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During a series of curriculum prototype sessions in Calgary, AB,
between May and September of 2014, music teachers K-12 were
given virtually carte blanche and encouraged to visualize a new
curriculum with no boundaries. Two outcomes of the initial
music educator’s meeting were a) teachers see specific areas for
improvement in the existing curriculum but are generally satis-
fied with it, and b) the issue of cultural diversity is vital to some,
moderately important to some, and to others, recognized but not
important enough to change the current Western focus. This ar-
ticle examines the issue of declining enrolment in music courses
between middle and high school and with it a case for inclusion
of non-Western musics in the curriculum, reasons for continued
Western music dominance, the emphasis on Western notation lit-
eracy, teacher beliefs, teacher training, and sustainability of di-
versity in music programs. It is meant to stimulate thought
toward building more culturally diverse music programs in Cana-
dian schools, from pre-service training to implementation.

Retention of music enrolment
Price (2013) summarizes the progressive decrease in engagement
in Canadian schools between grade five and grade eleven (pp.
94-95). Instead of seeing this “as an inevitable feature of ado-
lescent angst” (p. 97), he warns that “we should see it for what
it really is: a shocking waste of young potential” (ibid). Recog-
nizing this, Price has been an integral part of ‘Musical Futures’
(n.p.), which attempts to implement “non-formal teaching and
informal learning approaches” (n.p.) into schools in order to
provide “engaging, sustainable and relevant music making ac-
tivities for all young people” (ibid). 

In Alberta schools, music is mandated from grade one
through six. Enrolment in music classes decreases significantly
from grade six to grade seven when music becomes optional,
and continues to decrease through high school as music remains
optional. There is a dramatic shift in the curriculum when stu-
dents leave grade six. Students move from a very holistic pro-
gram that involves instrument playing, movement, listening,
composing, and singing, to a program that channels students
into a didactic, notation-driven music experience (predomi-
nantly Western concert band and choir). 

There are two intersecting issues:
1.  Choices offered in grades seven to nine generally

consist of concert band, jazz band, and sometimes
choir. Alternative choices for students interested in
other areas of music are scarce. In grades ten through
twelve, choices are band, jazz band, or choir, the in-
strumental choices often dependent on students hav-
ing started instruction in grade seven. 

2.  Although schools strive for differentiation in teach-

ing and learning styles, in offering strictly Western
music ensemble courses they are eliminating partic-
ipation of students predisposed to aural music learn-
ing, and “ … implicitly teach[ing] our students that
some musical heritages, some stories, are privileged
while others are not included in our curriculum”
(Hoffman, 2012, p. 65). Placing an emphasis on the
ability to read and write Western music notation ex-
cludes many students with otherwise demonstrated
musical ability. Too many youngsters give up, ob-
served Upitis (1990), “… because they couldn’t read
music, and therefore hated practicing what their
teacher had assigned” (pp. 59-60). 

Considering most non-Western music is transmitted aurally
(Biernoff & Blom, 2002; Campbell, 1992; Hood, 1982; Wig-
gins, 1996), and through informal learning approaches, does it
not make sense to include culturally diverse music ensembles in
schools? This would certainly move toward addressing the in-
tersecting issues of decreased attendance in secondary music en-
sembles and differentiation of learning styles.  

Timetabling, funding, and matriculation requirements fac-
tor into course selection, but in offering only Western, notation-
based ensembles, a significant amount of musical potential in
students is unacknowledged. Though it may seem a large order
to fill, Campbell (2010) is correct in stating, “Children, every
one of them musical, deserve to be taken as far as their many
‘talents’ can carry them. We teachers and parents are key play-
ers in this challenge” (p. 219). 

