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Abstract 

The purpose of this research study was to profile exemplary rural music 

programs, examining how their components and contexts contributed to a deep sense of 

place for students, teachers, and the community. Using case-study methodology, two 

rural communities were profiled: Bella Coola, British Columbia and Winkler, Manitoba. 

By examining these programs through interview, observational, and questionnaire data, 

the conditions that support these programs and the perceptions of stakeholders were 

garnered in order to create a rich view of music education programs that could inform the 

development of high-quality music programs in other rural communities. Analysis 

procedures consisted of coding the data for emergent themes as well as a priori themes 

combed from music education curricula and place-based education literature. The 

analysis was guided by complexity thinking literature. Closed-ended questions were 

analyzed using descriptive statistics. Through this analysis process, a descriptive 

framework of the contents and context of the music programs was created. The adaptive 

and iterative nature of the music programs and how they related to the communities were 

also examined. Findings from this study revealed rich place-based music education 

general music programs, choral programs, and band programs that were highly regarded 

by the communities. Features in each music program were reflective of the musical 

practices in the communities. Developing place-based music programs also included the 

celebration of diversity and the incorporation of activities that broadened students‘ 

musical experiences and allowed students to be leaders. The extent to which diverse types 

of music could be incorporated into the music programs was dependent on the teachers‘ 



iii 

 

background and available resources. Performances were an important aspect of these 

place-based programs as attending students‘ performances served as one of the only times 

that community residents interacted with the school, and for many, these performances 

were the only source of live music. Performing at other local and provincial music events 

strengthened students‘ musical understanding and also deepened their connections to the 

respective communities. Students were part of their communities, and they were actively 

able to participate in the present in a way that honoured the past and brightened the 

future.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Examining Music Education Programs in Rural Canadian Communities 

  

The idea of connecting to the people and places in one‘s community is not a new 

notion for many music teachers, especially for those teachers working in rural 

communities. Most music teachers understand that music offers a distinct opportunity for 

students to create and reinforce traditions that are important in their lives. Music teachers 

realize that their music programs can also benefit adults in the community and, as such, 

they strive to link their music programs to various local and regional traditions. Making 

music and sharing ideas about music allows people to interact in special ways. Since rural 

communities may not have community centres or concert halls that organize music 

concerts or music instruction, the school music program is a cultural institution, 

transmitting and performing music to and for those in the community. Making music 

becomes an activity where students can explore their imaginations, develop skills, and 

enhance local traditions.  

I was a music teacher in rural Manitoba, and I experienced first-hand the 

importance of music education in this area. I witnessed the dynamic role that music 

education played in the lives of the children and the adults that were part of this program. 

It was difficult for me to establish relationships with classes of students that I only saw 

two or three times a week for 30 minutes, but being able to interact with the same 
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students for many years allowed me to forge important relationships. Rather than 

building relationships with a small group of students as I would have done as a classroom 

teacher, my role was to interact with several hundred students, aiming to create 

meaningful experiences for and with them.  

Being the music teacher included taking a lead role in the development of public 

events. It was expected that there would be a musical component in the assemblies and 

concerts that occurred throughout the year, which I needed to incorporate into my music 

program as a whole. While it sometimes seemed that we were teaching for the 

performance––something akin to teaching to the test under mandatory standardized 

testing in other subjects––the opportunity to contribute to the community was important 

and valued by my students, their families, and me. Through these performances, students 

were able to give back to their community. Since I was planning many of these 

performance opportunities, I also had the flexibility to prepare repertoire that provided 

variety to students. For example, in the concerts students could (a) sing in a choir, (b) 

play in instrumental groups, and (c) sing or play an instrument with added choreography. 

For these performances, I could choose a variety of repertoire or have the students 

compose or improvise music, and I tried to include repertoire that enriched the students‘ 

musical experiences outside of school and broadened their ideas about music.  

Finding repertoire and honouring the performance practices associated with some 

local cultural practices was difficult. For example, I had many First Nations students in 

my class, and I wanted to incorporate traditional music from this culture into the music 



 

3 

 

program. However, I did not know any First Nations‘ repertoire, nor did I know the 

performance practices of this cultural group. I elicited the expertise of the school 

division‘s Elder to guide me in this process and help integrate First Nations‘ musical 

practices into the music program. He agreed to lead an extra-curricular Aboriginal 

drumming group in the school, which allowed this music to be presented to students in an 

authentic and respectful way. Through the drumming experience, I hoped that students 

would start building a skill that could help them contribute to their home community by 

becoming drummers at pow-wows or dance competitions. Moreover, in addition to the 

musical skills that students learned through all of the musical activities, I wanted them to 

take away powerful, embodied memories of making music with others. I also wanted 

them to see that the school valued their musical heritage and recognized it by 

incorporating it into the formal schooling process. Finally, and most importantly, I hoped 

that they would become proud of themselves and have the courage to share their 

knowledge and sense of selves through music.  

Many of my colleagues in other rural areas strived to enrich their communities 

through their music programs. They developed music programs through the creative use 

of resources and by incorporating community members as participants in the delivery of 

the program or as audience members; I came to believe that this was the norm. However, 

as a graduate student reading about music education, I was struck by the emphasis on the 

need to contextualize music programs to suit our students and strengthen their sense of 

place. My experiences as a rural music educator resonated with this viewpoint. After 
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moving to an urban centre to pursue graduate work, I realized that many of the rural 

programs with which I was familiar had been particularly strong in connecting students to 

the people and places that surrounded them. Coupled with the discovery that research on 

rural music education was lacking, I came to believe that through the examination of 

exemplary rural music education programs a greater understanding of how place-based 

music programs were developed and how they benefited students and their local 

communities could be achieved. Accordingly, this research study examined music 

education in two rural Canadian communities: Winkler, Manitoba and Bella Coola, 

British Columbia. 

Key Concepts 

 Music programs refers to the components of music classes: in-class and extra-

curricular instrumental and vocal music-making activities, rehearsals, performances, and 

tours. Music programs involve more than students singing a few songs or playing some 

games. Broadly, music programs encompass the repertoire, ensembles (e.g., band, choir), 

and activities (e.g., listening, movement, composition, improvisation). Music programs 

are developed by teachers of music. Some teachers follow the methodologies of Carl Orff 

or Zoltan Kod ly, both of which emphasize multiple forms of music-making, movement, 

and experiential learning. Orff and Kod ly were 20
th

 century European composers who 

valued their national musical heritages and were interested in developing methods for 

music that would foster strong music participation and appreciation. Other music teachers 

base their programs on the teaching of various repertoire for large ensembles, such as 
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concert or marching bands and/or stage choir, or musical theatre. Developing a music 

program involves the dynamic balance of deepening and broadening students‘ musical 

experiences, working within the constraints of the curriculum, acknowledging the limits 

of available resources, and respecting the beliefs of the community.  

Place includes both the physical features and the human relationships that exist 

within one‘s immediate surroundings. The way that one experiences place is determined 

by the emotional connections associated that arise by interacting with the people and 

places that surround us. These connections, experienced physically, socially, 

intellectually, and spiritually, can be positive or negative, so that the same place can 

evoke a different quality of place for different people. Gradle (2007a) believes that 

identity is a process that is dependent on the connections among people as well as with 

the natural and built communities. She therefore promotes an educational orientation that 

acknowledges that learning involves the connections of our minds, bodies, and spirits. 

She uses the word ecology to emphasize the importance of being ―firmly rooted in an 

understanding of relationality‖ (p. 397). Our sense of place is part of our identity and is 

always shifting through our experiences with those around us. Our presence within our 

surroundings also contributes to defining those surroundings (Malpas, 2009). We are all 

inextricably connected to place (physically and emotionally) and, like Gradle (2007b), I 

hold the view that we should strive for an embodied sense of place in education that 

includes both what we know and how we come to know it. 
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Place-based education refers to the emphasis on promoting a connection to 

surrounding environments as well as facilitating the development of relationships among 

community members. Establishing a sense of belonging and a feel for home is an integral 

aspect of human development. Place-based education acknowledges that contextualizing 

learning within one‘s surroundings and development leads to an awareness on political, 

psychological, cultural, and spiritual planes that cannot be fully accessed without an 

understanding of place and one‘s relationship with that place (Gruenewald & Smith, 

2008; Noddings, 2005).  

Rural communities are areas outside of urban centres (Statistics Canada, 2006). 

The rural and small town (RST) designation refers to areas with populations of less than 

10,000 (du Plessis, Beshiri, & Bollman, 2002). Three rural sub-group areas have also 

been delineated: rural metro-adjacent communities, rural non-metro-adjacent 

communities, and rural northern regions (du Plessis, Beshiri, & Bollman, 2002). Rural 

metro-adjacent communities are those within a commuting zone of a larger urban centre. 

Rural non-metro-adjacent communities are located outside of this proximity to 

metropolitan areas and are not in northern regions, and rural northern regions are 

predominantly rural census divisions that are found either entirely or mostly above the 

following lines of parallel in each province: Newfoundland and Labrador, 50th; Quebec 

and Ontario, 54th; Manitoba, 53rd; Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British Columbia, 54th. 

As well, rural Northern regions encompass all of the Yukon, Northwest Territories, and 

Nunavut. See Figure 1 for an illustration of the location and prevalence of various rural 
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communities in each province as indicated by the shades of green (Bollman & 

Clemensen, 2008; Rural Secretariat, 2011). My research focused on one large metro-

adjacent rural community (Winkler, Manitoba) and one small non-metro-adjacent rural 

centre (Bella Coola, British Columbia). The selection of two rural communities from 

different rural sub-groups illuminated the similarities and diversities across these areas. 

 

Figure 1. OECD Typology across Canada with Site Locations 

 

 

 

Bella Coola 

Winkler 
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Purpose  

The purpose of this research study was to characterize the nature of school music 

programs in two rural Canadian communities, exploring how the programs contributed to 

a sense of place for the students, teachers, administrators, and parents. To this end, I 

examined the music programs in Bella Coola, British Columbia and Winkler, Manitoba.  

Three main research questions guided this study. Secondary research questions 

are embedded within them, as follows:  

1. What are the features of each of the music programs and how do they 

interact with the local context?  

 What are the music backgrounds of the teachers, students, and 

community members, and how do these backgrounds impact the music 

programs? 

 How do the repertoire and music activities relate to the local contexts, 

and how do the teachers consider and incorporate diverse musical 

traditions? 

 How do creation activities (e.g., performance, composition, 

improvisation) facilitate interpersonal and contextual relationships? 

 

2. What kinds of resources are required to support the music programs?  

 What types of resources do teachers bring to their teaching? 

 What types of resources do they rely on to develop their music 

program, and how do these resources support and/or limit program 

development?  

 In what ways do stakeholders (e.g., students, teachers, administrators, 

community members) influence the music programs? 

 

3. To what extent can place-based education theory describe the music 

programs and the interactions among and between the music program, the 

school, and the community?  
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 What features of rural living that impact both music programs and life 

decisions?  

 How can place-based education theory inform future developments in 

rural settings? 

 

Rationale 

This research was based on the premise that in order for meaningful music 

education to occur for students, a system must be present to support the development of 

music education. That is, music education programs rely on the availability of appropriate 

resources, including instruments, repertoire, time, physical space, teachers, and adults 

with a musical background.  

What constitutes meaningful music education has been discussed in recent music 

education literature (Stauffer, 2009). Music education philosophers and researchers have 

argued that music education has failed to modernize, and in turn the music education 

provided to young people is, at best, irrelevant (Sloboda, 2001) and, at worst, oppressive 

(Bowman, 2002). In particular, many believe that music education relies too heavily on 

repertoire and ensemble structures that are representative of Western Classical traditions 

(Sloboda, 2001). Consequently, the incorporation of repertoire and ensembles 

representing other type of music, such as popular or jazz music as well as music from 

other cultures, has been recently explored (e.g., Hess, 2009, 2010). Research is needed to 

examine what supports are necessary for the development of such music programs, and 

this study begins to address this question. Music educators argue that the emphasis on 

large ensembles with a conductor (e.g., bands and choirs) gives little agency to student 
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participants, but rather, the conductor or leader controls the process and dictates the 

musical product (Bowman, 2002; Sloboda, 2001). Others have suggested that leaders of 

musical ensembles act as supporters of musical experiences who allow participants to 

have a rich and musical experience (e.g., Sweet, 2010). Thus, it is the characterization of 

the large ensemble experience and the demeanor of the leaders that may be more 

important than the type of ensemble itself, and this issue is examined in the present study. 

Music education in Canada faces many challenges, including having teachers with 

insufficient music backgrounds; the lack of funds to buy instruments, and not having 

appropriate amounts of time for music instruction in the school timetable (Hill Strategies, 

2010). A survey of 1,204 schools across Canada conducted for the Music Education 

Coalition of Canada found that Manitoba, British Columbia, Newfoundland and 

Labrador, and Alberta showed strong support for music education, as evidenced by 

appropriate funding, specialist teachers, appropriate instruments and space as well as 

supportive principals and teachers (Hill Strategies, 2010). That research provides a 

glimpse of the kinds of supports that are available across Canada but fails to provide an 

in-depth understanding of how these resources are used and how they are experienced by 

students, particularly in rural areas. Resources that may be easily accessed in urban 

centres are often not available in rural communities; instead, rural schools rely on 

resources from within their community, such as local music and musicians.  

In many rural communities, the school is often the main social network for the 

community, and it therefore has a significant role in supporting the transmission of its 
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cultural identity (Cochrane, 1981; Sher, 1977). Music programs in these rural 

communities not only offer opportunities for students to become musicians, but also 

provide musical activities that include community members, thereby facilitating the 

development of reciprocal and interactive relationships among the music teacher, the 

students, and the community. 

It is apparent that research is needed that examines music programs in rural 

Canadian communities that provide rich musical experiences for students, contributing to 

a deepened sense of place. This study begins to fill this gap in the literature through an in-

depth examination of exemplary music programs in two rural settings, representing both 

elementary and secondary music education. Examples of how music programs thrive by 

relying on resources from the local communities will be described, and the research 

findings will illuminate how music education can support fluid relationships between the 

school music program and the community.  
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Chapter 2 

Review of Literature 

To understand how music teachers develop programs in rural Canadian 

communities, we must first understand the conditions and resources that impact music 

education in these areas. We must also understand how the music programs connect 

students to various traditions and build relationships between students and other members 

of the community. In this chapter, I explore the conditions and resources that impact 

music education through a review of literature about music education programs in 

Canada and other areas, investigating aims and benefits of music education, as well as the 

methodologies, repertoire, and ensembles that are part of music education programs. To 

support the examination of music education programs in rural communities, I rely on 

place-based education as a theoretical framework, and I discuss relevant place-based 

education literature.  

Music Education in Canada 

Aims of Music Education in Canada 

Historically, the presence of music in schools was introduced as a component of a 

well-rounded education (Regelski, 2005) and as a means to support church musicians. 

Music was believed to foster loyalty and patriotism and to provide organized enjoyment 

for students (Green & Vogan, 1991). In their historical account of music education in 

Canada, Green and Vogan (1991) described music and music education in each province, 

noting the precarious presence of music in various curricula with its prevalence in 
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schools largely dependent on the qualifications of the teachers and/or superintendents. In 

particular, teachers‘ ability to incorporate a variety of music activities was contingent on 

their own training and musical skills, as well as the available resources. In this 

description of music education, the role of music as a component of a well-rounded 

education was prominent, whereby music education centered on transmitting ‗good 

music‘ to students, who were passive recipients. There was also a pragmatic aspect to 

music education: learning to sing in order to participate in sacred events.  

Music education as a component of aesthetic education has been a prominent 

philosophy in music education. Philosophers such as Reimer (1970) and Regelski (2005) 

explained an aesthetic view of music education, where good music was limited to High 

Culture and where ―[s]uch music exists for its own sake and thus an aesthetic distance is 

maintained that separates music contemplation from any social function or personal use‖ 

(Regelski, 2005, p. 221). For some, aesthetic education included listening to works that 

were beyond students‘ capabilities, which suggested that only a select few could perform 

music in an acceptable manner (Regelski, 2005).  

Elliott (1995, 2005) countered this aesthetic value with a praxial philosophy of 

music education, acknowledging the multi-dimensional ways to express and experience 

music that include performing, listening, composing, and improvising. Elliott (2005)  

acknowledged that ―musical works play an important role in establishing, defining, 

delineating, and preserving a sense of community and self-identity within social groups‖ 

(p. 10). In this way, music-making extended beyond an aesthetic experience where music 
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existed for its own sake, and served as a socio-cultural artifact that both enhanced 

communities and increased individual self-knowledge. These multi-dimensional qualities 

have been emphasized by others who posited that music ―enables us to live in the world‖ 

(Small, 1977, p. 4) and ―teaches us things about our common humanity that are worth 

knowing, and [it] renders us less vulnerable to forces that subvert or compromise human 

well-being‖ (Bowman, 2002, p. 64). Through music, we are in culture rather than 

learning about culture (Gibson, 2008). Within Canadian schools, many teachers and 

principals list the benefits of music education as including preparing people to become 

musicians, as well as increasing self-esteem, confidence, self-discipline, creativity, and 

innovation (Hill Strategies, 2010). These aims support a praxial view of music education 

whereby learning music allows students to strengthen their own identity and develop 

community. However, the extent to which particular songs, pieces, or musical activities 

create the conditions that support the development of students‘ identity and strengthen 

community requires further research.  

Prominence of Music Education in Canada 

Music education has been part of the education system across the country since the 

late 1800s (Green & Vogan, 1991). Currently, it is taught as a mandatory subject in 90% 

of elementary schools in every province and region (Hill Strategies, 2010). At the 

secondary level, music is an elective subject, although many provinces require an arts 

(music, drama, or visual arts) credit as part of the graduation requirements.  
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When music instruction was first established, public schooling in Canada centered 

on the teaching of singing through the incorporation of the sol-fa
1
 system to produce the 

musical skills needed in churches, in addition to learning other ‗High Culture‘ repertoire. 

Instrumental music, such as that performed by military and police bands, was prominent 

in military communities such as Victoria and Calgary (Green & Vogal, 1991). 

Nevertheless, instrumental music was not present in the schools in these areas, only 

becoming part of the formal music curriculum after the Second World War. Informal 

music-making, such as fiddling and bagpipes, was prominent in the Maritime Provinces, 

but again, this kind of music was not part of Maritime music education. Put another way, 

music that was not part of British or Western European traditions was not part of music 

education in the late 1800s and early 1900s. The prominence of Western Classical music 

in school music exemplifies how High Culture, which was synonymous with Western 

Classical music, was privileged.  

Currently, music education is present in some form in the school systems in every 

province. The Hill Strategies (2010) survey indicated that listening-based programs were 

most prominent in elementary school music programs. Other programs in elementary 

music programs included performance-based and activity-based programs that were often 

integrated with other subject areas. While listening-based programs are reflective of an 

aesthetic-based music education program (Reimer, 1970) where students are exposed to 

                                                      

1
 The sol-fa system names the pitches using the syllables do, re, mi, fa, so, la, ti, do for 

each scale degree. This system reinforces the intervallic relationship between the pitches 

and is used to help sight-sing repertoire.  
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‗good music,‘ the listening-based programs across Canada could also be due to the fact 

that many teachers of elementary programs have no music background and thus feel 

uncomfortable leading or modeling any type of music-making experience (Hill 

Strategies, 2010). In some provinces, teachers with music backgrounds provide music 

instruction, which is performance-based. For example, Morin (2008) documented that 

most students in Manitoba received music instruction from a music specialist and 

engaged in performance-based music activities, which also included listening. At the 

secondary school level, most music programs were performance-based while listening to 

music, having guest musicians, and travelling to hear performances were indicated as 

other musical components. These findings suggest that teachers with a music background 

include both performance and listening activities, aiming to create a program where 

students can learn about music in an embodied way by playing, singing, and moving, and 

also responding to sounds that others produce, thereby extending students‘ notion of 

musical possibilities.  

