan and Nickle-
son 2018). Our self-reflexive and reflective approach allowed this emotionally 
charged and potentially fraught event to become “The Moment.” Our ability to 
deal with it was prepared by the talking circle, smudge ceremony, and musical 
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exchanges that came before and were directed by Acquin and Francis. In order 
for real listening to happen, we needed to have achieved a level of trust. That 
trust blossomed under their leadership.

Being uncomfortable can be a key experience for settler students in learning 
about the colonial past and being able “to move from enemy to adversary to 
ally” (Regan 2010, 27). Similarly, Peters notes that shame can be the basis for 
developing empathy and a moral conscience (2017, 157).14 In a university en-
semble, the music director, students, and Indigenous collaborators can create 
trust and a safe space for tension by carving out time for dialogue, time for 
listening, and time for recognizing and embracing similarity and difference. 
Within that cocoon of trust, discomfort and tension resulting from connecting 
settler students’ histories with a shameful past can be productive.

For this reason, ensemble directors should establish relationships with In-
digenous collaborators prior to inviting them together with their ensembles. 
It is essential to create a plan together with their collaborators about how 
the shared time will unfold. This helps ensure that the conversations unfold 
without a fixed idea of how things should go or what should or should not 
be addressed. It also enables collaborators and director to discuss and decide 
together on appropriate and professional honoraria. Directors should acknow-
ledge moments of tension and discomfort as important and potentially pro-
ductive events. They can contact mental and emotional health support services 
in preparing for and engaging in follow-up conversations with students. Elders 
can play an important role in guiding this process.

The Role of Elders and the Importance of Indigenous Leadership

We must rely on the elders, because they are our connection to the past, 
where the inherent teachings, knowledge and truths stem from. The es-
sence of our being through the sacredness of language, song, and prayer 
is entrenched by spirituality, making us truly understand who we are and 
what we are saying.

—Elder Brian Francis

Elders are the knowledge keepers and are responsible in sharing the 
knowledge they carry with future generations. Even when it includes our 
language, ceremonies, songs, and spirituality, it is important to call on the 
wisdom of the elders or knowledge keepers.

—Elder J. J. Bear15

The importance and value of including and consulting with elders figured prom-
inently in How do we listen? Our collaborating elders eased tensions, taught us 
about Mi’kmaq and Wolastoqey cultural history, gave language lessons and 

14 Conversely, Sarah Maddison explores how the incapacity to move beyond guilt, closely relat-
ed to shame, can impede a nation’s ability to deal effectively with historic injustices (Maddison 2012).

15 FaceBook messenger communication with Wabanaki Elder Jerome Bear (J. J.), 28 April 2019 
and Elder Brian Francis, 28 April 2019. Printed with permission.
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guidance, pointed out sensitive issues of cultural importance, solved problems, 
and were integral to the project. Consultation in this context goes beyond what 
it might mean elsewhere. Consultation means not only listening to elders but 
also being prepared to shift one’s approach. Consultation means taking their 
advice even if it seems different or uncomfortable. For the music director, it is 
important to consult with elders about the project or curricular plan from its 
conception, before devising a plan for the project. As a first step, the director 
should contact the university Indigenous Resource Centre to review appropri-
ate local protocols, making a plan not only for appropriate modes of communi-
cation but also for remuneration (see below for more on remuneration).

Elders and Indigenous collaborators may decide to take on leadership roles; 
directors need to carve out space for those roles. In How do we listen? Indigen-
ous leadership took many forms. In addition to leading smudge ceremonies 
and teachings about their culture and music, Acquin, Aquin-Miskovsky, H. 
Francis, and Bear weighed in on most artistic aspects of the program. For 
example, the performance begins with Acquin speaking her account of her 
grandmother at the Shubenacadie IRS. The language is visceral and exposed; 
during rehearsals, she expressed the need to feel safe when speaking. We brain-
stormed and decided that bookending the text with both the Mi’kmaq and 
Wolastoqey Honour Songs, the former sung by Francis, and the latter by her 
sister Acquin-Miskovsky, would create a cocoon within which Acquin could 
speak her account. We then took this format to the group of musicians in-
volved and Elders Bear and B. Francis, who collectively gave permission to 
incorporate the Honour Songs in this way.16

Ensemble music directors can prepare space for Indigenous leadership by 
being present but not dictating the terms of engagement. The classical music 
world, on the other hand, is accustomed to a hierarchical style of leadership in 
which the director makes decisions, and those below fall into line. Listening to 
Indigenous collaborators and being willing to adjust expectations and reframe 
goals serve as important touchstones.

Institutional Barriers
Among the many institutional barriers to the types of engagement I describe 
above are a lack of financial resources, the inflexibility of university structures 
and courses, faculty time constraints, a reluctance to change, and a lack of 
awareness among colleagues and administrators that change is necessary.

Music directors should remunerate Indigenous collaborators and elders 
with gifts and mutually-agreed-upon professional honoraria. “Finding ways to 
include Indigenous voices and perspectives respectfully without burdening In-
digenous peoples is a balance to be considered” (Davis et al. 2017, 407). The TRC 
Calls to Action under the rubric “Education for Reconciliation” call upon the 
Canadian governments to “provide the necessary funding to post-secondary 

16 How to seek permission is a complex topic of considerable depth that goes beyond the scope 
of this article. Universities provide guidelines on the ethics and methods of seeking permission which 
may serve as a resource for the instructor.
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institutions to educate teachers on how to integrate Indigenous knowledge and 
teaching methods in classrooms” and on the Council of Ministers of Educa-
tion to maintain a commitment to “building student capacity for intercultur-
al understanding, empathy, and mutual respect” (Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada 2015b, 62. ii. and 63. iii., 7). The mandate is there: edu-
cators need to request financial support or decide to reallocate funding from 
other streams. In addition, the director should provide gifts (e.g., tobacco or 
sweet grass) to honour their contributions.