For some music educators who have built Western music
ensemble programs to large proportions, it is difficult to imag-
ine, let alone implement, change which may require letting go of
some of the program to accommodate additional music learning
opportunities. Draisley-Collishaw points out: “ … in a time
where Canadian society places high value upon cultural diver-
sity, music educators can do their part to promote, if not com-
plete multicultural understanding, at least a degree of
multicultural awareness” (2004, p. 21). Gay (1997) stresses,
“This is the ultimate challenge of future teachers. They must be-
lieve in the value and potential for greatness of a new-age pop-
ulation of students who often are racially, socially, ethnically,
and culturally different from themselves” (p. 175). Gay is not
overstating his opinion: reiterated by Cain (2010), the largest
obstacles in creating curricular and pedagogical change are the
teachers who continue to resist change (pp. 114-115).

Reasons for continued Western dominance
Colley (2009) lists a number of widely accepted assumptions
that have - and continue to - dominate music programÏs and
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teachers’ general beliefs. Among them are the assumptions that
1.  the large [western musical] ensemble, traditionally

orchestra–band–chorus, defines and determines a
quality school music program

2.  access to music making is achieved solely
through one’s ability to decode written [West-
ern] notation 

3.  alternative certification paths by which profes-
sional musicians from other musical traditions
become teachers are inappropriate, suspect, or
a threat to school music program quality

4.  styles and instruments outside the traditional en-
semble trilogy are acceptable and allowable only
as enhancements, supplements, or enrichments
to it (p. 66). 

Looking more closely at the second point, the significance
placed on reading Western notation is indeed surprising. Schip-
pers (2010) recognizes this emphasis, stating “Most formal
music education can be described as representing a view of
music that is predominantly atomistic, notation-based, and rel-
atively static in its approach to tradition, authenticity, and con-
text” (p. 107). More specifically, Schippers addresses the issue of
notation and preliterate, which “reveals a more subtle form of
prejudice. It assumes that musics that do not use notation are
not sufficiently evolved to do so. In fact, there are many forms
of music of great refinement that do not need notation or that
even actively reject it, such as African percussion and Indian
ragas” (p. 19). This is echoed by Aston and Paynter (2008) who
affirm, “ … in any case, an improvisation is just as much a
‘work’ as it is a notated composition” (p. 170).

Swanwick (1999) points out that notation and analysis of
it says little about the aesthetic dimension of music: “Analysis is
always in some way a process of reduction and so it is here, in
the sol-fa melody. This bit of notation tells us nothing about the
potential expressive character of the music.” (p. 47). Campbell
(1992) voices a similar inclination regarding notation and char-
acter of music: “Notation, a marvellous technological invention,
is not all-knowing; it cannot replace direct contact with the
music. We can best become familiar with little-known music
through the direct route: by listening” (p. 32). 

The Alberta Music Curriculum (1989, currently under re-
vision) devotes a section to reading and writing music, advising
that instruction cover [Western] notation, including note names,
rhythms, tempo and style indications, and dynamics. Although
one section of the curriculum does state, “Notate and perform
original compositions (does not have to be formal notation)”
(p. 13), the guide prefixes each [Western] notation reading re-
quirement with “students will be able to” (p. 11), indicating
Western notation literacy a must. The British Columbia (B.C.)
curriculum guide introduces Western notation in grade 2, ad-
vising that students “identify connections between invented no-
tation and standard notation for simple rhythmic patterns”
(2010, p. 20). As students progress through the B.C. curriculum,

they are required to build on their notation reading skills, again
based on Western notation. The Ontario music curriculum is
quite diverse in its description of multicultural studies: “Students
will further their understanding of the music of various cultures
by studying a wide range of music and musicians from different
time periods and cultures, including Aboriginal, local, national,
and global societies” (p. 17), and gives a promising number of
guidelines for multicultural lessons. Contrasting with this, how-
ever, are references to half notes, half rests, whole notes, and
whole rests, beginning in grade two and progressing to more
complicated Western notation by grade eight. It appears that as
much as the curriculum speaks of diversity, activities are based
on Western music fundamentals. 