Performance-Based Music Methods in Elementary Music Education 

Canadian performance-based elementary music education programs involve a 

variety of activities including singing, playing, creating, and/or listening. These music 

programs are often structured according to Kod ly or Orff methodologies (Hill Strategies, 

2010). Both Zoltan Kod ly and Carl Orff emphasized the importance of local music and 

of learning music by doing, countering the music education traditions of their times. 

Zoltan Kod ly (1882-1967) is recognized for creating a new style of music education 
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based on the folk music of his country, Hungary (Houlahan & Tacka, 2008). Kod ly 

incorporated Hungarian folk music in his own compositions and advocated for its use in 

Hungarian children‘s music education. According to Kod ly, music belonged to everyone 

and could be learned and performed by all. Therefore, he believed that children could 

develop artistic skills with a few years of training through the support of excellent 

teachers. He believed the music education should include singing, the playing of 

instruments, movement, and listening, but at the heart of his method was singing. He felt 

that the voice was the most intimate of instruments and that the inner ear could most 

easily be developed through singing. In his method, students learn to play instruments to 

accompany their singing and use movement to enhance their experiences with songs 

(Houlahan & Tacka, 2008).  

Carl Orff (1895-1982) was a German composer and music educator, who, like 

Kod ly, developed a music education approach. Orff emphasized creativity and 

instrumental playing as well as singing (Steen, 1992). He argued against the lecture-based 

method that permeated music education in Germany at that time. He believed that music 

education should be participatory and performance-based, that is, students should learn 

about music by engaging in music through performance, creation, listening, and analysis 

(Frazee, 1987). In this system, students engaged with music through the learning and 
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creation of speech poems, singing, moving, and playing of instruments (e.g., recorder, 

pitched and unpitched percussion instruments
2
).  

The Kod ly and Orff methods both provide a scope and sequence for music 

education across grades along with a procedure for acquiring these skills and concepts. In 

Canada, there are organizations that support the teaching of Orff (Orff Canada, 2011) 

and/or Kod ly (Kod ly Society of Canada, 2011), by offering workshops for teachers 

and/or students. Certification for teachers is achieved through participation in a multi-

week workshop (e.g., Ontario Orff, 2011). Resource books developed by these 

organizations, providing lesson plans and different types of repertoire, are available for 

all educators, whether they are certified or not (e.g., Birkenshaw-Fleming, 1997; 

Goodkin, 2004).  

Music teachers may feel pressured to identify exclusively as an Orff or Kod ly 

teacher rather than incorporating ideas from various methods into their pedagogies, and 

such teachers often have to defend their chosen methodology (Montgomery, 2000). 

Montgomery (2000) argued that ―experience has indicated that both approaches [Kod ly 

and Orff] offer extraordinary potential for nurturing children towards a distinct aspect of 

musical knowing; neither can be used in isolation without limiting the child‘s depth of 

musical encounters‖ (p. 130). Jorgensen (2003) argued that music teachers, when left to 

their own options, tend to use eclectic methods even if the underlying assumptions of the 

                                                      

2
 Examples of pitched percussion instruments include the xylophone, the metallophone, 

and the glockenspiel. Examples of unpitched percussion instruments include the hand 

drum, the shaker, and the cymbal.  
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methods conflict. Teachers structure their music program around the principles of Kod ly 

or Orff but are responsive to the needs of their students, and when necessary, incorporate 

ideas, strategies, or musical activities into their music program that are not part of the 

original framework.  

Performance-Based Music Methods in Secondary Music Education 

Music education at the secondary level often consists of elective courses
3
 that are 

scheduled either in the school timetable or as extra-curricular activities
4
. These courses 

compete with many other courses, and students‘ choices are based on a combination of 

personal interest and the fulfillment of prerequisite requirements for post-secondary 

pursuits (Kennedy, 2000). Large ensembles, such as choirs and concert or jazz bands, are 

very common at this level (Hill Strategies, 2010). Through these ensembles, students 

learn to play instruments or to sing by learning and performing various types of repertoire 

for the specific ensemble. Students in beginning ensembles, such as concert or jazz bands 

or choirs learn repertoire written specifically for novice players, thus creating a unique 

type of repertoire that may include features from different types of music. Additionally, 

arrangement of more popular pieces, where adjustments such as simplification of 

melodies or rhythms are made so that beginning musicians can access the music. As 

beginning performers, students lack the technical ability to perform many pieces that 

would be considered ‗great masterpieces‘ and therefore music that students play is often 

                                                      

3
 While many provinces require students to have completed arts courses as part of their 

graduation requirements, students are free to choose which course (music, visual arts, 

drama, or dance) they take.  
4
 In some extra-curricular music courses, students are able to gain course credit.  
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limited to repertoire that was written specifically for school-based ensembles. 

Performance demands often influence the components of the course and may prevent the 

variety of musical experiences that would otherwise be available (Kennedy, 2000). 

However, while the demand for performances may limit some musical experiences, the 

benefits of performance for the students and the community can be considerable. This 

research study aims to further investigate students‘ views on performance.  

The Selection of Repertoire and Ensemble Choices  

When we speak about music education at the elementary and secondary level, 

what music are we speaking about, and to what extent does the music chosen allow 

students to ‗live in the world‘? Music has long been thought of as a universal language, 

but there are many differences in tonality, rhythms, and structure. Szego (2005) argued 

that music is embodied and encompasses the mind and the body as one entity, which is 

also supported by other music education researchers (e.g., Elliott, 1995). However, 

Szego (2005) also acknowledged that notions of music vary across cultures, with some 

traditions privileging music as an embodied experience, while others are more 

apprehensive to engage in such expressive activities. Kushner (1991) documented the 

experiences of children in a British school who believed that musical activities 

contradicted their religious beliefs, but were nevertheless expected to participate in 

music events. These students felt conflicted, having to adhere to school practices by 

participating in activities that were seemingly in conflict with their religious beliefs. In 

addition to these divergent views of music itself, there are also differences in the 
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spectrum of pitches, timbres, and rhythms that are part of various types of music, which 

may impact how selected music enhances identity or builds community. For example, 

many types of music that originate in Eastern cultures include microtonal intervals 

(intervals that are smaller than a semi-tone). These pitches are traditionally not part of 

Western music heard in Canada, and therefore the expressive intentions of some Eastern 

music may not be understood. In addition to the variety of performance practices and 

musical components across cultures, there are also differences in musical tastes. 

Exposure to music can have adverse effects, with some people loving a particular work 

while others hate it. At the extreme, music can be used as a weapon to exercise power 

over others and the soundscape (Johnson & Cloonan, 2008). In their book, The Dark 

Side of the Tune, Johnson and Cloonan (2008) described how music has been used in 

psychological warfare and is often the cause of neighbourhood disputes resulting in 

people having been fined and/or jailed for inflicting loud and unpleasant music on their 

neighbours. In short, we respond viscerally to music and are attracted to some pieces 

more than others.  

When we think about different cultural practices, we must also consider that 

children have their own cultures that are different from the adults in their worlds. ―[A 

child‘s] worldview is not the same as adults or adolescents.…Children share with each 

other similar extents of knowledge, as well as play preferences and interests that are 

associated with similar physical and intellectual development‖ (Shehan Campbell, 2002, 

p. 58). Music forms an important part of children‘s culture, ―[T]he acquisition of musical 
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repertoire and a set of techniques for making and responding to this music are available 

to children formally and informally, both in school and ‗on the outside‘‖ (Shehan 

Campbell, 2002, p. 57). Shehan Campbell traced the musical world of children from 

babies hearing lullabies, to young children singing and making up songs as they play, to 

early school attenders engaging in school music, which includes singing games, clapping 

chants, and regular and purposeful rhythms. She noted that children share both a common 

repertoire of pop music, which includes various songs consumed through media, and also 

a common repertoire of school music as many music teachers rely on similar teaching 

resources (Shehan Campbell, 2002). This explanation of children‘s musical culture 

recognizes school music as a distinct source of musical knowledge with its own set of 

traditions.  

Given the diversity of music and the different responses that we can have to 

musical repertoire, it seems imperative that teachers understand the musical traditions 

and interests of their students. Traditionally, music education has been based on Western 

Classical music and may not be representative of the cultures that are present in 

particular communities. Sloboda (2001) argued that most music education does not 

provide the opportunity for students to develop skills to allow them to participate in 

other musical traditions that may be more representative of their out-of-school music 

making. Small (1977) also suggested that as music educators, ―[w]e are reluctant to think 

of our musical life, with its great symphony orchestras, its Bach, its Beethoven, its 

mighty concert halls and opera houses, as in any way impoverished‖ (p. 1). He went on 



 

23 

 

to describe the uniqueness and sophistication that are prevalent in the music of other 

traditions, such as the rhythmic complexities of African music, the tonal nuances 

inherent in the modalities of Indian music, and the unique vocal timbres that are part of 

Inuit and Balkan singing that are rarely considered in school music programs (Small, 

1977).  

While teachers may want to include music from their students‘ immediate and 

larger cultural context, they often lack the knowledge required to teach these particular 

performance traditions. This is true not only for traditional repertoire, but also for 

contemporary or popular music such as Jazz, Folk, or Pop. The discrepancy between 

school music education programs and the musical skills and engagement that are present 

in out of school musical activities was examined by Jaffurs (2004), who conducted an 

ethnographic study examining the environment that students create when they make 

music that is meaningful to them. She contrasted the informal music practices of students 

who have formed their own garage bands outside of school with the musical knowledge 

that is emphasized within the school. She noted discrepancies within the two cultures, 

particularly in terms of how music was notated and rehearsed, and she concluded that the 

school music setting ―in no way portrayed [students‘] capabilities‖ (p. 198). 

Consequently she advocated for the incorporation of musical activities that stem from 

students‘ particular communities, bringing music (and musical practices) that are 

important to students outside of school into the classroom, so that they may have a music 

education that is meaningful. Findings from Jaffurs underscore the discrepancy that may 
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occur in music engagement when music that is not part of students‘ local soundscape 

forms the structure of music programs. It seems that incorporating pertinent repertoire in 

music programs is integral; and in order to do so, resources that support the learning of 

this music in an authentic and meaningful way are also required. For example, 

incorporating small rock bands in music programs, as advocated by Jaffurs, would 

require many different resources than what most music teachers currently have access to; 

for example, soundproof small spaces and the purchase of new and different instruments 

(e.g., electric guitars, drum kits) and sound equipment (e.g., microphones, monitors).  

Generally, music is learned and distributed through a combination of aural 

transmission (e.g., recordings, performances) and notation (e.g., musical scores); 

however, depending on the type of music, musicians rely on these artifacts to varying 

degrees when they are learning music. For example, Green (2003) described how 

popular musicians learned music by themselves, exploring the instrument independently, 

listening to recordings, or watching various musicians around them and then assimilating 

this information for their own performance of the piece. While Green illuminated a 

process where learners explore alone, this is not always the case when learning aurally. 

Hess (2010) described her experiences learning Ghanaian music, noting how music is 

transmitted aurally through imitation between teacher and student; the students imitated 

the music played by the teacher, and the teacher guided the students helping them 

discern an accurate representation of the piece. In these instances, learners relied mainly 

on aural representations and the guidance of master teachers.  
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Written musical scores support the sharing and remembering of music with 

notational practices that vary across types of music including the use of different in the 

symbols that are used as well as the specificity that is documented in the scores. For 

example, the symbols used in notating a piano sonata indicate each rhythm of each pitch 

as well as the nuance of the intended sounds (e.g., articulation, dynamic). The symbols 

used in a Jazz chart reveal the melodic structure with the harmonic structure indicated 

through the use of chord symbols. While Jazz and Classical repertoire are notated, there 

is still a reliance on aural representation to clarify the meaning of the symbols for 

increased understanding of the intentions of the symbols and to extend their own creative 

interpretation of the score. 

Differences in musical repertoire and the practices surrounding the learning and 

distribution of music highlight the complexity of music and the many factors that music 

teachers must consider when they are developing their music programs. While 

researchers such as Small (1977), Bowman (2002, 2004), and Sloboda (2001) advocate 

for more locally based repertoire in music programs, the opportunity to expose students 

to new and different music is also considered to be an important part of music education. 

To this end, the extent to which repertoire in school music should be similar to the music 

children experience outside of school is of great consideration in terms of the types of 

music and ensembles that are incorporated in music education programs. By introducing 

music that is not part of the regular out-of-school experience, educators introduce the 

potential to broaden the musical scope of children. Sweet (2010) documented the 
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perceptions of middle school males participating in choral singing in her own ensemble. 

Using data collected through a focus group interview, observations, and documents of 

repertoire, Sweet determined that students enjoyed choir because it was fun and was 

different than the other school subjects. While students in the focus group had taught 

themselves to play other instruments, they felt that singing in this choral group allowed 

them to express themselves and that, in some cases, parents did not realize that their 

children could sing until they heard them in a choral concert. Similarly, Hess (2009) 

found that middle school students enjoyed participating in a Ghanaian drum and dance 

ensemble and learning the pieces aurally even though they were not of Ghanaian 

descent; this drumming experience was enjoyable, in part, due to the fact that students 

were able to learn the music aurally, rather than through the reading of notation. These 

studies demonstrate that, even though the type of music and the ensemble are different 

from students‘ other musical endeavours, positive experiences can still persist. In these 

cases, students enjoyed learning to sing in a choir and play in a drumming ensemble, 

which enhanced their musical experiences and expanded the repertoire that was part of 

their musical experiences. Through these activities new traditions could be established.  

The descriptions of music and music education contexts in various settings 

illustrate the differences that exist across different types of music in terms of how sounds 

are produced and how music is taught. Consequently, how teachers go about creating 

programs, and how they consider diverse and perhaps disparate qualities of music, 

requires more investigation and forms one of the central research questions of this study. 
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Teacher Knowledge and Community Resources in Music Education  

One of the key factors involved in the development of music programs is the 

background of the teacher. Music teachers in Canada have diverse backgrounds. Some 

have no formal training in music and/or music education, while others have one or more 

degrees in music and/or music education. In Canada, 92% of secondary school music 

education programs are delivered by music specialists, certified teachers with a 

background in music and education, while only 71 % of elementary music education 

programs are delivered by music specialists (Hill Strategies, 2010). Further, music 

specialists often have limited training, as their post-secondary music education largely 

focuses on Classical music (Carruthers, 2005). The teacher‘s background and 

professional judgment influences the repertoire that is chosen, especially in performance-

based programs. 

Teachers have to divide their instructional time in a way that not only includes 

various repertoire and ensembles, but also to incorporate other musical activities such as 

composition, improvisation, listening, or movement. This is compounded with 

performance expectations for various events. Jorgensen (2003) posited that as music 

teachers develop their music programs they ―make decisions on other bases than logical 

judgment and externally mandated or more or less universally accepted rules or 

standards‖ (p. 12). Jorgensen described her own teaching experiences: 

I found myself caught between two worlds: the world of the 

desirable and the world of the possible. I was forever analyzing, 
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comparing, and contrasting things, seeing the instructional process 

ripe with alternatives that might be meritorious or desirable yet 

practically impossible to achieve simultaneously. I was forced to 

choose among possibilities, whether it be the tenor of the music 

program, repertoire, or methodological approach, and these choices 

affected my program in important and inescapable ways. If I chose 

too much of one thing, something else suffered, and as I analyzed 

my experiences, I saw how difficult were some of these decisions 

about how to reconcile disparate, sometimes conflicting aims and 

methods and how crucial my decisions were to the success of my 

teaching. (p. 10)  

Jorgensen continued to describe teaching as dialectic, a this-or-that process, where 

teachers and students focus on one thing to the exclusion of others and later shift their 

attention as other needs and ideas, such as melodies, movements, or relationships, can 

emerge.  

 According to Jorgenssen (2003), the music teacher is the primary selector of 

repertoire and activities, the supporter of the learning process, and the agent who 

negotiates interests from students, policy makers, and parents. Given this role, it is 

important for music teachers to consider the importance of students‘ out-of-class musical 

experiences. However, when Bresler (1998) conducted case studies in the United States 

of three typical music programs in public schools, as well as two arts programs taught in 
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specialized schools, to examine what teachers of music taught and how they taught it, this 

was not the case. Data were collected through observations of classroom activities, 

interviews with music teachers and principals, and document analysis of teacher 

materials. Teachers‘ selection of repertoire and musical skills was reflective of their own 

personal musical preferences with no specific mention of including music that was 

reflective of the students‘ or the community‘s interests.  

Nevertheless, some teachers are responsive to the needs of their students and 

strive to connect students‘ previous musical experiences with various classroom 

activities. Upitis (1990) documented her development of a music program in an inner-city 

Boston school. Upitis incorporated various performance, listening, composition, and 

improvisational opportunities that aimed to deepen the skills and interests of the 

students—such as their explorations of Break dancing and Rap music—while also aiming 

to extend the thinking and musical skills of her students in new and unexpected ways. To 

do this she relied on her musical and pedagogical skills to be responsive to the needs of 

her students. 

  In some instances the teachers may not have the requisite knowledge of musical 

practices or the performance practices that are particular to a type of music. Some arts 

and music organizations support artists-in-residence programs where artists and 

musicians provide workshops for students in the schools (e.g., ArtsSmarts, 2009). Some 

of these programs are free of charge, while others may have substantial, and for some 

programs, insurmountable costs associated with them. Further, transportation costs to see 
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different musical events or to interact with performers may prevent access to these 

resources. In short, a diverse cadre of adults can provide music education in Canadian 

schools, and the extent to which teachers are able to support students with potentially 

diverse musical interests, tastes, and abilities is dependent, in part, on their own 

background and on the supports that are available to them.  

Technological Resources 

Information technology has provided a means of supporting teachers by providing 

different asynchronous and synchronous resources. Orchestra websites provide teacher 

resources through downloadable templates and video recording that can be used in the 

classroom (e.g., the National Arts Centre, 2008). Videoconferencing technology has been 

used to support music learning in various parts of the country. Dammers (2009) 

documented the experiences of a Grade 8 student receiving trumpet lessons using Skype 

videoconferencing software. Student and teacher were able to connect regularly and, 

despite the delay in the video, the pace of the lesson was similar to face-to-face 

instruction. The sound and video quality allowed the teacher to accurately assess the 

student‘s playing in terms of pitch and rhythmic accuracy; however, this form of 

instruction made it difficult for the teacher to see and hear nuances in the playing as well 

as the student‘s posture and embouchure. Both student and teacher had difficulties 

developing an interpersonal relationship, but appreciated the convenience of this teaching 

format.  
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Throat singing was reintroduced in the community of Kangiqsualujjuaq, a Northern 

rural community, through videoconference technology (Ulluriaq School, 2008). Throat 

singing was a fundamental aspect of the community‘s musical heritage; however, the 

skill had been lost. Due to the remote location of the community, transporting throat 

singers into the community was not possible, but, through the use of videoconference, a 

throat singer from Ottawa was able to reintroduce this musical tradition into this 

community. This example demonstrates the potential that technological advances in 

communication have in supporting music education from a variety of cultures; however, 

these advances are often slow to be implemented and difficult to be sustained in rural and 

remote locations. Unfortunately, the Kangiqsualujjuaq program was halted due to the loss 

of the broadband connection into the community (M. Brooks, personal communication, 

May 16, 2008), which is typical of many rural and remote locations where bandwidth 

connections are limited (Marlow & McNish, 2010). Improvements in 

telecommunications can support music education by providing expertise that is otherwise 

not available; however, with dial-up Internet or low bandwidth connections being the 

norm in many rural and remote areas, accessibility to these resources is limited.  