Ensemble curricula and course structures will require revamping. Curricula 
that “designate Western classical music as the most worthy of study” through 
an emphasis on Western music and musical approaches can be adjusted to re-
flect a relational model of instruction that includes Other musics, rebalancing 
the dynamics that position Western classical music as normative (Hess 2015, 
336, 345).17 Applying a relational pedagogy means that there will be less time 
to focus on the preparation and performance of Western art music. Perform-
ances may need to be shortened. Ensemble directors might resist such changes 
because the ensemble will inevitably cover a smaller repertoire in a semester.

Beyond funding and curricular constraints, the time and will of directors 
to undertake this type of engagement are essential. This work requires careful 
planning, a willingness to be wrong and to change, the ability to learn from 
discomfort, and a genuine desire to question the very habits and foundation 
upon which their training and professional lives rest. The success of a relation-
al approach to ensemble performance pedagogy depends on educators’ will to 
crack that burnished veneer of settler privilege and let light in, bringing In-
digenous cultural knowledge into conversation with normative settler-colonial 
cultural narratives in an equal way.

Conclusion
My Indigenous collaborators recognize and reiterate the need for meaningful 
change, particularly in educational settings. The perspectives of settler schol-
ars who recognize the need for advocacy, responsibility, and action will form 
an important part of this change (Regan 2010; Peters 2017; Battell Lowman and 
Barker 2015). Education is regarded as “perhaps the most insidious … of col-
onialist survivals,” particularly in the ways in which it serves as a legal and ad-
ministrative apparatus of colonialism and perpetuates colonial ideologies into 
the present and foreseeable future, shaping not only the content imbibed by its 
students, but more importantly, the latter’s thinking and ideology (Ashcroft 
et al. 2006; see also Pete 2018; Bhambra et al. 2018a; Battiste 2013, 2017; Peters 
2017). By drawing on Indigenous knowledge and community-centred practi-
ces, scholars and pedagogues can advocate for a reimagined university educa-
tion system, direct a restructuring of the mammoth colonial and neo-colonial 

17 Hess considers primarily elementary school programs. In middle and high school programs, 
there is often an emphasis placed on jazz music in addition to Western classical music. At the uni-
versity level there are also examples of popular, jazz, and other musics figuring prominently in music 
curricula. 
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machine, and promote a model for comparative education that prioritizes re-
lational pedagogical strategies, an engagement with local Indigenous cultural 
knowledge, cultural responsivity, and self-reflective instructor practices (Ash-
croft et al. 2006; Archibald 2008; Battiste 2005, 2013, 2017; Bhambra et al. 2018a; 
Crossley and Tikly 2004; Morgensen 2012; Pio et al. 2014; Pirbhai-Illich et al. 
2017; Regan 2010; Styres 2017; Altbach 2006).

Meaningfully collaborating with Indigenous elders and musicians as part 
of university music ensembles and allowing them to set the pace and terms of 
engagement is a profound way to engage with the calls to action of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission. We must not only invite Indigenous know-
ledge-holders into university-settler spaces, but also build relationships that 
allow reciprocation and engagement in Indigenous spaces and on Indigenous 
terms. Those Calls to Action were never going come without costs, material 
and non-material, including time, commitment, intellectual territories, and fi-
nancial support (see Bierman 2011, 394). But the costs involved in the proposed 
approach to ensemble courses have the potential to create communities where 
settler music students learn to share and respect Indigenous knowledge and 
where Indigenous students are made more visible through respectful acknow-
ledgement of and engagement with their cultural practices by settler institu-
tions. Shauneen Pete’s call for her “non-Indigenous colleagues to take greater 
responsibility” resounds here (Pete 2018, 180). If the How do we listen? project 
is any indication, it’s worth it.
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ABSTRACT
Universities are increasingly aware of the need to re-envision curricula in order to 
engage with Indigenous perspectives, knowledge, and pedagogical approaches. Uni-
versity music programs, focused on the delivery of Western art music curricula, often 
struggle to implement meaningful engagement with Indigenous knowledge that 
goes beyond gestures. What practical steps can educators take to crack the seeming-
ly impervious fabric of settler-colonial art music performance education? I draw on 
experiences from within an intercultural artistic collaboration of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous artists and scholars in order to articulate pedagogical strategies 
applicable to university music performance ensemble classes.

RÉSUMÉ
Les universités sont de plus en plus conscientes de la nécessité de revoir les pro-
grammes d’études afin de prendre en compte les perspectives, les connaissances et 
les approches pédagogiques autochtones. Les programmes universitaires en musique, 
axés sur l’enseignement du corpus de musiques occidentales savantes, ont souvent du 
mal à mettre en œuvre un engagement réel et significatif avec les connaissances au-
tochtones. Quelles mesures concrètes les enseignants peuvent-ils prendre pour aller 
au-delà de l’enseignement du canon limité par l’héritage colonial? Mes expériences de 
collaboration artistique interculturelle avec des artistes et des chercheurs autochtones 
et non autochtones me permettront d’articuler des stratégies pédagogiques adaptées 
aux cours universitaires de musique d’ensembles.
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