Recently, the National Association for Music Education
(NAfME) published its revised “NATIONAL CORE ARTS
STANDARDS” (2014). The Calgary Association for Develop-
ment of Music Education (CADME) has proposed that Alberta
adopt these standards. In reviewing the document, the standards
do reflect the potential for more diversity, with phrases such as
‘using standard or iconic notation’,  ‘music from a variety of gen-
res, cultures, and historical periods’, and ‘the historical/cultural
context of the work’. Again, upon closer examination, Western-
specific terms such as ‘simple chord changes’, ‘harmonic se-
quences’, ‘understanding of harmony’, and for performing
ensembles, ‘read and perform using standard notation’ still linger.
Interestingly, and perhaps conversely, one of the standards for
grade eight performance states: ‘Perform the music with technical
accuracy, stylistic expression, and culturally authentic practices
in music to convey the creator’s intent.’ The irony of this state-
ment is that ‘culturally authentic practices’ is the very thing that
frightens some teachers away from including multicultural music.
It potentially places an unnecessary amount of pressure on the
instructor to accurately replicate a culture’s music, which is not a
realistic objective. “With attention to recontextualization,” may at
first seem a less rigorous, more attainable phrase; however, it is
more reflective of musical realities and therefore less convenient
than aiming to freeze a musical genre in a static environment. 

Intention versus implementation
The intention exists, as outlined in 2004 by Draisey-Collishaw:
“The growing diversity of ethnic, racial, and cultural back-
grounds that are found in schools has created a need for greater
cross-cultural understanding. The government [Canadian] has
responded to this need by creating legislation with the intent of
promoting greater respect for cross-cultural diversity” (p. 21).
Though it appears encouraging, Schippers (2010) points out that 

There appears to be a substantial dichotomy between
intention and practice in music education. The reasons
for this may well lie deeper than terminology or poli-
cies. The drastic changes needed to accommodate the
realities of cultural diversity require a reappraisal of
implicit values and belief systems, as well as different
approaches to the formal organization of music edu-
cation (p. 36).
In other words, governmental documents may express the

need for change along with policies and guidelines, but it is ulti-
mately up to teachers, and therefore, “Music teacher education
programs have a responsibility to define and present our art form
accurately, fairly, and wholly to our future teachers and, by ex-
tension, to our K-12 constituencies” (Colley, 2009, p. 57). 

Are music education training programs meeting these needs?
Lundquist (2002) conveys that this “lack of adequate teacher
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education for cultural diversity or uneven incorporation of mul-
ticultural concerns in in-service teacher education exists globally”
(p. 636). More specifically, Colley (2009) declares, “music teacher
education programs by and large still reside in (or operate in part-
nership with) schools of music modeled after the 19th-century
European conservatory” (p. 65). These opinions are shared by
Cain (2011), Campbell (2004), Colley (2009), Draisey-Collishaw
(2004), Johnson (2004), and Schippers (2010), who recognize
that more change needs to occur in teacher training programs to
coach teachers toward more diverse curricular goals and to help
break down some of the long-held assumptions. 

The University of Calgary music education program is
heavily Western focused in its course selection and requirements.
Two courses involving non-Western genres are offered, but not
required. ‘World Music’ is described as a “Detailed ethno-musi-
cological examination of non-western traditions” (University of
Calgary, 2014, n.p.), and ‘Composers and Musical Cultures’ is
an in-depth study of selected Western composers “and/or ex-
aminations of specific western and non-western musical cultures
(i.e. Music in India, Music in post-war Germany) and their im-
pact” (ibid). 

The University of Alberta (Edmonton) music education pro-
gram is also heavily Western-based. There is the option to take a
course entitled ‘Certificate in World Sound Arts’ (University of
Alberta, n.p.), which “centers upon sounds, techniques, and dis-
ciplines from beyond the standard western music conservatory:
electroacoustic music, popular music, jazz, world music, music
technology, ethnomusicology, and the sociology of music” (ibid).
The university also has three non-Western ensemble courses
which require no prior training: Indian Music, Middle Eastern
and North African Music, and Western African Music. In addi-
tion, music teachers can enroll in a Master’s level course which
takes place over a number of weekends during which they learn
musical genres from a number of different cultures. 