Rural Music Education 

The music education teaching context includes geographical location as well as 

community culture and values. A rural teaching context presents both challenges and 

supports that may differ from those in urban centres. For example, insufficient resources 

and geographic isolation are factors that rural music teachers must address, in addition to 
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a teaching load that includes several different courses and/or grades (Isabell, 2005). At 

the same time, teachers in rural areas have supports that are not present in more urban 

schools.  

Using a constructivist framework, Hunt (2009) interviewed nine adults, including 

music teachers, administrators, and parents involved in urban and rural music programs. 

She found that rural teachers had unique experiences compared to their urban 

counterparts. In particular, rural teachers were encouraged to have their students perform 

in the community because community support was an important aspect of attracting 

students into the programs. The rural music programs were largely promoted through 

performance, which was viewed as an important way to emphasize to the community the 

music programs‘ relevance. Some rural teachers interviewed indicated that the support 

for or attention on the music program could be suffocating, but, at the same time, they 

valued the relationships that were established with their students that allowed them to see 

the students develop as musicians. 

The importance and value of establishing long-term relationships with students was 

also documented by Wilcox (2005), who described the life of a rural American music 

teacher who provided music instruction. Developing a supportive relationship with 

students, community members, and administrative personnel was integral to the 

development of a music program that was valued by students and community alike. The 

teacher in this study provided band and choral instruction to students in Grades 5-12, 

which involved rehearsals outside of school hours. This teacher additionally provided 
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private lessons to interested young people. Despite this hectic schedule, the teacher 

enjoyed the work and the people and received a great deal of joy from watching his 

students ―achieve while developing a love of music‖ (p. 29).  

Findings from Wilcox (2005), Isabell (2005), and Hunt (2009) exemplify some of 

the supports and constraints that are found in rural music programs: supportive 

communities, opportunities to develop long-term meaningful relationships with students 

and community members, teaching assignments that include a number of grades and 

classes, long hours, and few colleagues. The importance that music education plays in 

these communities by providing a space for students to make music and by presenting 

performances that the community can enjoy highlights the role that music has—allowing 

students to be in culture, rather than learning about culture (Bowman, 2002; Elliott, 1995; 

2005; Gibson, 2008).  

The body of research surrounding rural music education is small and centers on 

music programs in the United States of America. The research methodology relies solely 

on interview data of teachers, and little description is given of the teaching context. 

Further research is needed in rural music education that examines the Canadian teaching 

context and the experiences of teachers, students, and community members.  

Music education research has been criticized for merely describing music programs 

rather than ―ground[ing] theory and inform[ing] practice‖ (Colwell, 2009, p. 142). 

Stauffer (2009) suggested that curriculum research in music education needs to expand its 

scope to include the examination of social contexts and institutional priorities that impact 
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music programs. She further suggested that the theoretical framework of place could 

guide such research. Accordingly, this study examines music education programs in rural 

Canadian contexts as experienced by teachers, students, and community members, and 

relies on place-based education as a theoretical framework.  

Place-Based Education 

Place-based education research suggests that our society consists primarily of 

relationships between and among people and places, and that our educational system 

should facilitate the development of positive relationships with the land as well as with 

others (Gradle, 2007b; Noddings, 1984, 2002, 2007a). Developing interdependence 

within a community involves more than people merely being in close proximity. Instead, 

interdependence requires interactions, shared goals, and ethical considerations (Theobald, 

1997).  

A space becomes a place when there is meaning and emotion attached to it through 

our connections to the people and the spaces around us (Malpas, 2009). Malpas (2009) 

suggested that our identity is intimately connected to our location. Building identity is an 

iterative and recursive process as we shape our places and our places shape us. In this 

way, we are inextricably connected to place (Gradle, 2007a). Thus, if we are indeed 

inextricably linked to the places around us, the manner in which we educate our children 

must recognize that our actions and ideas affect our spaces and places, just as these 

spaces and places impact us. This emphasis on the local may seem counter to the need to 

educate children to be global citizens and thus to be mobile; however, Noddings (2005) 
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argued that by emphasizing the local, we offer our youth the experience of caring for the 

things around them, which enhances their understanding that caring requires work, rather 

than just talk. Connecting to the local gives students agency to showcase positive aspects 

of their places to the larger world, thus strengthening their connection to their local place 

and strengthening their connections to the various performance places.  

Gruenewald and Smith (2008) advanced the term place-conscious education to 

emphasize the awareness necessary to actively and responsibly care for the people and 

places that surround us, and they used the term place-conscious and place-based 

education interchangeably. Gruenewald (2003) and Graham (2007) used the term critical 

place-based education to emphasize the need for educational practices that relate to the 

social and ecological places people inhabit, but challenge the assumptions, practices, and 

outcomes that are taken for granted in the dominant culture. Place-based, place-

conscious, and critical place-based educational research share the same tenet of 

supporting educational practices that contribute to positive and respectful relationships 

within one‘s community. For the purposes of this study, place-based education is used to 

describe place-based, place-conscious, and critical place-based educational research.  

At the core of place-based learning is the emphasis on preparing students to live 

and flourish in their local community by becoming citizens who positively and 

respectfully relate to the places and people around them (Bowers, 1995, 2001; Noddings, 

2007a). By emphasizing that we live within a place, teachers make explicit the impact 

that our knowledge and decisions have on the places that surround us, and they help to 
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create relationships between students and other agents within the community. In this way, 

education is not simply about learning facts or knowledge out of context, or about 

training an economic workforce. Rather, it considers the development of community. 

Further, place-based education is not limited to the passive transmission of local facts, 

but also includes the investigation, challenges, and change of these ideas, which are 

considered within a context. The emphasis of considering ideas within the local context 

acknowledges that life is multi-dimensional, and our relationships to place are dynamic.  

Gruenewald and Smith (2008) identify five core themes within place-based 

education (a) finding assets in the surrounding human and natural environments, (b) 

realizing the challenges and potentialities of a collective effort, (c) recognizing the 

importance of interdependence, (d) being attuned to local diversity, and (e) promoting an 

education in ethics. These five themes relate to both the local customs and traditions that 

are part of the community and the relationships that are formed between various 

members. When we think of emphasizing the local, there is a danger in associating the 

notion of building community with a homogenization of differences. While the goal of 

place-based education is to promote the connection to the things and people within a local 

context, place-based education, like complexity thinking (Davis & Sumara, 2006), place- 

acknowledges the importance of diversity within a community. Theobald and Siskar 

(2008) assert that community without diversity risks becoming culturally and 

intellectually stagnant, while diversity without community lacks the possibility for 

collective action. Gruenewald (2008) argues that, through the exploration of place, one 
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can come to understand diverse practices within a particular context: ―[C]ulturally 

responsive teaching in diverse communities is only possible when students and teachers 

encounter the cultural and ecological diversity that is threatened or extinct in schools, but 

still endemic to places‖ (p. 150).  

Emphasizing the local may mean that some of the curricular expectations and/or the 

ways that we measure learning, such as standardized tests, may be inappropriate or 

irrelevant in certain places. Standardized curricula have been developed to ensure that 

students in various geographic areas have equal access to the same standard of education 

(Noddings, 2007a). In Canada, like the United States, standards-based curricula have 

come to dominate educational practices over the past several decades. Every province 

and territory mandates the administration of standardized tests to assess the learning of 

students (Klinger, DeLuca, & Miller, 2008). Noddings (2007a) and Theobald (1997) 

argued that the currently, the purpose of school seems to be to accumulate knowledge, 

acting as a vehicle to ―transport kids to their future jobs‖ (Theobald, 1997, p. 132).  

Arguably, the contents of the curriculum presuppose a middle-class life and preparation 

for urban-based jobs, which may negatively affect one‘s developing sense of place. In 

terms of music education, when repertoire and musical skills are emphasized that are not 

immediately relevant to particular locations, the same effect can occur.  

One way to counteract a negative sense of place is to shift towards an educational 

framework that promotes a positive connection to local places by providing opportunities 

to learn localized skills and traditions. Place-based education delineates an educational 
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framework that focuses around the contextualization of knowledge and the development 

of interpersonal relationships. Place-based education acknowledges that contextualizing 

learning within one‘s surroundings leads to greater awareness of political, psychological, 

cultural, and spiritual aspects of education that cannot be fully understood without a 

connection to place (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008; Noddings, 2007a). At the centre of 

place-based education is a shift away from an individualistic or anthropocentric way of 

thinking to an ecological model, which considers the establishment of relationships to the 

places and people as part of the learning process (Orr, 1992). An ecological way of 

thinking assumes that the knowledge and the actions one learns have a direct bearing on 

the sustainability of one‘s place. Therefore, maintaining and enhancing the viability of 

the community should be an integral aspect of the learning process. 

Place-Based Arts Education 

Place-based education in the arts offers a means of promoting the incorporation of 

local traditions and the deepening of traditions within communities by allowing students 

opportunity for creative expression of these traditions. Blandy and Hoffman (1993) 

described an art theory of place in which artists can imagine new relationships among art, 

education, and environment. The goal was to ―teach students about art in a way that 

promotes an understanding of the interdependence and interconnectedness of all things‖ 

(p. 28). By using local issues, places, and perceptions as the subject of arts activities, 

students can examine their environment through art, providing opportunities to change 

their perceptions of their local context. An example of art theory of place was 
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documented by Graham (2008), a contemporary American painter and secondary school 

visual arts teacher. The goal of his project was to encourage secondary students‘ thoughts 

about the sacred places in their lives in Long Island, New York. Students were asked to 

draw or paint places where they felt a sense of connection. They used sketchpads and 

cameras to capture images of places that were important to them, which they later turned 

into paintings; as well, they kept journals depicting the experience of locating important 

pictures. This project culminated with an exhibit of the students‘ art along with written 

commentaries describing their work. Through this project, Graham noticed that students 

participated in a shared history of the evolution of their community, especially the places 

they frequented, within the larger culture. They were able to practice cultural journalism, 

documenting a variety of places within the local environment. The variety of subject 

matter studied assisted the students in seeing and understanding the local assets around 

them, as well as helping them become attuned to local diversity. Graham claims that 

these features of the activity may have had a transformative impact on students, as they 

were able to re-examine familiar places in light of others‘ artworks. This research study 

documents the positive outcomes that this activity had on students; however, findings are 

presented based on the teacher‘s perceptions. This research failed to consider the impact 

that each student‘s art had on others‘ perceptions of the community.  

A similar place-based arts program was developed for elementary students in rural 

Iowa, which is described by Campbell (2001). This after-school arts program focused on 

contextualized arts learning by relying on artists and resources from within the 
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community, highlighting local people and materials as exemplars and worthy of study. 

Campbell found that students were able to access and use arts resources, develop ideas in 

creative ways, and articulate their thoughts and ideas to an extent that might not have 

been possible through language alone. Campbell noted the enduring effects of this 

program, as many community members continued to be involved with the program and 

many students who had been involved in the program remarked on its positive effects 

years after they had participated. The extent to which this is a typical student experience 

is an aim of the current study.  

Incorporating local arts practices requires the expertise of local community 

members. This was the case for one music teacher in Arizona who wanted to expand his 

band program by developing a Mariachi
5
 band in addition to the concert band program. 

The teacher was attempting to meet the needs and interests of more students as this type 

of music  was prominent in the area (Stauffer, 2009). With little background knowledge 

of Mariachi music, the teacher relied on the expertise of community members to expand 

his understanding of Mariachi performance practices. The teacher purchased and 

borrowed recordings and scores to start the program. The Mariachi Band quickly gained 

in popularity in the community, being called upon to perform at many community 

functions. The Mariachi Band program succeeded in attracting many students, with 

enrollment increasing four-fold in the second year. In developing this program, Stauffer 

                                                      

5
 Mariachi is a genre of music that was developed in Western Mexico, which includes  

violins, trumpets,  classical guitars, a vihuela (a high-pitched, five-string guitar), a 

guitarrón (a large acoustic bass) and, on occasion, a harp (Wikipedia.org). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mexican_vihuela
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guitarr%C3%B3n_mexicano
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argued that the teacher ―recognized the dynamic and fluidity of place… [and] he invented 

a curriculum of multiple musical practices [Concert Band and Mariachi] that was 

responsive to place and meaningful for the students‖ (p. 180). This study is an example of 

how incorporating different types of music can provide a place for community members 

and students to share and explore local music. It also highlights the resources that are 

required for such programs, including time, space, and resources for teachers and 

students to learn new performance practices associated with the music. The extent that 

these resources are available in rural locations is one of the variables investigated in this 

research. 

Place-based Rural Education 

Rural education is a particular form of place-based education, with its own 

particular features. The questions that plague rural educators are not always part of the 

general educational research discourse. Some practitioners feel that researchers are 

uninterested in examining rural issues. For example, Barter (2008) interviewed 15 

teachers in rural Newfoundland and Labrador who were enrolled in a post-secondary 

course and found that most participants felt that educational research excluded their needs 

and perspectives and that issues such as teacher recruitment, offering a wide-range of 

courses, operating on smaller budgets based on size rather than need were not addressed 

in the research literature. In general, these teachers felt that there was a generic approach 

to education, which was more pertinent to urban schools.  
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In examining place-based education in rural communities, we may therefore need 

to consider differences in local traditions and curricular expectations rather than what is 

documented in other place-based literature, namely that in some rural areas the 

perception of place may be negative. Flora and Flora (2008) attest that ―our society has 

become so deeply urbanized that we assume urbanization to be the natural law‖ (p. 23). 

This implicit preference for urbanization results in rural communities being looked upon 

as less sophisticated than urban centres (Corbett, 2006, 2007). Many rural students are 

told, either implicitly or explicitly, that to be successful, they will eventually need to 

move to an urban centre and that the way of the future is urban. Schools in rural areas are 

often seen as the vehicles to transport students to cities. ―[R]ural schools are constructed 

as launching pads for the academically able. The rest of those [rural students are] 

perennially at risk—at risk of being stuck in the hinterlands with brains unfit for the 

[brain] drain‖ (Corbett, 2006, p. 294). Many rural Canadian communities face high out-

migration rates, partly due to the negative perception of rural status and/or a perceived 

lack of opportunity within the community. These attitudes may, in fact, contribute to a 

negative sense of place. 

The characterization of rural communities as being ill-suited for most of their 

young people may prevent students from developing positive relationships to the physical 

and human resources that are present in the area. A central reason that students may feel a 

need to leave their rural roots to enhance their education may be that they have come to 

perceive their learning as irrelevant to the local way of life; in other words, the students‘ 
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knowledge base is not readily usable to the local community. Moreover, many students 

may leave school at the secondary level (or earlier) because they consider their learning 

to be irrelevant to their goals of living within the community. Consequently, those who 

choose to stay may not have a skill set that helps them to flourish within their 

community, and those who are academically inclined will be pushed out to larger urban 

centres (Corbett, 2006). In the first instance, students may not be equipped with the skills 

or contextual knowledge necessary to thrive in the local context. In the second instance, 

students may not have the experience of understanding the positive aspects associated 

with their local context or of developing relationships and respect for the places that 

surround them, thus inhibiting their ability to establish relationships in different contexts.  

While many students may choose to leave their rural community, they may 

choose to remain close-by their childhood-home community. Corbett (2005) investigated 

the mobility of young people in Digby Neck, Nova Scotia. Using  historical records and 

local informants, Corbett traced the migration patterns of 756 people or 99 % of the 

young people who had graduated from the secondary school between 1963 and 1998. In 

tracing the migration patterns, he delineated stayers as those who remained in the 

community or settled within 50 km of the community. Migrants included those who 

moved ―not far‖ (e.g., Annapolis Valley or Halifax) as well as those who lived beyond 

Halifax,  that is, truly moved ―away.‖ He found that throughout the 36 years, the majority 

of people were stayers, living either in the community or within 50 km of Digby Neck. 

Interestingly, the proportion of people who were stayers increased over time. This finding 
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suggests that the desire to move is also tempered with the connection to remain in a place 

where the economic and cultural characteristics are familiar.  

Prominent in rural education is a dichotomy between rural and urban life. 

Researchers, such as Corbett (2006, 2007), underline the distinction between rural and 

urban and suggest that students must choose one particular place to live. In making these 

decisions, students sometimes have an imagined sense of urban or rural. For some rural 

students, urban areas are perceived as unsafe and moving to these areas seems fraught 

with risk. Similarly, urban people often feel that rural places are antiquated and the 

people in them are conservative and/or old-fashioned (Schafft & Jackson, 2010). These 

stereotypes permeate 21
st
 century culture and create a dichotomy between rural and urban 

that overlooks the interconnectedness between the two areas and complexities that are 

inherent in both urban and rural areas. Each of these spaces has the potential to be a place 

for anyone and place-based education has the potential to allow students to encompass 

both rural and urban spaces.  

Rural communities and rural schools may be able to lead the way in the 

development of place-based education. Flora and Flora (2008) suggested that reasons for 

urbanization (e.g., industrialization) may no longer be relevant and perhaps the social 

costs of overcrowding may exceed the economic benefits of urban living. Rural 

communities have typically been places where people bought their goods and services 

locally. Historically, the economy was built on the working of the natural resources that 

surrounded these communities. Agriculture, fishing, and mining all relied on the 
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interactions between people and the land, and success within these areas was partly 

dependent on people‘s ability to interact with these resources in a sustainable way (Flora 

& Flora, 2008). By incorporating a place-based education in these schools, rural 

communities may be able to incorporate ideals that are inherent in their community, thus 

allowing positive rural attributes to infiltrate the school system. By examining the 

successes of rural education, we can examine to what extent similar ideas can be 

incorporated into other rural and/or urban settings.  

We have seen that place-based education involves the dynamic relationship 

between an individual and his/her context and is affected by the individual‘s experiences 

with people. The development of place-based programs is dependent on teacher expertise 

and available resources (human and material). Further, the experiences of the various 

individuals impacts subsequent developments in the music programs. The availability of 

such resources, and the supports that allow local content to be implemented, requires 

further investigation.  

Summary  

 Music education has been taught in Canadian schools since the late 1800s and 

continues to be part of public-school education in Canada. The aims of music education 

are broad, and, in some cases, contradictory. Some believe that music education should 

centre on transmitting aesthetic experiences: largely listening to repertoire from the 

Western Classical canon, which was believed to represent the epitome of universal 

beauty. Others have posited a paraxial music education that acknowledges the diversity 
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of music-making experiences, and advocates for the incorporation of activities that enrich 

students‘ previous in-and-out of class musical experiences.  

 Music education practices indicate that elementary music programs in Canada are 

centred around listening-programs. A number of music programs are performance-based 

in nature, often founded on the methodologies of Orff and/or Kod ly, who emphasized 

the importance of experience-based learning that incorporated local music. At the 

secondary level, music education programs are largely performance-based with the 

classes primarily structured as rehearsal sessions for large ensembles (e.g., choir and/or 

band). The particular musical activities and repertoire that are part of music programs are 

largely on the product of the decisions of the music teachers, not on curriculum 

expectations. Teachers‘ musical and educational expertise and their scope of 

understanding of music and relevant performance practices impact the musical selections 

that teachers make. Consequently, their ability to incorporate music that is germane to 

students‘ culture and/or broaden their musical understanding is variable and also 

dependent on their ability to access appropriate resources (e.g., scores and/or 

instruments). To further support the development of rich music programs, music 

education programs have been developed by many community organizations. The extent 

to which these programs support diverse music traditions and are accessible in rural 

places is undetermined.  

 Music education research has been criticized for lack of research that is grounded 

in theory and informs practice. This study begins to fill this gap by examining music 
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education programs in two rural Canadian contexts as experienced by teachers, students, 

and community members using place-based educational theory as a framework.  

Place-based education research suggests that our society consists primarily of 

relationships and that our educational system should facilitate the development of 

positive relationships with the land as well as with others. Supporting the development of 

place for students is an essential aspect of education, as we are inextricably connected to 

the people and places that surround us. Failing to recognize and nurture these 

relationships has the potential to be damaging to young people and the spaces that they 

inhabit. On the other hand, education that involves the dynamic relationship between an 

individual and his/her context(s) has the potential to build a positive sense of place, and 

music is ideally suited to support this development.  

Thus, this research study examines program development in rural music education 

programs in Canada. Such research is sorely lacking and this study contributes to the too-

small body of literature by profiling exemplary music education programs in two rural 

Canadian communities. By examining music education programs through the lenses of 

place-based education, I seek to elucidate the dynamic components that support or 

constrain the program development. Place-based educational theory provides a 

framework to explore how contents and interactions in the music education program 

support connections to people and places.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

In this chapter, I outline the research design used to examine music programs in the 

two rural Canadian communities: Bella Coola, British Columbia and Winkler, Manitoba. 

This chapter is divided into five sections: (a) a rationale for using case-study 

methodology, (b) a description of the pilot study that informed the research design, (c) a 

description of the recruitment strategy and rationale for the site selection, (d) a 

description and rationale for the data collection tools used, and finally, (e) the data 

analysis procedures, which include a description of complexity thinking, which was used 

as the analytic framework, as well as the steps taken to confirm the trustworthiness of the 

findings. 

Case-Study Methodology 

The study aimed to understand music programs in two rural Canadian communities 

as described to me by the teachers, administrators, students, and community members, 

and as I experienced when I visited both communities and observed their music 

programs. For this study, the unit of analysis was the music program. I wanted to 

examine the interaction between the context—the specific rural communities—and the 

content— the repertoire and musical activities. Case-study methodology supports the 

examination of such interactions and ―is the method of choice when the phenomenon 

under study is not readily distinguishable from its context‖ (Yin, 1994, p. 3). Case studies 

facilitate multiple data collection techniques from diverse sources and allow for multiple 
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realities and ideas to be explored within a particular setting (Patton, 2002; Stake 2010). 

Timmons and Cairns (2009) argued that case study research creates knowledge and 

understanding, and that the flexibility of case studies allows researchers to capture 

various elements that contribute to understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. 

Using this methodology, I was able to understand how the music program was developed 

and the supports and constraints that impacted the implementation of various music 

activities; I was also able to examine how music education at these schools impacted the 

community and was, in turn, influenced by the community.  

A multiple-case-study strategy (Yin, 2003) was used. Yin (2003) suggested that a 

case study could be based on a single case or multiple cases as the same study may 

contain more than a single case, thus making it a multiple-case study. A multiple-case 

study is considered more compelling than a single-case study as multiple cases serve to 

enhance the scope of the study. I aimed to explore diverse music programs in two rural 

communities of different sizes and proximities to metropolitan areas.  

The particularity of each case allows researchers and practitioners to study specific 

issues. By using multiple-case-study methodology, I was able to capture the components 

of each music program and its perceived importance for students, teachers, and 

community members. In short, this research allowed me to see how music education 

resources and policy impacted programs in these rural communities. Through the 

selection of exemplary music programs in different areas, I was able to profile strong 

teaching, which can impact policy and professional development. 
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Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted in March 2009 to confirm that the research design and 

data-collection tools would allow me to gather rich data in both small and large rural 

communities, and in elementary and secondary music programs. Yin (2003) suggested 

that a pilot study can help refine data-collection plans in terms of both the content of the 

data and the research procedures. I received ethical clearance from the Queen‘s 

University General Research Ethics Board and the respective school boards in the Fall of 

2009 to conduct a pilot study in two communities. Two rural communities in Southern 

Manitoba were selected as pilot sites; I chose Manitoba as I had experience in this 

location as a student and as a teacher, and because of its reputation for having strong 

music programs (Hill Strategies, 2010). Given the time and financial constraints of a pilot 

study, Manitoba served as an appropriate site because it has many metropolitan-adjacent 

and non-metropolitan-adjacent communities that were easily accessible.  

Each Canadian province has a music education association that oversees various 

music education programs both those that support classroom programs as well as 

professional development opportunities; and the executive members of these 

organizations consist of music education practitioners. Most music educators participate 

in these events, and as such, I believed that they would have a good sense of the music 

programs across the province. I e-mailed an executive member of the Manitoba Music 

Educators‘ Association, whose address I found on their website. I asked this person to 

recommend exemplary music teachers in rural areas whose programs made connections 
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with the community. The executive member provided me with names of several music 

teachers in different communities across Manitoba. Of those that were provided, I chose 

to contact teachers in two sites, a K-12 school in a non-metro-adjacent rural community 

and a K-8 school in a metropolitan-adjacent community. Both teachers agreed to 

participate in the study, and the superintendents of the respective school divisions 

approved of this pilot study and of me conducting research in the school division. 

Therefore, there was no need to contact any other people.  

 I e-mailed each of the recommended teachers and outlined the study. After they 

agreed to participate, we had a telephone conversation to answer any questions they had 

and to provide them with more detail about the study. I asked the teachers to suggest a 

community member who was involved in the program: one teacher recommended the 

school‘s principal, while the other recommended an accompanist who played for many of 

the ensembles. I also asked the teachers to distribute consent forms to students who were 

interested in participating in a focus group discussion. This recruitment strategy proved to 

be effective and was therefore employed in the subsequent dissertation study. 

I visited each community for two days, where I observed music classes and 

interviewed the two teachers and the respective community members and conducted 

seven focus groups with students. The interview with the teacher provided a broad 

understanding of the music program and its development. Interviewing the principal 

allowed for an increased understanding of the administrative structures that supported the 

music program. This information was valuable, and led me to refine the research design 
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to include an interview with each school‘s administrator. The interview with the 

accompanist provided important insights and contributed some understanding of how the 

music program was viewed by the community. However, by only interviewing one 

community member, I was unable to gather a broad understanding of the community‘s 

perceptions of music and the music program. In the dissertation study, I realized I would 

need a data collection tool that would allow me to gather perceptions from many 

community members, and I developed a questionnaire to meet this need. I also conducted 

focus groups with groups of students at each school; in total 30 students participated in 

focus-group interviews. These focus group interviews allowed me to gain insights into 

the lives of the students and their perceptions about rural living, school, and making 

music. 

The views of the music teacher and students were supplemented with my 

observations of the music classes. Through these observations, I was able to see how the 

ideas of the teacher were enacted in the music lesson and how the students responded to 

the music presented. I further increased my understanding of the community through 

tours, which entailed a number of informal conversations with people that I met as I made 

my way around each area.  

Dissertation Design 

Identifying the Communities, Teachers, and Principals 

The ethical clearance that I received in 2009 from Queen‘s University‘s General 

Research Ethic Board (GREB) was limited to the pilot study; I received ethical clearance 
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for the full dissertation study from GREB in January 2010 (see Appendix A for Queen‘s 

ethical clearance, letters of information, and consent forms). Once this approval was 

received, I recruited teachers and sought out ethical clearance from the respective school 

boards. Ethical clearance included permission to name the schools and the communities, 

which I had requested for two reasons. First, naming the school and the community 

allowed me to present more detail about the community and discuss particular features 

that were associated with participants‘ sense of place. Second, it seemed unethical to 

suggest that it was possible to keep the identity of a place confidential when describing a 

small community that often only had one school and a well-known music program and 

when providing rich detail of the communities and the music programs. The teachers and 

principals were informed that their schools would be named. They were given the option 

of either having their names used in the description of the study or being identified by a 

pseudonym. All of the teachers and the principals consented to having their names used 

in this study. The identity of the students remained confidential.  

Community Selection 

Rural communities that enjoyed a reputation for outstanding music programs, as 

indicated by recommendations from other music teachers or community members, were 

considered as potential sites. Once these potential sites were identified, the communities 

had to meet the additional criteria of having music teachers who would consent to 

participate and where school board approval was granted. Music programs in diverse 

rural communities were sought. 
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Following the protocol from the pilot study, I e-mailed executive members of the 

Music Educators Association in British Columbia, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, 

Newfoundland and Labrador, Ontario, Saskatchewan, British Columbia, and the Yukon
6
. 

This contact information was gathered from the provincial association websites. No 

response was received from the executive members in Newfoundland and Labrador, 

Nova Scotia, or the Yukon. I received responses from executive members in British 

Columbia, Prince Edward Island, Ontario, and Saskatchewan, who recommended 

secondary programs, all of which were taught by music specialists. The recommended 

programs in British Columbia and Saskatchewan were located in non-metro-adjacent 

locations, which meant that, for the purposes of diversity, these two programs could not 

both be used for the study.  

The scope of this study was to include both elementary and secondary programs. 

Since no elementary program was recommended, I asked permission of one of the pilot 

site participants to return to collect more data that would be used in the dissertation. I also 

approached the respective school divisions for permission to obtain more data and to 

name the community. This permission was granted. Therefore, Parkland School in 

Winkler, Manitoba, became a site for the full study, representing an elementary program 

in a rural-metropolitan-adjacent community. I returned to Winkler in June, 2010, 

spending six days there in total: two days in March, 2009 and four days in June, 2010.  

                                                      

6
 I was unable to find contact information for an executive member of an Alberta Music 

Association. I also did not contact anyone in Quebec as I am not fluent in French. 
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The second site needed to be a secondary music program in a non-metro-adjacent 

rural community, and the program recommended in British Columbia fit these criteria. 

Therefore, Bella Coola, British Columbia, was selected, as it represented a primarily 

secondary music program (Grades 6-12) located in a non-metropolitan-adjacent rural 

community in a remote location. I visited Bella Coola in June, 2010, for four days. In 

summary, I chose two programs that were located in two Canadian provinces that 

encompassed both an elementary and a secondary program, and that represented rural 

metropolitan-adjacent and rural non-metropolitan-adjacent communities.  

Data Collection Tools 

To learn about the music programs, I gathered first-hand accounts from teachers 

and students through interviews, observations, and questionnaires (see Appendix B for 

instruments). These data were collected through a process that allowed me to access 

participants and gain their insights in an environment that was both safe and familiar to 

them. Two different semi-structured interview types were used, individual interviews and 

focus groups. To gain an in-depth understanding of the activities of the music programs 

and the characteristics of each community, I observed music classes and made visits and 

tours around the community. Finally, to gain a broad perspective of the demographics 

that each school serves and the cultural values of the communities, I distributed 

questionnaires to students and to community members.  

 

 



 

56 

 

Individual Interviews  

Interviews have been employed to examine how individuals see themselves and 

others in a certain situation and are an important aspect of case-study methodology (van 

Manen, 1998; Yin, 2003). In this study, individual interviews allowed me to gather in-

depth insights into the process of developing the music programs and to capture 

reflections from teachers and students on their experiences. The goal of these semi-

structured interviews was to conduct an extended, open-ended exchange (Gubrium & 

Holstein, 2002), to gather salient ideas about music and music education, and to gain 

accounts of the participants‘ experiences within the community and their music classes. 

Interviews were appropriate in this case as they supported the interviewees in expressing 

ideas from both the past and the present and projecting some of their future 

considerations (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002).  

Within each community, I conducted semi-structured interviews (30-45 minutes) 

with the music teacher(s) and the principal. At Parkland School in Winkler, Manitoba, 

this process meant interviewing the elementary general music teacher as well as the band 

teacher
7
. At Sir Alexander MacKenzie Secondary School and Bella Coola Elementary 

School in Bella Coola, British Columbia, only one music teacher was interviewed as he 

provided instruction for the students in Grades 1-12. In Winkler, the principal of Parkland 

School was interviewed, as was the principal of Sir Alexander MacKenzie Secondary 

                                                      

7
 The band teacher at this school was on a paternity leave during my visit. Although I 

interviewed him to gain insights into the music program, I was unable to observe his 

classes or interview students that he taught.  
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School in Bella Coola. Further, because Winkler was part of the pilot study, where I had 

previously conducted an interview with a community member, data from that interview 

were included in the study. In Bella Coola, two students were enrolled in an independent 

study Music class and one agreed to be interviewed. Table 1 summarizes the data 

collection tools and number of participants at each site. 

Table 1. Summary of Data Collection Tools and Participants 

 Bella Coola, BC Winkler, Manitoba 

Interviews • K-12 music teacher  

• Principal  

• Student in Independent 

Study  

• Grades 1-5 music teacher 

• Grades 5-8 band teacher 

• Principal  

• Accompanist 

Focus Groups • Junior Band Members (7 

students) 

• Senior Band Members (6 

students) 

 

• Grade 1 (5 students) 

• Grade 2 (6 students) 

• Grade 3 (4 students) 

• Grade 3/4 (6 students) 

• Grade 5 (6 students) 

Observations • Community  

• School 

• Community  

• School 

Questionnaires • Students (33) 

• Community Members (18) 

• Students (50) 

• Community Members (51) 

Documents •Community newspaper 

•Course outlines 

•Census data (2006) 

•Bella Coola: Life in the 

Heart of the Coast 

Mountains (Granader & 

Wigle, 2004) 

•School District Website 

•Community newspapers 

•Census data (2006) 

•Living Between Two Worlds:  

A History of Winkler  

(Werner, 2006)  

• Concert Programs 

•School Division Website 

 

 

In the interviews, I asked the music teachers about their formal music background, 

how long they had lived in the community, and how they came to live in the community. 

I also asked questions about the types of repertoire and activities they included in their 
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music program and why they chose those activities. We discussed particular supports 

they enjoyed or difficulties they faced in their work.  

When I interviewed the principals, I asked them about their music background and 

about the role they played in the running of the music program. I asked them about their 

experiences in the community and how they came to live there. In all of the interviews, 

we discussed the respondents‘ visions for the school and the music classes and any 

difficulties that they had experienced supporting the music program.   

Focus-Group Interviews  

Focus-group interviews are advantageous as they support individual participants 

and encourage openness (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996). As Gubrium and Holstein 

(2002) claim, ―The assumption is that public opinion can be revealed in an environment 

where respondents are encouraged to communicate with each other about the common 

knowledge that informs their understandings‖ (p. 58). Further, interviewing students 

through a focus group increases their comfort (Freeman & Mathison, 2009; Kvale & 

Brinkman, 2009).  

Focus group interviews improved my depth of understanding of the study‘s music 

programs and the communities (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996). Through focus 

group interviews with the students, insights into their participation in the music programs, 

the community, and the role that music and the music programs have in their lives were 

gleaned. 
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I conducted focus groups interviews (15-30 minutes) with the students in each 

school who participated in the music program. In Bella Coola, I conducted two focus- 

group interviews involving students from each of the two music classes at the secondary 

school, namely the Junior Band Class and the Senior Band Class. In total, 13 students 

participated. In Winkler, where the elementary school music program (Grades 1-5) was 

compulsory, I conducted five focus group interviews with students in each of these 

grades (Grade 1, Grade 2, Grades 3, Grades 3 and 4 combined, and Grade 5). In total 31 

students participated in focus group interviews in Winkler (see Table 1 for the number of 

students in each focus group). Students were grouped according to age to allow for age-

appropriate questions to be asked as well as to facilitate the discussion of students who 

were in the same music class and thus were exposed to the same activities.  

I asked the younger students to draw four pictures at the beginning of their focus-

group. A richer understanding of the students‘ perceptions beyond a verbal response 

could be ascertained through this process (Freeman & Mathison, 2009). Freeman and 

Mathison (2009) recommended using drawing when collecting data from children as a 

means of allowing a succinct presentation of the key elements of the participants‘ 

experiences, suggesting that the drawings can be particularly valuable when combined 

with additional interpretation with the participants. Therefore, when I conducted focus 

group interviews with students in the primary grades, I gave them a sheet of paper and 

asked them to draw four pictures: their favourite activity in music class, themselves 

performing in a music concert, themselves playing after school, and themselves as adults. 
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As they were drawing their pictures, I asked questions about their drawings and the 

emotions they felt as they were drawing to gain a richer understanding of their experience 

(see Figure 1 for sample pictures).  

 

Figure 2. Sample of Pictures Drawn During Focus-Group Interviews 

Observations  

  Observations help the researcher gather impressions and feelings of the settings 

and the activities within each location (Lofland & Lofland, 1995; Stake, 2010); this data 

collection method has been employed in other arts and music education studies (e.g., 

Patteson, 2004; Troop, 2008). In this study, observational data were gathered during a 

visit to each site to gain further insights into the music activities employed by teachers as 

well as to gain a more visceral sense of the school and community culture. The 

observational data included information about the communities at large as well as the 

school and classroom communities. While observing music classes, I kept a 

chronological log and a running description of the interactions of class members 

throughout the day; I also developed a running log of observations that described the 
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setting, the physical character of the location, and the general characteristics of the 

classroom (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). Through these classroom observations, I learned 

directly about the contents of the music program and how the students interacted with 

other members of the community.  

In addition, I traveled around the community visiting various places and conversing 

with residents. I documented observations of features that were prominent in the 

community, activities that I saw people doing as I explored various sites, and information 

about the economic structures in these areas. My conversations with community members 

during these informal tours were included in my field notes. During these observations, I 

took photos of the music rooms, schools, and community landmarks and highlights, 

which enabled me to detail the personality and characteristics of the community in 

another medium besides text, increasing the trustworthiness of this research study. No 

identifying characteristics of students or community members were included without 

explicit consent from the people identified and/or their guardians.  

During my observations, I collected relevant documents such as concert programs 

and pertinent newspaper articles and books written about each community (Lofland & 

Lofland, 1995). In addition, I accessed Statistics Canada Community Profiles, which 

contained Census information for each site. School websites as well as books describing 

the history of each area (e.g., Granander & Wigle, 2006; Werner, 2006) were consulted. 

These documents contributed to my understanding of each community. 
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Questionnaires 

Questionnaires were used in order to gain a broader understanding of perceptions 

from several more individuals than is possible from interviews alone. I distributed 

questionnaires to community members and students to gather data about their perceptions 

of music and participation in musical activities in and out of school. Both the student and 

community-member questionnaires consisted of open- and close-ended questions about 

community perceptions, the types of music and music-making they participated in out of 

school, and the role of school music in their lives. I gathered information from students in 

the school, in order to gain a broad understanding of the role that music and the music 

program plays in their lives as well as to understand how these students interact within 

the community. I gained questionnaire information from adults in the community to gain 

demographic information about community members, the types of leisure activities they 

pursued, and their thoughts about music and music education in their community. 

Student questionnaires were distributed in the classes, and students also received a 

community-member questionnaire to take home. In addition, the community-member 

questionnaire was available online. The questionnaires were developed in and collected 

by the electronic survey program called SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com). 