Because these programs exist outside of the required music
education courses at both universities, there remains no guar-
antee that all graduating students are equipped to implement a
musically diverse program when they begin their teaching ca-
reers. Integrating university level multicultural music instruc-
tion into existing courses would certainly be a step toward the
goal of multicultural music programs in schools.

Sustainability
Because cultural diversity in music education is not widespread,
and because teachers implementing multicultural practices are
relatively few, an overarching threat is the personnel-driven na-
ture of their programs. As one teacher in Colley’s (2009) study
clarifies, even if his marimba program is maintained, it “ … will
change considerably as an ensemble once he leaves because he
writes all the arrangements for it, and it is very much driven by
his own personality” (p. 61). Stemming from this issue are addi-
tional obstacles. Students in a given ensemble may lose any play-

ing opportunities when they leave the school that offers instruc-
tion in that particular ensemble, especially if it is not offered in
any other schools. In addition, interest in a particular ensemble
depends on a number of factors, including the students enrolled
in the school: if the ensemble reflects a dominant culture in the
school and this culture shifts, there is no guarantee newcomers
will buy into the ensemble, and new students coming into the
school may simply prefer a different type of ensemble. 

The phenomenon of personnel-driven programs is certainly
evident in Calgary schools (Walden, unpublished PhD, in
progress). It is the music teacher who shapes the music program;
those confident in their own ability to teach different musical
genres include these genres in their programs. When these teach-
ers leave the school, the program often leaves with them, with
no guarantee the next teacher will include the same level of di-
versity. This further fuels the need for improvement in teacher
training programs.

In Schippers’ (2010) “Five Domains of Musical Sustain-
ability in Contemporary Contexts,” it is the first domain that ad-
dresses teacher training concisely. Under “Systems of learning
music,” Schippers claims these systems are central to sustain-
ability and involve balancing informal and formal training, no-
tation-based and aural learning, holistic and analytical
approaches, and emphasis on tangible and less tangible aspects
of music making. It includes contemporary teaching and learn-
ing developments covering master-disciple relationships through
to systems based on Web technology and how philosophies and
approaches intersect with teaching and learning. These issues are
prominent from the level of community initiatives to the highest
level of institutionalized professional training (pp. 180-181).

Suggestions for implementation
As I argued in an article in AJME (Australian Journal of Music
Education) last year, diverse music programs can be initiated
and developed using one or both of the following frameworks:
conceptual elements, and contextual themes. A conceptual ele-
ments framework, already familiar to music teachers following
a Western curriculum, refers to studies in rhythm and beat,
melody, form/structure, tone colour, and texture. I use ‘texture’
as opposed to ‘harmony’ to ensure that all music cultures are
included, not just those based on Western harmonic founda-
tions. In order to maintain a music program that includes di-
verse musical experiences, it is useful to keep record of a broad
variety of listening resources that reinforce musical concepts:

Building this resource requires simply writing down
the source of musics heard (on any occasion) which
exemplify musical concepts. Students can be encour-
aged to contribute to the list as well: challenge them to
actively listen for different concepts when they are lis-
tening to music. Keeping an ongoing list posted in the
classroom, and using it often, promotes student in-
volvement and participation (Cain, Lindblom, &
Walden, 2013, pp. 90-91).
Considering contextual themes in music classes, there is a