Students received a token gift (e.g., a pencil) upon return of the questionnaire, regardless 

of whether or not it was completed. These data helped me to gain a rich understanding of 

the perceptions of the students and adults in each community.  

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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Data Analysis 

Complexity Thinking as an Analytical Framework 

Complexity thinking was used as an analytical framework for this study. 

Complexity thinking is a transdisciplinary idea that has been used to explain phenomena 

that might be described as ―living‖ phenomena (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Mitchell, 2009), 

such as ant colonies, cultural settings, and educational settings (Davis, Sumara, & Luce-

Kapler, 2008). Characteristics of the individuals are considered in relationship to the 

contexts, and the dynamic nature of these relationships can also be examined and 

described within this framework.  

 Complex systems can include several systems that are nested within a larger 

system, such as communities embedded within communities. As Davis and Sumara 

(2006) observe, ―Complex unities can be (and usually are) simultaneously autonomous 

unities, collectives of autonomous unities, and subsystems within grander unities‖ (p. 90). 

A person may belong to several groups, and each of these groups has unique 

characteristics. While the classroom community can function as its own autonomous 

system, the abilities and knowledge of this collective can be influenced by the other 

systems that are within it and that surround it. For example, in school music programs, 

students gain knowledge and experiences through singing. This musical community (the 

music program) can function autonomously; however, the knowledge and skills that 

students bring from their other experiences in other communities (singing with their 

family, singing in a community choir, singing in a small band) can impact the music 
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program in the selection of repertoire, the type of instruction given about the act of 

singing, and general attitudes towards singing.  

Complexity thinking suggests that systems have the ability to learn and adapt. Two 

of the characteristics that lend themselves to this ability are the levels of internal 

redundancy and internal diversity that exist within a system. In this instance, internal 

redundancy refers to the similarity among agents within a system (such as common 

language, shared responsibilities, common goals), while internal diversity relates to novel 

responses that can arise. Within a complex system, these two ideas are complementary 

and are both necessary for the expression of diverse interests and abilities (Davis & 

Sumara, 2006; Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008; Mitchell, 2009). Redundancy alone 

facilitates an unintelligent system, while divergent ideas with no commonalities may 

result in new ideas that are difficult to ascertain (Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008). 

Internal redundancy permits agents to work together and contributes to the robustness of 

the system, while internal diversity provides opportunities for new solutions or ideas to 

emerge, spaces for differences to be celebrated and communicated among agents. For 

example, in a musical performance, a common notation system, technique, or 

commitment to a musical performance group may provide the necessary redundancy. 

This structure also allows for new interpretations and expressive ideas to emerge. These 

ideas may not emerge without a common understanding of a notation system or if 

members did not have similar commitments to a group.  
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Neighboring interactions refers to the juxtaposition or bumping up of different 

ideas (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008). Given the fact that 

complex systems contain both redundancy and diversity, new ideas can emerge within a 

system. Davis and Sumara (2006) acknowledged that, in knowledge-orientated complex 

communities (such as educational communities), ‗neighbours‘ include ideas, images, 

artifacts, etc. where the system is bounded in such a way that these elements can interact 

to ―facilitate rich interpretive moments and that these ideas will have the opportunity to 

stumble across one another‖ (p. 143). For example, in a music class, students‘ knowledge 

of different repertoire and the various musical experiences they have undertaken, when 

juxtaposed, could lead to the emergence of new musical creations or interpretive 

possibilities.  

Enabling constraints refers to the conditions that are ―simultaneously rule-bound 

(constraints) and capable of flexible, unanticipated possibilities (enabling)‖ (Davis, 

Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008, p. 193). Enabling constraints include sufficient structure 

to orient actions and sufficient openness to allow for varied responses (Davis & Sumara, 

2006; Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008, Mitchell, 2008). For example, a Jazz chart 

can provide a chord structure that indicates the harmonic progression of a chart and the 

performer is free to improvise or compose a melody that is in accordance with the 

harmonic structure.  

For the purposes of this study, I expected that the principles of complexity thinking, 

as outlined above, would provide a lens to help understand the interactions between 
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content and context in these music programs and, further, to illuminate the dynamic 

nature of place.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

Observational data, open-ended questionnaire data, and verbatim transcript data 

were uploaded into the qualitative analysis software Atlas.ti (Version 5.5) (Muhr, 2007), 

while close-ended questionnaire data were analyzed using frequencies and percentages. 

Analysis procedures for the qualitative data consisted of coding the data for emergent 

themes as well as for a priori themes combed from music education curricula, place-

based education literature, and complexity theory. 

 The 196 codes were grouped into families, related to the music program (e.g., 

movement, listening, band trip), the community (leisure activities, music outside of 

school, interacting with community members), and characteristics of the participants 

(e.g., length of residency, music background). Codes related to place (e.g., relationships, 

traditions) and codes related to complexity thinking (e.g., enabling constraints, 

neighbouring interactions) were also grouped into themes. These family themes were 

used to create a rich description of how the music programs related to those themes 

explored in music education and place-based research, and to examine the extent to 

which these programs could be described in terms of complexity theory.   

I examined the co-occurrence between the various family themes, which allowed 

me to examine their interactions. For example, I examined how the music features related 

to the students‘ sense of place. I used complexity thinking to explain the dynamic nature 
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of the music program and participants‘ sense of place. This analysis resulted in a rich 

picture of the music programs and how the experiences in these programs enhanced 

participants‘ sense of place.  

When quoting participants in the study, reference is made to the source document. 

The primary document number (P1, P2, etc.), the data source (TI= teacher interview, PI=, 

principal interview, A=accompanist interview, FG=focus group interview), and the line 

number of the quote are provided.  Open-ended questionnaire responses were correlated 

and quotes from these documents are coded by indicating the data source 

Questionnaire=Q, the section of the Questionnaire=S, and the line number.  

Ensuring Trustworthiness 

To ensure trustworthiness of the data, three types of triangulation were employed. 

Methodological triangulation was achieved through the use of multiple data-collection 

tools, including observations, questionnaires, interviews, and focus groups (Patton, 

2002). While the teachers‘ perceptions of the music program were the primary focus, data 

triangulation supported these perceptions by gaining perspectives of other stakeholders, 

including the students and community members in each of the rural communities (Patton, 

2002). Investigator triangulation was achieved through the use of multiple researchers 

when analyzing data (Patton, 2002). Another doctoral student, who was familiar with 

music and rural education, read my analysis and confirmed the coding of the transcripts 

of one teacher and one principal, as well as one focus-group interview from each site. 
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Any anomalies between the codes were discussed and a consensus was reached. Each of 

these strategies increased the trustworthiness of this study‘s findings.  

Summary  

The two programs chosen (located in Winkler, Manitoba and Bella Coola, British 

Columbia) were recommended by members of the provincial music education executive 

as being highly regarded among music educators for offering quality music education and 

meaningfully working with the community. The two rural settings differed considerably 

in terms of prominent industries, populations, geographies, and proximity to urban 

centres.  

I used an exploratory case-study methodology for this research study. Case-study 

methodology (Yin, 2003) outlines procedures that allowed me to examine both the 

content and the context of the music programs through the use of individual and focus-

group interviews, observations, and questionnaire data.  

Observational data, open-ended questionnaire data, and verbatim transcript data 

were uploaded into the qualitative analysis software Atlas.ti (version 5.5). Analysis 

procedures consisted of coding the data for emergent themes as well as a priori themes 

combed from music education curricula, place-based education literature; this process 

was guided by complexity thinking, which served as an analytical framework. Close-

ended questions were analyzed using descriptive statistics. Similar themes were 

combined to create a theme family. Through this analysis process, I was able to develop a 

descriptive framework of the contents and context of the music program. I was also able 
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to examine the adaptive and iterative nature of the music program and how it related to 

the community. This analysis illuminated how the music-making experiences in and out 

of school helped to deepen participants‘ sense of place.  
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Chapter 4 

Place-Based Music Education at Parkland School in Winkler, Manitoba 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Google Earth (2011) Image of Winkler, Manitoba. (Location “A” is 

Parkland Elementary School) 
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Winkler, Manitoba 

Winkler is located on the western edge of the Red River Valley in South Central 

Manitoba (see Figure 3). It is the seventh largest community in Manitoba (Statistics 

Canada, 2006) and, although it has a population of only 9,106, it has many of the 

amenities that are found in larger centres. Winkler is a ―balanced blend of city 

convenience and amenities, together with a peaceful, laid-back place to raise a family‖ 

(City of Winkler, 2011, ¶2). Even though it is a city, it is not a metropolitan area and 

therefore falls under the OECD‘s definition of a rural metro-adjacent community as it is 

120 kilometers south west of Winnipeg, the only metropolitan centre in Manitoba. 

Winkler is 25 kilometers north of the Canada/U.S.A. border. Winkler‘s population grew 

by 14.6% between the 2001 and 2006 census periods, making it one of the fastest 

growing communities in Manitoba. Most people in Winkler come from a Mennonite 

background, and much of Winkler‘s recent population increase is attributed to 

Mennonites from Germany, Mexico, or South America moving into this community. It is 

not uncommon to see large families in Winkler; Statistics Canada confirms this 

observation, reporting that 45% of the population in this area is 19 years of age or 

younger (Statistics Canada, 2006).  

The data in this chapter surround the music program at Parkland Elementary 

School in Winkler. In this chapter, I describe Winkler‘s history, economic structures, 

community values, and leisure activities. I then present the school division and 
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Parkland‘s music program. Finally, I explain the structure of the music classes and the 

program features, which include community performances and tours.  

I drove to Winkler from my parents‘ home in Portage la Prairie, MB, in June, 

2010. Having access to a vehicle was integral in collecting these data as there is no 

passenger train service or airport in or out of Winkler, and there is limited passenger bus 

service to the area. I had been to Winkler before, and, in fact, when I am there, I stay with 

good friends. My familiarity with Winkler, and Manitoba in general, made it both easier 

and more difficult to interview participants: I was aware of nuances that I might not have 

perceived, had I been a total outsider; on the other hand, I was not making observations 

with fresh eyes—quite in contrast to my visit to the other research site, Bella Coola.  

When I visited in the spring of 2009 to collect pilot data, my friends were living 

in Winkler. One year later, when I made a second trip to collect more data, I stayed at 

their new home in one of the neighboring villages, Reinfeld. They, like many people in 

Winkler, had built a new home in one of the surrounding villages (see Figures 4 & 5). My 

friends were also similar to many other residents, in that they had recently moved to this 

area. While both had grown up in Southern Manitoba, one in Winkler and one in Altona 

(a small town located 40 km east), they had moved away to attend post-secondary 

institutions and subsequently found work in other Manitoba communities. Now parents, 

they decided to move back to Winkler to be closer to their families and raise their 

children in a community that is reminiscent of their values. My friends‘ route to Winkler 

is not unlike other members of this community including questionnaire respondents: 
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many indicated that they had grown-up in the area and had returned to be near family. 

When I asked students where they wanted to live as adults most preferred to stay in the 

region. Further, most respondents indicated that they rarely travelled outside the region 

and those who travelled outside of the province were likely to travel to the U.S.A (which 

was 25 km away) or to other parts of Western Canada. 

 

Figure 4. New house being constructed in Reinfeld 

 

The Settling of Winkler 

Mennonites
8
 have been settling in Southern Manitoba for over a century. The first 

Mennonites came to Winkler during the latter part of the 19th Century, searching for a 

place to relocate after suffering hardship and persecution in Prussia. Many Mennonites 

chose to settle in Manitoba after a guarantee was made with the Canadian government 
                                                      

8
 The Mennonites that settled in this area were descendants of 16

th
 Century Anabaptists. 

hey believed in adult baptism, lay leadership, and pacifism. Over time, they chose to live 

in separate communities, often agricultural villages, and developed their own dialect of 

German (Mennonite Low German). They wore simple dress and were often skeptical of 

the societies around them (Werner, 2006). 
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that exempted them from military service and assured them that they could educate their 

children in their own way, which was reflective of their Anabaptist
9
 beliefs (Werner, 

2006). Mennonites live in community, and thus when they settled in Winkler, they 

combined the individual land settlements to form a village that was reminiscent of the 

way they had lived in Europe: they chose the required number of homesteads with two or 

three quarter sections allocated as village; the remaining land was divided based on the 

type and quality of the land and in a way that allowed for equidistance between farm sites 

(Werner, 2006). This use of resources exemplifies the settlers‘ need to re-establish their 

traditions in new places and the commitment that they have to live in community. The 

current Mennonite immigration reinforces the notion of wanting to be in a familiar place, 

even if that place is new in some ways.  

 

Figure 5. Village farm site 

                                                      

9
 Anabaptists are Protestant Christians who believe in a literal interpretation of the 

Sermon on the Mount, and the Believer‘s Baptism (e.g., adult baptism after a public 

profession of faith). They believe in being separate from the ‗world‘ and as such are 

pacifists, who do not participate in governmental activities. Mennonites, Hutterites, and 

Amish people are descendents of Anabaptists (Wikipedia.org). 
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Current Economic Structures 

Traditionally agriculture has been the prominent industry in this area. Known for 

its rich soil, Southern Manitoba, including the Winkler area, is ideal for grain and 

vegetable crops. Agriculture remains visible around Winkler with both grain and 

livestock farms populating the area: fields of wheat, canola, sunflowers, and potatoes, 

among others colour the landscape as do cattle and pig farms (see Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6. Farm land on the outskirts of Winkler 

 

The manufacturing sector is the largest employment sector in Winkler, with many 

local manufacturing businesses located in this area. Mobile homes, farm equipment, and 

trailers are among the products produced in this community (City of Winkler, 2010). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mobile_home
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Figure 7. Franchises in Winkler 

Along with the manufacturing industry a relatively large retail sector has been 

established. The retail owners continue to respect community‘s values: there are no liquor 

stores (the closest is in Plum Coulee, which is 14 km away), only one restaurant serves 

alcohol, and few stores are open on Sundays. On a driving tour of Winkler, to my 

surprise, my friend showed me the many franchises that have opened stores there: Tim 

Horton’s, Walmart, Staples, Reitman’s, Days Inn, McDonald’s, among others (see Figure 

7). She also pointed out several local businesses that contributed to the city‘s retail 

offering, including Spenst Brothers, Fruit and More, Iceburg, and Valley Bakery (see 

Figure 8). She told me the story of two of the businesses: Fruit and More began when a 

group of Winkler residents travelled to Texas every year to hand-pick watermelons, 

which they would bring back and sell by the side of the road. These watermelons became 

known as the juiciest in town, and the vendors expanded their business to include more 

fruit and eventually they traded their road-side stand for a permanent structure. Spenst 

Brothers meat and deli store was established when the owners, who were cattle farmers, 
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needed to find a new market for their product  as they were unable to export their beef to 

the U.S.A. when the border was closed because of the ‗mad cow‘ scare. They established 

a deli and meat market, selling local meat and cheeses and making their own 

preservative-free deli meat and pizzas on site using local products. Their food quality is 

well-known, and they have established a healthy business. The economic ingenuity that 

these businesses demonstrate exemplifies new and unexpected ideas that can emerge 

even within difficult situations.  

 

Figure 8. Local drive-in restaurant recommended by the locals 

 

Community Values 

Christian values and traditions are an important aspect of this community and 

impact its lifestyle. According to the city‘s website, the community feels strongly about 

worship, with an above-average number of churches for its size (City of Winkler, 2010) 

(see Figure 9). The number of churches not only points to the prominence of Christian 

beliefs in the community, but also to the diversity of practices within Christianity that is 
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evident in this community (e.g., differences in church beliefs about conduct, dress, and 

language, among others).  

 

Figure 9. Bergethaler Church, Winkler, MB 

The commitment to broad traditional Christian values is evidenced by the 

charitable actions of the community. Winkler ranked near the top of Canadian urban 

areas in terms of giving, despite the fact that the average family income was lower than 

the Manitoba average (Werner, 2006).  

 

Figure 10. Site of World Harvest Combining Event 
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A group of farmers has attempted to set a world record for the most combines 

working simultaneously in a field; in launching this event, money and awareness were 

raised for children‘s camps (Canadian Mennonite, 2010) (see Figures 10 & 11). To do 

this, they needed to beat the standing record of 175 combines working 250 acres of land. 

In August 2010, 200 combines were used to establish a new record combining the 250 

acres in 11 minutes (Siemen Says, 2010). This is an example of enabling constraints 

within the community—given the common belief of charity and farming, community 

members were able to combine these notions to create an innovative and entertaining 

fundraising activity.  

  

Figure 11. World Harvest Event, August 2010 (Siemen Says, 2010) 

The community‘s churches try to connect with people throughout the week by 

hosting clubs and activities for youth and adults in the area. Many of the participants in 

this study indicated that they participated in these church programs. Additionally, many 

community members volunteer their time to support local, national, and international 

organizations, which not only demonstrates their commitment to Christian values but also 
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illustrates their beliefs about contributing to the community by building relationships and 

taking care of others.  

There are differing views on music and musical practices that people might 

engage in. Some newcomers‘ beliefs are very different from those held by long-time 

Canadians from Mennonite or other heritage background. Parkland‘s principal, Jennifer 

Loewen explained, ―[P]eople always think of Mennonites as having a strong choral 

heritage. I think that‘s a Southern Manitoba thing [describing] the people [who] came in 

1875 and they stayed here and they didn‘t go anywhere else‖ (P8, PI, 43). Other groups‘ 

views about music in the community indicated different beliefs about singing and  

instrument playing. Jennifer described two different groups‘ beliefs:  

I don‘t even know if [Mexican Mennonite children] would sing before 

they‘re teenagers.… They chant, but I‘m not sure they really sing. And 

then they don‘t go to church until they‘re a certain age. So they might not 

even hear people singing a lot unless their parents happen to like singing. 

Singing is very expressive, and [theirs is] a very refined culture [that does 

not condone outward emotional expressions]….[T]he German 

Mennonites, don‘t agree with rhythms [e.g., swing or rock beat] or drums 

and things like that‖ (P8, PI, 43). [They generally] sing and they have 

orchestras, but they would stay away from drums and things that would 

indicate [a secular nature]. (P8, PI, 51) 
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These divergent views on appropriate musical practices impact the music program 

as the teachers try to find understanding among the community. The school tries 

to establish a balance between the internal redundancy, within the Christian 

beliefs, and the internal diversity within the community (e.g., variations in 

expressions of these beliefs). The manner in which the school goes about 

balancing internal redundancy and diversity is explored in greater detail in a later 

section.  

Leisure Activities  

People in Winkler occupy their leisure time doing outdoor and indoor activities, 

spending time with family and friends, and participating in church-based activities. It was 

not uncommon to see children outside: playing volleyball, jumping on their trampoline, 

riding bikes, or running around (see Figures 12). The questionnaire data indicated that 

playing outside was one of students‘ favourite activities, which was confirmed in the 

focus-group interviews where students explained that they played outside after school all 

year, continuing to play outside during the winter despite the frigid temperatures that are 

the norm in Southern Manitoba. Watching sports was quite popular in Winkler, as 

children and adults supported the local baseball and hockey teams. Like other children, 

Winkler kids enjoyed watching TV, and many preferred to do this rather than play video 

games.  

Music was part of many students‘ leisure activities. Students often sang or made-

up songs during their leisure time, whether this occurred while they were doing other 
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things, or was the focus of their free time. ―I sing to my guitar and make up brand new 

songs, or I sing on the trampoline,‖ noted a Grade 5 student. ―I just sing,‖ observed 

another child (P1, FG, 62, 63). Several students and community members noted that they 

enjoyed singing and many sang outside of school, at home with family, at family 

gatherings, or at church. A Grade 5 student described how singing is part of her family‘s 

Christmas activities, ―At Christmas, sometimes, we go to our Grandma and Grandpa‘s 

cabin and we make up songs there and often we play the piano‖ (P1, FG, 67). 

Interestingly, despite the prominence of music during leisure activities, very few children 

indicated that they took formal music lessons outside of school.  

 

 

Figure 12. Child Jumping on a Trampoline in his Backyard 

Community organizations such as churches and concert halls allowed participants 

to make music and listen to various musical concerts. Many respondents indicated that 

they sang and/or played instruments at church. The concert hall, the P.W. Enns Centre 

also hosts many concerts. When I was there, the upcoming concerts included a Country 
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band: The Oak Ridge Boys, a Gospel/Blue Grass group: the Link Family, and a 

children‘s entertainer: Al Simmons, indicative of the diversity of the musical offerings. 

The schools in Winkler give public concerts; interestingly, with most adult respondents 

attended these school concerts more than other concerts.  

The School Division and Parkland Elementary School 

 

 

Figure 13.  Garden Valley School Division Office 

  The Garden Valley School Division serves the City of Winkler and surrounding areas 

(see Figure 13). Twelve schools serve 4,100 students, with approximately 300 new 

students enrolling each year. Reflective of Winkler‘s growth is the fact that 30% of 

students go to school in portable classrooms. Consequently, construction was beginning 

in 2011 on two new schools. There are no private schools in Winkler itself, but the Valley 

Mennonite Academy has two schools south of the city (City of Winkler, 2010). In this 

division, the goal of education extends beyond academic achievement as the school 

division outlines on its website:  
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[E]ducation revolves around teamwork and trust and we provide a caring, 

interactive learning environment for both students and staff.… Students 

are invited to learn, grow, and discover what it means to be part of a 

diverse community that focuses on strong relationships and academic 

excellence. Our schools provide a sense of belonging, love, responsibility 

and reinforcement. We endeavor to cultivate in our students a balance of 

trained minds and believing hearts. Our objective is to develop with 

students the habit of reflective and critical thinking along with a sense of 

moral responsibility. We teach, challenge, and lead our youth to adopt 

such a lifestyle. (Garden Valley School Division, 2010) 

These beliefs underscore the importance of the development of well-rounded citizens and 

a rich learning environment, which includes moral and spiritual aspects.  

Music Education at Parkland Elementary School 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3 Parkland Elementary School Figure 12 Parkland Elementary School, Winkler, MB Figure 14. Parkland Elementary School, Winkler, MB 
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Parkland Elementary School is a K-8 school with an enrolment of 481 students (see 

Figure 14). At Parkland School, each elementary (K-6) class receives three 30-minute 

classes of music per 6-day cycle in the music room (see Figure 15). During one of these 

periods, the classes in each grade are brought together, and this combined music class is 

devoted to choral repertoire, providing each grade with its own choir. There is a part-time 

general music teacher to teach students in Grades 1 through 5
10

. From Grade 5 onwards, 

students have the option of participating in the Band program, which is in addition to 

their general music time and is taught by the band teacher from another school, who has a 

.25 teaching assignment at Parkland. In addition to the timetabled music classes, there are 

four extra-curricular choirs: Grades 3-5 Choir, a Girls‘ Choir, a Boys‘ Choir, and a Grade 

7-8 Choir.
11

 In total, there are ten choirs at Parkland Elementary School, including each 

grade‘s class choir and the three extra-curricular choirs. As well, there is an extra-

curricular Jazz Band that rehearses weekly before school; it rehearses at another school, 

Winkler Elementary, and includes students from both Parkland Elementary and Winkler 

Elementary Schools. Parkland is a particularly rich music program, especially 

considering that the school has fewer than 500 students, the elementary general music 

teacher is part-time, and the band teacher is quarter time. Further, an increased need to 

                                                      

10
 Due to scheduling, a classroom teacher with a music background provides music 

instruction to students in Grade 6 and the Kindergarten teacher provides music to her 

students. In Grades 7-8 students choose to enroll in Art or Band class. 

 
11

 The Grade 7-8 choir is directed by another teacher. 



 

86 

 

support English language skills of new students has not resulted in decreased resources 

for the music program. 

The elementary program incorporates the principles and practices developed by 

Carl Orff. Musical media—speech, movement, song, instruments, and listening—were 

advocated by Orff and are part of this music program. The flow of lessons is also 

reminiscent of Orff‘s pedagogical practices, which included imitation, exploration, 

literacy, and improvisation.  

The Band Program follows a traditional rehearsal format where students learn 

various etudes and repertoire. Students, who are asked to make a two-year commitment, 

purchase their instruments or rent them from St. John‘s Music
12

, which is based in 

Winnipeg.Most of the repertoire is chosen from a method book, which outlines sequential 

instruction for each instrument. This instruction introduces new pitches as well as new 

musical terminology through the use of etudes or folk songs. In addition, the band 

teacher, Lincoln Wiebe, relies on repertoire that supports students‘ technical 

development. Chosen pieces are mostly standard concert band selections (e.g., marches, 

contemporary sheet music written for young bands), including arrangements of many 

different pieces..  

The school administration is dedicated to financially supporting the music program. 

Over the past several years, the school has invested in several pitched and unpitched 

                                                      

12
 St. John‘s Music is a prominent music store in Canada specializing in music education 

supplies. They also have a rental program for students in school bands across the 

province.  
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percussion instruments, including those typically found in an Orff-based program (e.g., 

xylophones, metallophones, glockenspiels) as well as a set of djembes
13

. The principal 

realized how much money is needed to establish and build a music program and, as such, 

has allocated extra funds:  

[If a] music program is funded just by equations, or just by formulas, 

there‘s about $600 a year that a music program is funded in this division. 

Well, there‘s no way we can equip that room the way it is with that kind 

of money. There‘s a lot of additional funding that is designated to that 

area….You don‘t just see a piano and a few recorders that the kids bring. 

That‘s not enough. (P8, PI, 40, 53) 

Students have performed in the community and have attended concerts in Winkler as well 

as other communities and these costs have been offset by the school administration. This 

commitment to the music program enables the teachers to program a diverse range of 

lessons and activities for their students.  

Parkland’s Music Teachers and Principal 

  Parkland‘s music teachers, Marlene Perrin and Lincoln Wiebe, have music and 

education degrees that provide them with a rich understanding of Western-based music 

and music education, and they are both familiar with this community. Their collective 

backgrounds allow them to make informed decisions, considering both the musical and 

the cultural implications of their activities and repertoire choices. Marlene is native to 

                                                      

13
 Djembes are skin-covered African drums meant to be played with bare hands.  
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Manitoba, having grown up in Killarney, a small town in Southwestern Manitoba. She 

lives in Morden, a town close to Winkler, and, although she has taught at Parkland 

School for only four years, she has lived in this community for several years and, prior to 

teaching in Winkler, she was a music teacher at a high school in Morden. Marlene, 

herself is a singer, and is a member of a local choir, and she is also active in the regional 

and provincial choral organizations. 

Lincoln is a full-time teacher in Garden Valley School Division dividing his time 

between two schools: he has a .25 position at Parkland School where he teaches Band to 

students in Grades 5-8, and he has a .75 position at Winkler Elementary School where he 

teaches Grades 5-8 Band. Lincoln directs an extra-curricular Jazz Band program. He was 

born and raised in Winkler and has been teaching at Parkland School for 13 years.  

Jennifer Loewen is the principal of Parkland School. She has worked at the school 

for 10 years and has been its principal for the past four years. Jennifer‘s previous 

experiences have prepared her well for this position, having developed language skills 

that are similar to students at this school. Prior to working at Parkland School, Jennifer 

was a teacher and administrator at schools in Mexico, Northern Manitoba, and Belize. 

Jennifer was born in Rosenort, a small village in South-Eastern Manitoba. During her 

childhood, she lived in a Mennonite village in Paraguay where she learned to speak High 

German. As a teacher, Jennifer learned to speak Low German while living and working 

in Mexico; consequently, Jennifer is fluent in the languages that are prominent in the 

school (High German, Low German, and English). As she explained, ―I know exactly 
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where [the students] are coming from and I understand a lot of their culture and I‘ve just 

been exposed to a wide variety of Mennonite traditions. Sometimes it‘s not a tradition as 

much as it is a belief‖ (P8, PI, 32). Jennifer‘s music background is extensive: she has 

completed Grade 8 Piano from the Royal Conservatory of Music; played trumpet and 

flute in her high school band; pursued vocal instruction and completed history, theory; 

and conducting classes at university in addition to completing Level One Orff 

Certification; and she has also been a piano instructor. Jennifer is committed to the music 

program at Parkland School as evidenced in her allocation of additional funds to support 

the growth and development of the music program and through conversations with 

parents who feel that some parts of the program are controversial. As Lincoln explains, 

―[W]e have great administrative support….That‘s probably the biggest determiner of 

program success, [having] people who support you in the office‖ (P6, TI, 92). The 

support that Jennifer provides to the music program is integral to its success, and is 

appreciated by the music teachers.  

 

Figure 15. Music Room at Parkland Elementary School, Winkler, MB 



 

90 

 

 

 Deepening and Broadening Traditions  

The music program at Parkland aims to support the traditions of the community, while at 

the same time introducing students to different ideas and experiences that do not counter 

the community‘s beliefs. To create this balance the music program is grounded in 

traditional music-making activities: singing. Instrumental playing and choreography are 

also incorporated into the program. In the following section, I explore how singing and 

playing instruments help to deepen and broaden traditions.  

Singing 

Students spend one period/cycle in choir class and there are several volunteer 

choirs that rehearse at lunch time. The repertoire for Parkland‘s elementary music 

program contains songs both from the students‘ culture and more traditional Canadian 

culture. Children‘s cultural artifacts, such as puppets, Simon-says games, and other 

singing games are used to help develop singing skills and musical concepts. For example, 

the Grade 1 class I observed began with a call-and- response singing exercise, which was 

led by an elephant puppet, Trunket, who sings rather than speaks and can only hear 

singing. Students were asked to echo Trunket‘s singing; Trunket asked groups of students 

to sing based on what they were wearing (e.g., students wearing Velcro shoes, wearing 

two shirts, wearing a picture on their shirt, etc.). Trunket‘s presence in the music program 

reflects childhood culture, which makes the students feel more comfortable in the class, 

and thus deepens their sense of place while developing their musical skills.  
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Similarly, singing games using traditional songs helped to reinforce musical 

concepts. Marlene used Lucy Lockett to introduce the concept of the piano and forte 

dynamic and its related symbols, telling the students that these words were only for 

musicians. Students took turns hiding the ‗pocket‘, while one person was outside of the 

room. This student was brought back into the room and was asked to find the ‗pocket‘ 

while the class sang the song. The students sang louder reaching a forte sound as the 

student-detective got closer to the pocket. Marlene‘s referring to her students as 

musicians thus reinforced students‘ proficiency. Time was spent discussing the text, 

which in this instance was around the meaning of ‗pocket‘, which emphasized that ideas 

are embedded in music and understanding the content of a song is part of the learning 

process. These types of activities engaged the students and encouraged them to 

participate, which strengthened their sense of place in this room.  

Traditional folk songs were also a focus in this music program. By mastering this 

repertoire, students not only learned children‘s music and developed their singing skills, 

but they also were given opportunities to contribute their own ideas, often through the 

development of choreography. For example, a Grade 2 choir class was learning This Old 

Man. Along with learning the words to each verse, students added an action as indicated 

in the score. Their input was elicited to decide the details related to the actions needed to 

be part of the song. In this way, different ideas about how the song could be interpreted 

could emerge and contribute to an enhanced performance and they experience music in 

an embodied way.  



 

92 

 

The personalization of songs through choreography was also the focus in other 

classes. For example, students in Grades 3 and 4 were singing Canadian songs that were 

partnered together
14

. They were learning My Paddle’s Keen and Bright which would 

eventually be partnered with Land of the Silver Birch. The focus of the class I observed 

was on My Paddle’s Keen and Bright, which began with singing of the song. Learning 

the song not only involved learning the pitches and the rhythm, but also gaining an 

understanding of the text. As Marlene taught the melody and text, there was discussion 

about the meaning of the words, the musical form, and the types of images that the 

melody/rhythm evoked. The students were asked to apply their understanding of the text 

and rhythm. They were divided into groups of four and asked to develop movements to 

accompany the song. Marlene circulated between the groups and occasionally held 

impromptu whole-group discussions to help generate ideas. Students were given ample 

time to rehearse and were guided through different rehearsal goals: generating ideas, 

testing ideas, and practicing the performance of the ideas. At the end of the activity, each 

group performed its choreography in front of the class while their peers sang the song. 

After each group had finished, there was applause followed by a short critique by 

Marlene where she highlighted an aspect of the performance that was particularly good. 

Following these presentations, the class combined the best ideas from the various groups 

to develop choreography for the class‘ performance of the piece.  

                                                      

14
 Partner songs refers to two songs that can be sung at the same time and in so doing 

provide opportunities to sing in harmony.  
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The learning of this repertoire is an example of how Marlene provides enough 

structure and support to guide the students so that their ideas remain relevant to and 

appropriate for the given context and goal. At the same time, students had the freedom to 

explore their own ideas, and together with a small group, create something they liked. 

The students‘ ideas were valued, as indicated by the positive comments and as shown by 

the class‘ ability to listen and applaud after the performance and to use the generated 

ideas in their future performance of the work.  

The classes were designed to give the students opportunities to interact with one 

another in supportive ways and in leadership roles. These leadership roles most often 

occur when students work in small groups, organizing themselves and directing each 

other to complete the assigned tasks. These small-group interactions are structured in 

such a way that students‘ ideas are integral to the success of a particular activity. To 

support their sharing and exchanging of ideas, Marlene designed activities to allow them 

to work together to create new ideas. ―A lot of what we do is group oriented,‖ Marlene 

explained, ―so they‘re not generally in here working on their own. So what you saw with 

the [Grade] 2 and 3 [students], they‘re working in their small groups, or [they‘re] singing 

as a choir, [they‘re] singing as a team. You can‘t really just show up for the performance, 

[because] it‘s like a final game‖ (P5, TI, 52).  

In order for these activities to be successful, a level of internal redundancy and 

internal diversity is required. For example, the emphasis on singing in the music program 

presented an element of redundancy among the students as most come to school with an 
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understanding that singing is a natural part of one‘s life. In this way, students can 

contribute ideas from out-of-school experiences into the musical activities, which can 

allow new and unanticipated musical experiences or ideas to be included into the musical 

activities.  The incorporation of singing in this music program correlated with the 

prominence of singing in the community, thus deepening the inter-applicability between 

school learning and out-of school activity. The value given to students‘ ideas and the 

incorporation of children‘s traditions deepens students‘ sense of place by supporting 

interdependent relationships while learning traditional repertoire.  

Playing Instruments 

The music program offered opportunities for students to learn to play instruments. 

Pitched and unpitched percussion instruments are incorporated into songs as students 

learn accompaniment patterns such as solid and broken open fifth  patterns (e.g, patterns 

based on the pitches C and G). They also learn small melodies that enhance the singing 

repertoire. The principal describes her feelings when she sees the students performing on 

instruments during a concert:  

[All the students] have an important part [to play]. It‘s not 

like the top three that have been pulled to sing solos…..[I 

like] how story comes out through [the performance]. [The 

variation of instruments is great, the students are ] working 

with scarves and [the] next time [they‘ll ] be working on 

xylophones. [T]he multi-layers, are very clear you know…. 
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each one has their own rhythm but as they‘re layering it 

sounds so complex and you think, these Grade 2s are 

producing incredible sounds. (P8, PI, 68) 

 The recorder was part of the music program for students in Grades 3, 4, and 5. All 

students were expected to learn the recorder: the use of folk songs and the recorder fell 

within the realm of music that did not go against any beliefs about musical instruments 

and secular rhythms. They learned a series of recorder repertoire as Marlene followed the 

Recorder Belt program (Philipak, 2002), where the structure of the program is modeled 

after karate, in that students earn a ‗belt‘ at the end of each level. Over the course of the 

three years that they play the recorder, students can earn nine ‗belts‘ (three a year). The 

day I observed the classes, some students were being tested, after which they would 

receive a ‗belt‘. The evaluation piece was Little Liza Jane
15

, but before the evaluation 

began, the class reviewed the piece together, repeating portions of the song. Each student 

performed the piece in front of the class, and these performances were considered to be a 

recital: students played while the rest of the class acted as an audience, sitting quietly and 

clapping at the end of the performance. After each performance, Marlene gave a short 

critique, noting positive aspects of the student‘s playing and, in some cases, providing 

suggestions for improvement. Not all students received their belts that day; some 

performers were invited to play again on another day, meaning that their playing skills 

had to be developed to meet the expectations. Arrangements were made for students who 

                                                      

15
 Students with small hands played Hot Cross Buns beginning on Low E. 
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preferred to perform in private. Playing and assessment of skills exemplifies how 

traditions are developed through learning an instrument, and it also shows how students 

are evaluated in a supportive environment. Students were required to meet a standard and 

several mechanisms were put into place to assist them (e.g., reviewing the piece before 

the performance, options of performing in private); they were expected to embrace these 

and other strategies to meet the desired goal. A sense of place is deepened through this 

process, by allowing for students to  interact with each other, celebrating their successes, 

and supporting their difficulties.  

Similarly, the Band program offers opportunities for students to learn an 

instrument. While small bands are prevalent in the community, there is no concert band 

other than those in the schools. This program provides opportunities for students to 

engage in different activities than those found within the community. This musical 

knowledge enhances and expands the musical traditions that are part of students‘ musical 

lives.  

Students‘ newly found instrumental and compositional skills enhance the ways 

that they can express themselves through music. ―I definitely will play the recorder [in 

the future],‖ claimed some of the Grade 5 students (P5, FG, 82). Grade 5 is the final year 

of the three-year recorder program in elementary music. Playing instruments is not part of 

many students‘ everyday musical activities, but, through their experiences in music class, 

it may become part of their leisure activities. Similarly, students indicated that they 

enjoyed composing songs outside of school and that skills learned in their school music 
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classes provided them with the skills to compose. If they had not had music instruction, 

―[We] could write the words, but [we] wouldn‘t know how to write notes‖ (P5, FG, 76). 

Realizing how the music-making in school becomes part of students‘ out-of-school life is 

a great treasure for Marlene: 

I see the kids in the summer outside of school and they say ―I can play this 

on my recorder now,‖ or ―I can still sing,‖ or ―we‘re still singing [a certain 

song]‖ or they just want to connect and talk about music….That‘s what I 

find most rewarding, [that the music we made together becomes part of ] 

their day-to-day lives. (P9, TI, 157) 

Performing 

School concerts are a tradition in this community as students perform throughout 

the year in music assemblies and concerts including Remembrance Day Assembly, 

Christmas Concert, and the Volunteer Tea. These events are open to the community and 

many adults attend these events. These concerts enhance students‘ sense of place as their 

performances become part of the community‘s cultural fabric. It is the students‘ skills and 

experiences that are showcased in these events. Students also traveled to other 

communities in Manitoba through various choral performances. They performed with 

other choirs as equals—they were not less than other choirs because they were from a 

rural area—thus students‘ sense of belonging within the province was enhanced as they 

came to understand that what they do is valued by people in other places.  
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Students participated in several events where they interacted with professional 

musicians such as Music and Arts Festivals
16

 in Winkler and Morden, Choral Fest in 

Winnipeg, and the Winnipeg Symphony Orchestra‘s School Concerts in Winkler. 