vast number of choices, including work songs, court music,
music and socio-political criticism, music and love, music and
death, music and nature, music and protest, harvest festival
music, music and transportation, island music, and so forth. “In-
stead of reaching for trusted standby Western songs and listen-
ing examples, access resources from different cultures and
incorporate these into familiar activities. Explore what is avail-
able and begin broadening the scope of sounds created world-
wide” (Cain, Lindblom, & Walden, 2013, p. 88). 
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To make musical experiences more contextually meaning-
ful, to address issues of authenticity, and to inculcate better un-
derstanding of how each music functions within its culture, I
advise music teachers to refer regularly to contextual questions
to keep students thinking about each culture. This means ex-
amining where the music comes from, who plays (sings) the
music, how is it played (or sung), what instruments are being
played (if any), when the music is heard in its culture (for cele-
brations, for enjoyment, etc), and the function of the music. To
address recontextualization, have students reflect on these five
points (who, how, what, when, and why) in terms of how the
music has changed in the classroom environment. In recogniz-
ing changes that have occurred between each music’s (perceived)
original sounds and sounds created in the music classroom,
teachers are leading students through issues of authenticity: both
sonic and contextual. ‘How have we changed the music, its
sounds, its setting, and who plays it?’ It is important to remem-
ber that music is always changing and that an absolute ‘original’
may have existed at some point in time, but was very likely
changed, reworked, repositioned, and presented many times in
different contexts over many years. Even with limited cultural
competency, it is possible for teachers to gain the confidence,
skills and resources to further educate themselves into the prac-
tices of a musical culture in order to represent it and replicate it
with sensitivity in the music classroom (Schippers, 2010).

A quick internet search brings up many useful resources for
teaching multicultural music: books, CD’s, Youtube links, and
Pinterest guides. Other practical resources include the follow-
ing publications:

Campbell, P. (2004). Teaching Music Globally: Experiencing
Music, Expressing Culture. New York: Oxford University Press.

Wade, Bonnie C. (2004). Thinking Musically: Experiencing
Music, Expressing Culture. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Campbell, P., McCullough-Brabson E., and Cook Tucker,
J. (1994). Roots and Branches: A Legacy of Multicultural Music
for Children (with CD). Danbury CT:

World Music Press 
Jacobsen, J. and Higgins, J. (2013). A New World: Musical

Adventures and Universal Lessons (with CD). Milwaukee, WI:
Hal Leonard.

Conclusions and considerations 
Prompted by the encouraging words of curriculum change fa-
cilitators at the meeting that I refer to at the beginning of this ar-
ticle, I return to the original motive. Perhaps it comes down to
a chicken-or-egg situation: who takes the first step? Teachers
creating music curricula that mandate diversity, or universities
recognizing the necessity for cultural diversity in music teacher
training? Either way, I urge music educators to take the initia-
tive when it is offered and consider the possibilities of broad-
ening music education programs. As Campbell (1992) reassures,
“Teaching music from a multicultural perspective hardly means
discarding the old, the tested, and the true” (p. 32). It means ex-
panding the lens through which students are experiencing
music: adapting, shifting, differentiating, broadening, and di-
versifying, and as a result, considering ensembles beyond or-
chestra-band-chorus, reflecting on the merits of aural/oral
traditions, recognizing the benefits of teaching styles from dif-
ferent traditions, and allowing styles and instruments outside of
orchestra-band-chorus as valid and integral to the overall rich-
ness and diversity of the program. 

Years ago, Ki Mantle Hood (1983) advised: 
Late in the twentieth century, no serious musician of

whatever professional commitment can any longer af-
ford to remain ignorant of the music, for example, of
China … or Korea and Japan, which it strongly influ-
enced. As we near the 21st century, an admission of ig-
norance of the primary cultural features (and music is
one of them) of India, Southeast Asia, the North and
South American continents is an embarrassing confes-
sion for anyone claiming to be educated (pp. ix-x).
How long do we think we can continue to ignore drastically

changed demographics, globalization, learning styles, and ethnic
diversities of our student population before we find ourselves
looking back shamefaced in recognition of our own inaction? 

References
Aston, P., Paynter, J. (1970). Sound and Silence: Classroom Projects in Cre-

ative Music. London: Cambridge University Press.
Biernoff, L., Blom, D. (2002). Non-Western Ensembles: Crossing Boundaries and

Creating Interstices in Cross-Cultural Educational Contexts. Research Stud-
ies in Music Education 19: 22-31. doi: 10.1177/1321103X020190010401.

Cain, M. (2010). Singapore International Schools: Best practice in culturally di-
verse music education. British Journal of Music Education, 27(2), 111-125.