Students gained performance feedback and interacted with professional musicians other 

than their teacher. Participating in these events expanded their performance experiences 

by providing different venues for them to perform in and different people to consult with 

about music-making. ―I was in [the concert], so it was quite awesome,‖ noted one of the 

students. ―Going to the P.W. Enns Concert Hall was awesome‖ (P1, FG, 103) (see Figure 

16). 

These interactions provided professional development opportunities for the 

teachers. Marlene described the experience of gaining feedback from other professionals 

after they heard the school‘s choirs, ―[The adjudicator was a] fabulous choral director. I 

got so much out of her, and she worked so well with the kids. It was totally worth it‖ (P7, 

TI, 31). The feedback that was received from the adjudicator provided insights that were 

appropriate for Marlene‘s teaching context.  

                                                      

16
 Music and Arts Festivals are held in many Manitoba communities. They consist of 

competitive and non-competitive events. These festivals largely center on the 

performance of classical and school music with a variety of instruments and ensembles. 

Professional musicians are invited to judge or adjudicate each session. For many in rural 

areas, these adjudicated opportunities in non-competitive classes provide professional 

development opportunities for teachers, as they receive specific feedback about how their 

ensembles‘ performances can be enhanced. Students participating in competitive 

performances can be recommended to provincial competitions and the winners of these 

provincial events proceed to the national competition.  
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Figure 16. Students in Winkler Performing with the WSO (Viveiros, 2010) 

Manitoba‘s only Symphony Orchestra hosts a series of concerts for schools. In 

addition to the performances at the Winnipeg Concert Hall, the Winnipeg Symphony 

Orchestra (WSO) travels to rural communities, including Winkler, to give concerts. The 

symphony invites students to participate in the performance, augmenting the works 

through dance, singing, or instrumental performances. During my visit, students had 

finished working with the Symphony, playing various instruments, including playing 

Chariots of Fire on the recorder. This experience was the highlight for many students: the 

symphony members sharing their professional expertise, eating lunch with the symphony 

musicians, and then appearing on stage with them in front of a packed audience. This was 

a highlight for Marlene, as well, as she explained, ―[Seeing] the WSO kids on stage that 

was really exciting, partly because we had worked so hard on [preparing for the 

performance]. It was really good. They were professionals; they were professionals on 
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stage for five minutes of glory‖ (P7, TI, 61). The professional relationships that have 

been developed with other music teachers, music education organizations who produce 

various festivals, and the symphony orchestra support this music program by providing 

opportunities for students to perform in various venues, which enhanced their musical 

experiences. Through the performances, students sense of place was enhanced as these 

performances provided g opportunities to contribute to the musical traditions in other 

communities. The fact that students can positively contribute to events in other locations 

not only contributes to the cultural offerings of those places, but it also challenges these 

rural students‘ preconceived notion of being ―less-than‖ those in other areas; they replace 

this characterization with positive feelings about what they do, thus supporting a positive 

sense of place.  

Factors that Influence the Selection of Repertoire and Activities 

When choosing repertoire, Marlene and Lincoln consider, among other things, the 

beliefs and prior experiences of students. As Marlene states: 

 [P]robably the biggest [challenge] for me, personally, is the line between 

what should be in the schools and what should be in [the] church. And 

what‘s expected of me in a [school] Christmas concert, and what should 

be in a church Christmas concert. (P5, TI, 23)  

For example, for some families, the nativity story should be at the forefront of the school 

Christmas Concert. Others believe that, in a school context, it is appropriate to broaden 

students‘ understanding of Christmas and to explore other stories associated with this 
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holiday. Christmas and other sacred beliefs are important for many families who value 

their Christian heritage and believe that their Christian beliefs should impact all aspects 

of their life. However, Marlene and Jennifer both believe that it is important to expose 

students to other ideas, with the intention of expanding their knowledge-base. It has been 

integral for the teachers to dialogue with parents to explain the rationale behind 

incorporating other ideas within the school concert. As Marlene notes: 

We talk to our parent advisory group a lot….[S]ometimes we just give it 

to them for information, this is what we‘re looking at doing for Christmas, 

mainly it‘s the Christmas concert. (P5, TI, 25)  

What has resulted from these conversations is the broadening of repertoire within the 

program. As Jennifer says: 

I think that Marlene does such a good job of choosing different cultural 

music; that‘s a good thing…we‘re about diversity, not just diversity, but 

embracing differences and embracing uniqueness of our own stories.… 

[M]y philosophy is so much about raising the individual, the character, the 

citizen. (P8, PI, 64)  

The school is committed to establishing a sense of place for its students and in 

doing so celebrates diversity. Diverse ideas are given voice within the classes and 

are respected as the teachers develop and present their programs.  

These educators must strike a dynamic balance between respecting some people‘s 

more conservative beliefs, while at the same time broadening students‘ musical 
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experiences. Marlene and Lincoln are both sensitive to these issues and bring in different 

ideas while being respectful of the community‘s belief system. Some families remain 

opposed to different rhythms, instruments, activities, or themes, believing that these 

forms of musical expression are too secular or represent something that is contrary to 

their faith, as Lincoln explains:  

I choose repertoire somewhat carefully here. I avoid things that talk about 

magic, because there are segments of the population that avoid topics like 

that. Even rock music is an issue for one kid in band. [S]ome songs we 

play [are problematic] because of the rock beat or maybe there‘s a drum 

set or something like that….I [also] hesitate to do the Sorcerer‘s 

Apprentice or something [similar], because of what people [believe]. (P6, 

TI, 106) 

  The notion of dancing is contrary to some families‘ beliefs. While Marlene does 

incorporate activities where students create movements and choreography to music, these 

movement activities are not called dance. Similarly, rhythms, such as rock beats or Latin 

beats that use the drum, represent practices that are outside the sacred beliefs of the 

families. These ideas of some of the families, although seemingly conservative, are 

respected by the school. Parents are ensured that their beliefs are respected to the extent 

possible through dialogue as teachers explain their rationale for the incorporation of 

various activities. Some parents are apprehensive to speak, and some ultimately choose to 

withdraw their students from concerts or their children may choose not to participate. 
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Setting up lines of communication so that there is a dialogue about the decision for the 

school to include certain activities and the rationale for some community members‘ 

opposition to various events has been successful in some situations yet more time is 

needed to support these types of conversations.  

 Place-based music education forms the basis of this program, which is evidenced 

by the strong choral component. Students develop a singing voice and learn to sing in 

parts. The repertoire that is chosen encompasses many types of music, and singing is 

often paired with instrumental parts or choreography. The selection of a wide array of 

activities provides opportunities for students to deepen their understanding of what they 

know as well as broaden their scope of understanding. Deepening students‘ musical 

traditions means incorporating Canadian repertoire as well as Christian repertoire. Unlike 

other schools, where sacred texts and holidays are not explored, Parkland‘s teachers are 

free to incorporate such themes. At the same time, teachers incorporate repertoire from 

different cultures in the hopes of broadening students‘ musical experiences. This is not a 

straight-forward process, and many decisions need to be made during classes and as the 

teachers develop the program. To accommodate these differences, the teachers have to 

―consider simultaneously the individual agents and the collective system‖ (Davis & 

Sumara, 2006, p. 140). This balancing is dynamic in nature and requires constant 

negotiation between many different ideas and practices. This negotiation happens at the 

program level in the teachers‘ choices of repertoire, which sometimes reinforce the 

beliefs/traditions/skills of a group, and at other times challenge and extend them. The 
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musical activities, which are developed by the teacher, act as enabling constraints: they 

provide a structure and set parameters for students, but also include freedom to explore in 

meaningful ways, thus strengthening students‘ connections by valuing and incorporating 

their ideas and abilities. 

Deepening and Broadening Relationships 

 The structure and medium of these programs allow for the deepening of 

relationships. Students are part of these music programs for several years, which provides 

them with the opportunity to work with these teachers over an extended period of time, 

thus developing a rich and long-standing relationship. Music-making is relational, and 

through the various activities, students come to understand one another in a different 

light.  

Student-Student Relationships 

Students supported other students in their musical development allowing 

opportunities for mentorship skills to develop. Students‘ expertise is called upon when 

new students enter the classroom and lack some of the playing skills that the others have. 

In this sense, students‘ interactions were reminiscent of neighbouring interactions as 

opportunities were made available for students to share ideas, supporting each other. As 

Marlene explains:  

I find the strengths of the other students are great [assets]. [Students] help 

each other. [There is] peer tutoring going on with some of the recorder 

stuff. We do three recorder belts a year, starting in Grade 3, and if I can‘t 
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help them, I have recorder tutors….There‘s a bunch of kids doing that 

kind of stuff, very willing to help out [their] fellow classmates. (P5, TI, 

52) 

There was a common understanding in the class that you learn about music by making 

music. Given the rapid growth of the community, many students were entering school 

with differences in prior knowledge. A process was needed to help students gain skills in 

a non-threatening way. By allowing students to ask questions of one another, thus they 

learned about skills and leadership in a supportive environment.  

Class projects were designed in a manner to help new students by showcasing the 

musical abilities of the class. For example, Grade 1 students supported new students by 

recording the song The Teddy Bear’s Picnic, which accompanied the book that was 

distributed in the new students‘ Welcome to School kit.  

Similarly, in the Middle Years Band program, the band performed for other classes, 

helping to illustrate various musical concepts. For example, the band played for the 

Kindergarten students to show them what the instruments sound like. As well, they 

performed for the Grade 4 students to help them with their decision to join band in Grade 

5:  

[We play for the Grade 4 class] and show off how good the band can 

sound. So they come into the band room, kind of a close setting, [and we] 

have all the instruments open and they sit quite close. And the band 
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students can stand up and hold their instruments, show [them] and then 

play a couple of tunes. (P6, TI, 43) 

These examples demonstrate how the music students‘ language and musical 

abilities were used to help and lead others. In doing this, students had a 

meaningful and authentic role in the community.  

Students helping their peers was not limited to their musical tutoring as their 

abilities to translate were also very valuable. In music class, the language barrier was 

largely removed because of students‘ expertise as Marlene explained:  

I think that [music class] is one of the few places that you don‘t have to 

worry about the language. And [when necessary], the kids are great 

translators. There‘s always somebody in the class who can translate things 

for them if they need to, so that part‘s good (P7, TI, 59). 

The school staff‘s desire to develop relationships by supporting neighbouring 

interactions between students is also evident in school-wide projects. Cross-grade 

‗buddy‘ programs have been incorporated throughout the school where classes work 

together to help one another. Through these programs, many of the older students become 

mentors to younger students. For example, just before my visit, the school had hosted a 

cultural fair, where the cultural traditions represented in the student body were displayed. 

Over the course of several weeks, the 18 different countries where students had lived 

were featured each morning as each national anthem was played. Marlene speaks about 

the effect of these types of events for students as they were able to learn about and 
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celebrate cultural traditions from other countries that were representative of other 

students in the school. ―I think [celebrating these differences] only serves to build us up. 

To build [us] up and to bring out the diversity that makes us interesting and stronger. Not 

dividing us‖ (P7, TI, 51). The commitment that the music program and the school have 

towards developing community is evident in the activities that are part of the music 

program and the initiative that the school took to develop opportunities for students to 

share their ideas and their particular culture. Through these activities, students‘ 

relationships were enhanced as was their sense of place at this school.  

Teacher-Student Rapport 

 The teachers‘ rapport with students contributes to the success of these programs. 

The teachers value their students and their ideas. Making music together facilitates the 

building of relationships between the students and the Parkland teachers. Marlene and 

Lincoln work with their students for several years, which allows for meaningful 

relationships to form. The band teacher, Lincoln, acknowledged this relationship when he 

stated that many students who stay in band from Grades 5 through 8 demonstrate their 

commitment to the program. As Lincoln explained, ―We have a pretty good rapport. Just 

the memory of their faces and their laughing together and stuff like that. Those are good 

memories for me‖ (P6, TI, 113). 

Developing Relationship with the Community through Performances 

School music performances were embedded in Winkler‘s musical traditions. All 

music students, despite their age, offered their musical skills to enhance community 
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traditions. Student performances offered an invitation to community members to come to 

the school, and through their attendance at these concerts, the audience members showed 

their appreciation of the students‘ achievements. As Marlene stated: ―Through the 

concerts, you [reach] a bigger audience….[Y]ou have bigger numbers involved in your 

concerts, and all the things that [school does ] in the community is through music; 

because you don‘t have math concerts‖ (P9, AI, 105). For example, when Winkler was 

chosen as the Hockey Day in Canada community, the band played at the school 

assembly. Lincoln described this concert, ―The Hockey Day in Canada concert was really 

neat. It was short, we played a little bit, but there was lots of excitement. My kids were 

proud to play‖ (P6, TI, 12). Adults in the community recognized the importance that 

these events have on the community. Community members acknowledged these concerts 

contribute to the community. As one respondent explained, ―People love music...music 

programs attract people: parents and friends of the students who perform‖ (Q, S4, R6). 

This comment was echoed by another, ―Music concerts help bring people together [and] 

build friendships‖ (WQ, S4, R9). The students‘ role of entertainers created opportunities 

for relationships to be formed between the students and the community, thus 

strengthening students‘ sense of place (see Figure 17).  
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Figure 17. Student Drawing of a Concert Performance 

Working with Other Schools and Community Organizations 

Both Marlene and Lincoln have developed programs that involve students from 

other schools. Lincoln established a Jazz Band that included students from Parkland and 

Winkler Elementary Schools. Students in the Jazz Band rehearse twice a week and go on 

occasional band trips. Marlene has collaborated with a colleague at another school to 

bring their choirs together. These two groups have rehearsed and toured together, 

performing at small communities around South Central Manitoba as well as working 

together for a concert at the P.W. Enns Concert Hall in Winkler. Marlene stated: 

Cecilia [a music teacher at J.R. Walkof School in Winkler] and I have 

done things together more than once, I think some of [our students] are 

starting to make some new friends with the J.R. [Walkof] kids. They‘re 
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certainly getting to know me. I‘ve had J.R. [Walkof] kids giving me hugs 

at the WSO concert. I thought, ―Wow, cool, ok. This is kind of cool, 

you‘re like my students now.‖ We‘ve done so many things together. Last 

year we did a little Spring Tour with our volunteer choirs; just hopped on a 

bus and went around the area. Yeah, I think they‘re starting to get to know 

[me], to make some connections. (P7, TI, 36)  

Through these shared experiences relationships between students and teachers from 

different schools can emerge.  

Summary  

This community in South Central Manitoba was primarily settled by Mennonite 

people who established small agriculture-based villages. The Mennonite people‘s beliefs 

stem from Anabaptist traditions that include pacifism and living communally with other 

believers, but separate from ‗the world‘. Over time, the practice of this faith has been 

modified by outside influences so that the extent to which Anabaptist traditions are 

continued varies. This community continues to grow, largely through immigration, with 

many Mennonites continuing to settle in this area.  

The school division includes 12 schools and aims to support the development of 

students as they learn to become part of a diverse community. As part of the education 

program in this division, students receive music instruction from music specialists 

consisting of a mandatory General Music Program (Grades 1–6) and an optional Band 
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Program (Grades 5–12). Through these programs, students learn musical skills and give 

public performances of many kinds in various venues.  

These music programs are successful because of the foundational support of the 

community and the administration. Music is valued, and support is given—financially, 

logistically, and verbally. Allocated funds offset the costs of instruments, help buy 

repertoire, and subsidize trips and performances. Music‘s prominent place in the 

timetable and extra-curricular offerings is a testament to its importance. 

 The programs thrive because of the teachers‘ expertise. Marlene and Lincoln are 

highly-trained musicians who are able to support students‘ technical and expressive 

skills, and they also have a rich understanding of the community‘s cultural traditions. 

Singing and playing instruments, composition, and listening skills are part of the general 

music program, and ensemble and instrumental playing are prominent in the Band 

program. Marlene and Lincoln are able to support students in each of these areas and can 

develop activities that encourage students to apply these skills in novel ways, allowing 

new musical interpretations to form. The complex nature of the program guides the 

development of these skills: the teachers set limitations (e.g., length of a composition, 

instrument choice) rather than dictating a lock-step process for students to follow. This 

approach allows students‘ own individual ideas to be incorporated, which reinforces their 

sense of place by giving a supportive structure within which they could express their 

ideas. These creative and group-based activities enrich students‘ sense of place within the 

music program. The teachers‘ in-depth understanding of the location allows activities, 
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repertoire, and performances that are appropriate for the area. They are able to 

accommodate particular needs and broaden students‘ experience beyond what is available 

in the community in a way that does not contravene others‘ values, thereby enhancing 

and expanding the musical traditions within the community.  
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Chapter 5 

Place-Based Music Education in Bella Coola, British Columbia 

 

 

 

  

Figure 16 Bella Coola Welcome Sign, Bella Coola, B.C. Figure 18. Bella Coola Welcome Sign, Bella Coola, British Columbia 
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In this chapter, I present the context and content of the music programs in Bella 

Coola, British Columbia (see Figure 18). I first describe the Bella Coola Valley, which 

encompasses two villages: Bella Coola (see Figure 19) and Hagensborg (see Figure 20). 

These communities are portrayed in terms of their geographic, historical, and economic 

characteristics and educational resources. The features of the school district and the two 

schools that I visited, Bella Coola Elementary and Sir Alexander Mackenzie Secondary 

School, as well as the contents of the music programs are presented guided by the 

principles of complexity and place-based educational theories.  

Bella Coola, British Columbia 

You can fly, drive, or take a ferry to Bella Coola. I 

chose to take the 90-minute flight to this tiny 

community in British Columbia‘s Central Coast 

rather than taking the 12-hour mountain drive 

from Vancouver or the 38-hour ferry ride
17

from 

Port Hardy. The community capitalizes on its 

natural surroundings for its economic and leisure 

needs. These resources have supported the logging 

and fishing industries for decades. Tourism is a 

booming industry in the area as many people 

                                                      

17
 During the height of tourist season there is a ferry that goes directly from 

 Port Hardy to Bella Coola, which is only 13 hours.  
 

Figure 19. Aerial View Bella Coola 

Town Site. (http://www.bellacoola.ca) 
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travel here to fish, hike, or sight-see. The community has responded to the increasing 

tourism by opening gift shops, motels, hotels, and lodges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Settling of Bella Coola 

The town site of Bella Coola is situated along the coast of the Pacific Ocean. Part 

of the town site is a Nuxalk First Nation reservation, with an additional subdivision 

located a few kilometers up the valley, that is, away from the water, on the Four Mile 

Reservation. 

Figure 20. Aerial View of Hagensborg (http://www.bellacoola.ca) 
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 The Nuxalk people have been living in this area for centuries. They settled in the 

current town site in the 1800s in order to be closer to the Hudson‘s Bay Company
18

 

trading post and to recover from the smallpox epidemic
19

. The Nuxalk culture figures 

prominently in the area, with traditional Nuxalk artwork adorning many of the public 

buildings (see Figure 21) and a Nuxalk greeting included on the town‘s welcome sign.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After being in town for a few days, I was told about the petroglyph carvings that 

were located behind the Nuxalk subdivision up the valley (see Figure 22). These 

petroglyphs were protected and, as such, a guide accompanied all visits; the guide could 

                                                      

18
 Hudson‘s Bay Company is Canada‘s oldest merchant. Beginning in the late 1600s, 

trading posts where skins and furs from First Nations groups were traded were 

established across what is now Canada. (Hudson‘s Bay Company, 2011)  
19

 The Nuxalk people have lived in the British Columbia coastal area for centuries 

originally along the rivers that fed into the North and South Bentinck Arms of Burke 

Channel, Kwanta Inlet, and the Dean Channel. With the arrival of the Europeans came 

many illnesses for which First Nations people had no immunity, such as smallpox. It is 

estimated that the population in 1835 was 2,000, but by 1929 it was down to 249 

(Granander & Wigle, 2004). 