Cain, M. (2011). Philosophy, Policy, Practice: visions and realities of the cul-
tural diversity in selected primary classrooms in Brisbane and Singapore.
PhD thesis, Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia.

Cain, M., Lindblom, S., and Walden, J. (2013). Initiate, Create, Activate:
practical solutions for making culturally diverse music education a real-
ity. Australian Journal of Music Education. (2). pp. 79-95.

Campbell, P. (1992). Cultural Consciousness in Teaching General Music.
Music Educators Journal, Vol. 78(9). Retrieved from
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3398427.

Campbell, P. (2004). Teaching Music Globally: Experiencing Music, Ex-
pressing Culture. New York: Oxford University Press.

Campbell, P. (2010). Songs in their Heads: Music and its Meaning in Chil-
dren’s Lives (2nd ed.). New York: Oxford University Press, Inc.

Colley, B. (2009). Educating teachers to transform the trilogy. Journal of
Music Teacher Education, 19, 56–67.

Draisey-Collishaw, R. (2004). Principal Themes: Essay Contest - Issues Fac-
ing Multicultural Policy in the Field of Music Education. Canadian Music
Educator. 45(3). pp. 17-21.

Gay, G. (1997). Multicultural infusion in teacher education: Foundations
and applications. Peabody Journal of Education, 72, 150–177.

Hoffman, A. R. (2012). Performing Our World: Affirming Cultural Diver-
sity through Music Education. Music Educators Journal 98(61).  doi:
10.1177/0027432112443262.

Hood, M. (1982). The Ethnomusicologist. New Edition. Kent, Ohio: The
Kent State University Press.

Hood, M. (1983). Preface. In May, E. (Ed.). Musics of Many Cultures: An In-
troduction. Los Angeles: University of California Press. pp. ix-x.

Johnson, B., Jr. (2004). A Sound Education for All: Multicultural Issues in
Music Education. In Educational Policy, 18(116).
http://exp.sagepub.com/content/18/1/116.

Lundquist, B. R. (2002). Music, culture, curriculum and instruction. In R.
Colwell & C. Richardson (Eds.), New handbook of research in music
teaching and learning (pp. 626-647). New York: Oxford University Press. 

Musical Futures (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.musicalfutures.org/about
National Core Arts Standards (2014). National Association for Music Educa-

tion (NAfME). Retrieved from http://musiced.nafme.org/musicstandards/
Price, D. (2013). Open: How we’ll work, live, and learn in the future. Great

Britain: Crux Publishing Ltd.
Schippers, H. (2010). Facing the Music: Shaping Music Education from a

Global Perspective. New York: The Oxford University Press, Inc.
University of Alberta (2014). Certificate in World Sound Arts. Retrieved from

http://www.music.ualberta.ca/academic%20programs/certificate.aspx
University of Calgary (2014). Composers and Musical Cultures. Retrieved from

https://music.ucalgary.ca/courses/f14/MUSI305?destination=courses%2Ff14
University of Calgary (2014). World Music. Retrieved from https://music.ucal-

gary.ca/courses/fl14/MUSI305?destination=courses%2Ff14 
Wiggins, T. (1996). The world of music in education. British Journal of Music

Education, 13, pp. 21-29.  doi:10.1017/S0265051700002928.
Upitis, R. (1990). This too is music. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann Pub-

lishing.

Jennifer Walden is a doctoral candidate with Queensland Conservatorium Griffith Uni-
versity in Brisbane, Australia, and is researching how to best transmit culturally diverse mu-
sics in today’s classrooms. She has been teaching multicultural music for 30 years in
international schools worldwide and most recently, Canadian public schools. Currently
teaching music grades 1-9 and Mandarin grades 7 and 8, in a Calgary school, Jennifer is
also an active clinician and workshop leader, traveling the globe to work with teachers

and music education students at conferences and universities. Her focus is on 1) facilitating effective methods
of teaching multicultural musics, and 2) building and maintaining diverse music programs in schools.

*CME Journal 56-2 Layout_Layout 1  14-12-16  2:06 PM  Page 12