Figure 21. Nuxalk Artwork on Local Building 
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only be secured through the art gallery in the subdivision. There was no charge to view 

the petroglyphs, but the guides would accept donations. My guide was a young Nuxalk 

man. We wandered up the mountain behind the subdivision to see the petroglyphs, 

admiring the running water and the undisturbed land as we hiked.  

The guide spoke of how this land was sacred and how his ancestors, who used to 

live north of the Bella Coola River, would walk each day and climb the mountain to work 

on the carvings. At each of the carvings, the guide outlined the figures and shared the 

background story. The guide acknowledged that there probably were more carvings on 

the moss-covered rocks; however, the stories of those carvings were lost, and therefore 

the carvings should not be disturbed but be allowed to rest. I was able to ask this young 

man about himself. He was hesitant to speak about his plans before they could come to 

fruition, but alluded to the fact that he needed to leave the Valley to ―further‖ himself,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Figure 22. Petroglyph Carving 



 

118 

 

but wasn‘t sure if he could survive outside his home community. The guide‘s knowledge 

and his treatment of and connection to the land and its history exemplify his deep and 

embodied sense of place. His decision to leave the community for future pursuits 

articulates the difficult reality that many rural people must face: the need to go to a 

foreign place to pursue more education.  

The first European to come to Bella Coola was Sir Alexander McKenzie, a 

Scottish fur trader and explorer, who passed through this community from the Canadian 

interior in 1793, becoming the first person to 

cross the middle part of North America 

(Granader & Wigle, 2004). A Hudson‘s Bay 

Company trading post was subsequently 

established at this site, and in the 1800s, a 

Norwegian trader and art collector, B.F. 

Jacobson, was encouraged by the local chief to 

bring settlers. Jacobson recruited a group of 

Norwegians who were living in the Red River 

Valley and were disenfranchised by the low 

crop prices and longing for the Norwegian-like 

―comforting backdrop of enclosing mountains 

and the moderating presence of the ocean‖ 

(Granader & Wigle, 2004, p. 114). The first 

Figure 23. Farming Site in 

Hagensborg 
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group of 200 arrived via sidewheel steamer in 1894, and greeted and supported by the 

Nuxalk people, they settled up the Valley, in what is now Hagensborg, clearing the forest, 

building cabins, planting gardens, and establishing farm sites. Today, descendants of 

these families remain in Hagensborg, and some families live on the same properties, 

although farming is no longer a main source of income in the community (see Figure 23). 

The Norwegian people also had strong ties to these surroundings. The topography of the 

mountains and the ocean offered familiar surroundings for Norwegian settlers and a sense 

of home. Today the descendants‘ connection to various homesteads and land spaces 

underscores their connections to their surroundings.  

Current Economic Structures 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 24. Logging Site 
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The logging industry was established in this region in the early 1900s and remains 

prevalent. In 2001, the largest employer in the area, International Forest Products 

(INTERFOR), relocated to another B.C. coastal community, Port Hardy (Mack, 2008). 

However, the residents remain committed to this industry. I met two loggers who had 

worked for larger timber firms but were now operating a small custom logging business. 

One of the men mentioned that he was continuing the lineage of fallers in his family. The 

men shared with me their stories of falling and logging trees and working for the large 

logging businesses that once dominated the valley. They relayed how large companies 

would clear-cut many acres of land, pillaging the community of lumber and giving back 

little, if any, economic support. With the establishment of their own small business, these 

men have attempted to honour their family tradition while being respectful of the natural 

resources (see Figure 24). Rather than cutting timber and then selling it, they took orders 

for wood and then found the appropriate lumber for the need. Through this process, they 

were able to take advantage of the different lumber at their disposal and were able to 

capitalize on all aspects of the tree, resulting in hardly any wasted timber. These men 

strongly identify with their profession (logger/faller) and aim to continue this lifestyle. 

Rather than pursuing traditional pathways in this line of work, such as working for a big 

company, they have applied their in-depth understanding of the logging industry and the 

knowledge of timber; these men have been able to develop their own thriving business. 

By combining their understanding of the land and the business they have established an 

economic structure that remains true to their sense of place. In this way, their 
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commitment to the logging industry acts as an enabling constraint as their knowledge and 

identity allow them to develop a structure that supports the development of new ideas and 

more efficient practices.  

Like logging, fishing is a long-time way of life in this area with changing 

economic prospects (see Figure 25). The students told me that I had to buy local fish 

before I left the community, and someone 

directed me to a small fish shop up the 

Valley. I travelled there and met a couple 

who had been in the fishing industry for 

30 years. While they were packing my 

salmon and prawns to survive the flight 

home, they told me that when they first 

started fishing they would be able to go on 

the water in April and fish five days a 

week for the entire season. They 

contrasted that experience with the fact 

that even though it was mid-June they had 

yet to be allowed to fish (although tourist 

fishing was allowed on the waters), and 

that once they were allowed, they could 

fish only one day a week. This limitation 

Figure 25. Fishing Boats at the Wharf, Bella 

Coola, BC 
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was set by the Fisheries and Oceans Canada, who set policies that aim to maintain these 

resources. It was evident that this couple has had to adapt to changes in the industry. With 

their local store, the couple I met expanded their fishing business to include a retail 

aspect. There is a tension between the fishing industry and the tourism industry: because 

there are only so many fish, the needs of the tourism and the commercial fishing industry 

have to be balanced. This is an ongoing struggle: competing priorities for limited 

resources.  

In addition to those people who earn their living from the natural resources, others 

are involved with social, health, or educational services, working at one of the schools, 

the RCMP office, or the hospital (see Figure 26). While these services meet many of the 

basic needs of the community, their scope is different than what would be found in a 

bigger centre. For example, while there is a hospital, it is recommended that pregnant 

women go to a larger community with more resources to support their labour and 

childbirth. Small institutions need fewer fulltime employees, and many people work at 

more than one job. The school secretary is one of the ambulance attendants, which means 

that, from time to time, she leaves her post at the school when an ambulance is needed. 

The music teacher, Steve Dishkin, speaks of how he has been asked to be an auctioneer at 

a community event since through his teaching position he has acquired public speaking 

skills and is adept at using a sound system. Steve, as one of the few formally-trained 

musicians in the community, tells how he has also given private piano instruction in the 

area. The multiple positions held by community members exemplify the adaptive nature 
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of the community where residents are willing and economically required to take on 

multiple roles and apply their skill sets in various settings.  

Despite this seeming lack of services, few people regularly travel outside the 

Valley. Those who do might go to Vancouver or Victoria or travel to William‘s Lake, 

which is a community of approximately 11 000 located 400 kilometers east of Bella 

Coola. Even fewer research respondents indicated that they had ventured outside the  

province. Most respondents were born in the province and adult and student respondents 

indicated that they hoped to remain in this region.  

Leisure Activities 

 Leisure activities often take place outdoors, as many adults and children enjoy 

fishing or hiking in their spare time (see Figure 27). In fact, many students cited 

something in nature as the ‗coolest‘ part of Bella Coola: the ocean, the beach, the hiking 

Figure 26. RCMP Office 
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trails, parks, and the petroglyph carvings. In addition to using these natural features, 

many students enjoyed playing outside at their homes, building forts, jumping on 

trampolines, biking, or horseback riding. This finding underscores the notion that 

students in rural areas are connected to nature.  

Students were also engaging in 

activities that are common to youth across 

Canada: watching TV, talking on the phone, 

chatting, and playing computer or video 

games. Many adults and students spend 

time listening to music either at home or in 

the car. Several Nuxalk carvers and artists 

living in the area participated in the 

traditional ceremonies in the area. Music 

was a prominent pastime: some adults 

played a musical instrument or sang, but 

most preferred to listen to music. Few 

children took formal music lessons outside  

 

 

Figure 27. Fishing on the Bella Coola River, Bella 

Coola, B.C. 
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of school, but indicated that they spent time listening to music alone as well as with 

friends and family. Younger students mentioned singing or making up songs or playing in 

a band.  

Some students formed their own music groups outside of school, playing their 

instruments with family or friends, often creating their own tunes or performing various 

covers. They spoke of how a parent helped them with their musical development. For one 

group in particular, the school was their rehearsal space. These three Senior Band Class 

students and their band provided musical entertainment at many local events after 

spending many hours rehearsing after school in the Band Room. Being alone, 

unsupervised in the music room required a lot of negotiation between the students and 

school administration. In order to allow these students this opportunity, Steve advocated 

on their behalf to the superintendent, asking her to reconsider the policy against leaving 

students in the classroom unattended. By doing so, Steve not only provided a space for 

students to spend their leisure time, but he also demonstrated a level of trust in his 

students and their ability to respect the spaces around them. One of the reasons that most 

people listen to music in their homes or cars is because, in general, there are no public 

venues for live music. In the community, there is only one restaurant—no clubs or bars in 

which bands could play. While there is a summer music festival, during the rest of the 

year if bands want to perform their music in public, they must find and rent a venue, 

often a hall, to do so. Given this constraint, it is easy to see why most residents make 
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music in their homes and rely on their own skills and resources for leisure activities, and 

why it was necessary to allow students access to the music room after school.  

Community Values 

 The desire to help one another, preserve relationships and traditions, and have a 

stable job drives the people in this area. Members of Bella Coola Valley value family, 

their culture, economic stability, and being of good character. This core set of values is 

indicative of the way that they treat the people and the places around them. As the music 

teacher, Steve, explains:  

The biggest thing [people in the community value] is the 

lifestyle, the neighbours you know the one stop sign (no 

bustle, no traffic jam) and community gatherings. Nobody 

goes out anywhere on the weekend; you always go to a 

potluck or to a friend‘s house or things like that….[T]he 

whole community will rally behind anyone that needs 

anything. (P4, TI, 75) 

The care that this community has for its buildings and its natural resources; the long-

standing family traditions of working with the land as fishers, loggers, or farmers; and the 

tradition of helping one another are still evident today and help to guide and strengthen 

the school programs. 
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Figure 28. Picture of Bella Coola Band at the turn of the century 

In the early 1900s, the Bella Coola Community Bands were an important part of Bella Coola 

culture. During this time, the Bella Coola town site was located on the north side of the river. 

This area flooded forcing the town to relocate to the south side of the river (where it is 

today). The community floated the church across the river with the band inside the building 

playing Onward Christian Soldiers.  

 

Figure 29. The church that was floated across the river 
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The School District and Its Schools 

School District 49 is the largest school district in British Columbia geographically 

and the smallest school district in population, educating just 206 students in four schools. 

Two of the schools are located in the Valley: Bella Coola Elementary School (BCE), a 

Kindergarten - Grade 5 School, and Sir Alexander Mackenzie Secondary School 

(SAMSS), a Grade 6 -12 school (map site A and B, respectively). In addition, there is a 

school (K-12) on the Shearwater Denny Island (map site C) and a school (K-12) on 

Oweekeno on Rivers Inlet (map site D); these two communities are accessible by boat or 

by airplane. Within the Valley, there are also two schools that are not part of the school 

district including a First Nations school, Acwsalcta (Pre-K - Grade 12) and the Seventh 

Day Adventist School.  

 The School District is committed to fostering a well-rounded education for its 

students at both the elementary and secondary level. For example, SAMSS offers music, 

physical education, and aboriginal education, which includes Nuxalk language 

instruction. Teaching the Nuxalk language at school is integral to preserving this 

linguistic tradition as many students do not speak Nuxalk as their first language.  

Optional high school courses include carving, home economics, aboriginal education, 

music, and outdoor education. As noted by the principal, Jeremy Baillie, offering these 

electives supports the community‘s value of  ―not just an academic education for their 

children ... but an education that encompasses things like outdoor education, health, and 

the arts‖ (P2, PI, 108). The commitment to a broad range of courses underscores the role 
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that the school has in establishing educational offerings that reflect local traditions and 

values while at the same time meeting provincial mandates.  

Music Education in Bella Coola 

Music education is largely the responsibility of the school. At SAMMS, there are 

two music classes: a Junior Band (composed of students from Grades 6-9) and a Senior 

Band (composed of students from Grades 10-12) and at BCE students receive weekly 

music classes. Parents recognize the importance music education has for teaching 

traditions, participating in school functions, communicating with other schools, and 

bringing the community together. Little, if any, focus is placed on justifying the existence 

of the music program, which is different from many other music programs across Canada 

that exist under the economic threat of being cut. Because of this strong community 

support in Bella Coola, the teacher enjoys a sense of security, and he can focus his energy 

on developing a music program that supports opportunities for students to engage in and 

through music rather than constantly rationalizing its existence. As one parent stated, if 

there were no music program in Bella Coola, the lack of such a program would ―limit the 

ways in which [students] could express themselves artfully, especially due to lack of 

programs within the entire Valley. Having a music program makes it possible for rural 

communities to be able to participate outside of the Valley‖ (Q, S5, R2). In this way, the 

music program aims to support the artistic development to enrich students‘ lives, but also 

aims to conform to external expectations or traditions in order that students may find a 
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place in these areas. The people in this community sense the importance of place in the 

local and provincial communities.  

The Music Teacher and the Principal 

The development of the music program in the Valley falls on the shoulders of one 

teacher, Steve Dishkin, who delivers all the public-school music classes in the two 

schools in the Valley: SAMSS and BCE. In addition to teaching the music classes at 

SAMSS, Steve teaches Grade 8 Math and French. Steve travels to the elementary school 

one afternoon a week to teach Music to the elementary students. In sum, Steve teaches 

music to students from K-12 as well as teaching Grade 8 Math and French. Steve 

completed his undergraduate education in secondary music education at the University of 

Victoria, where his major instrument was Classical and Jazz trumpet, and currently, he is 

completing a Master‘s degree in music education at the University of Victoria and took a 

year‘s leave of absence the year prior to my visit to complete his course work.  

Steve took this position nine years ago, because it was a job and finding full-time 

work in urban areas in British Columbia was extremely difficult. Steve was 

recommended by his university supervisor for this position. As Steve recounted:  

 I had just graduated from UVic and literally I was just 

starting, I was on the sub list on the Island. And I got a 

phone call, the teacher here was leaving and I got a phone 

call and apparently they had talked to one of my 

supervisors at the University who gave them my name. I 
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responded to the phone call and they said ―How would you 

like to come to Bella Coola for a job interview?‖ And I said 

Bella what? [laughter] I had never even heard of the place. 

So they flew me in for a week. I did the interview, had the 

job. (P4, TI, 34) 

During his initial visit to Bella Coola, Steve shadowed the outgoing teacher during school 

hours and also fished with him every evening. These experiences helped Steve to become 

familiar with the program as well as making him feel welcome in the community. As 

Steve recounted, the teacher sold him on the community:  

 It‘s a great place to live, it‘s a nice community, and [the 

outgoing teacher] introduced me to some good friends. I 

caught a 26-pound salmon and I brought that back. I came 

back [to Victoria] and I ran [the job offer] by my wife… we 

decided that it was a good idea and that we needed to get 

started somewhere. I obviously wasn‘t going to pick-up a 

job in the Okanagan or on the Island or anything like that 

straight out of university, [so we] came up….and that was 

nine years ago. (P4, TI, 34)  
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Steve acknowledged that it had been difficult to settle in this new place, being far from 

family, making new friends, and fitting in to a new place, but nevertheless, he and his 

family have settled into this community, feeling ―very much at home‖ (P4, TI, 36). 

The principal of SAMSS, Jeremy Baillie, was drawn to the community because of 

its coastal location. He has been at the school for the past 10 years, teaching the first 2 

years and being the principal for the past 8. While the Valley is not his home, he is 

familiar with coastal communities, and as he noted, ―[I moved here to] be near the coast. 

I grew up near the coast and I wanted to get back to the coast and this was as close as I 

could get‖ (P2, PI, 2). Both Steve and Jeremy came to this community with no family 

connections to it, but with connections to similar places: fishing, and the coastal views. 

These two men represent rural teachers who have committed to the community, which is 

evidenced by the fact that they have remained in Bella Coola for a number of years and 

have established relationships that have deepened their sense of place.  

 As principal, Jeremy understands that in addition to offering a variety of courses, 

he must also timetable them in such a way that that these courses are logistically possible 

for students to enroll in. Ashe explained:  

The big thing is making sure that we have space [for music] 

in the timetable.…[If] enrolment goes down, that means we 

have to use Steve‘s time to cover off other subjects. So that 

means, can I squeeze one more Band course [along with] 

his other Band courses. For example, next year we‘re 
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looking at Band 6-10, which we‘ve never tried before, but 

now I need Steve to teach Math 8 because I‘m losing part 

of the Math teacher [allotment], you have to pick up certain 

things; so that‘s a big struggle [and] making sure [music] 

still survives.  

For Jeremy, cutting the music program is not an option. ―I‘m not sure how we would 

make out [without the music program]. It‘s important‖ (P2, PI, 62). However, 

maintaining this option with limited staff is a struggle and requires creative new ideas to 

emerge that allow students to have a full array of required and elective courses with 

limited staffing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30. Bella Coola Elementary School 
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The Elementary Music Program 

Steve travels to BCE one afternoon a week (see Figure 30). Music instruction 

occurs in the gym where each class comes to sing, play musical games or instruments 

(e.g., djembes), or listen to music. Students at BCE have performed in Christmas 

concerts, the Bella Coola Music and Arts Festival, and the All Schools Concerts, where 

they not only performed but also heard the bands from the secondary school perform. At 

the time of the study, this was Steve‘s first year of providing instruction at this school. 

Admittedly, this elementary-level teaching assignment falls outside of Steve‘s music 

education expertise as compared to his secondary school assignment and, given the 

difference in musical activities in the elementary program and the limited amount of time 

he spends there; it is difficult for Steve to develop this music program. Steve creates a 

variety of activities for these students through playing of drums and various singing 

games that allow them to develop musical skills and engage in music-making. Further 

development of this program could be difficult as the constraints of time, professional 

knowledge, and music resources may prevent opportunities from emerging, despite the 

desire to have music education in the school.  
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Figure 31.  Sir Alexander MacKenzie Secondary School 

 

The Secondary Music Program 

The secondary music program at Sir Alexander McKenzie Secondary School 

(SAMSS) (see Figure 31) consists of two Band classes (Junior Band & Senior Band) and 

an independent study class in Composition. Each class receives three hours of instruction 

per week in a designated music room (see Figure 32). The secondary music program is 

open to all students in the school, regardless of their playing background. Given the small 

number of students in the school and the value of having a music education, it is both 

irrelevant and against the values of the community to hold auditions
20

 for entrance into 

the program. Steve explains, ―[T]here are no auditions here. There‘s the one band and if 

you want, you‘re in‖ (P4, TI, 73). Of the 80 students in the high school, 35 are enrolled in 

one of the Band Classes. 

                                                      

20
 It is not uncommon for timetabled music programs to require students to audition as a 

prerequisite for the class.  
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Students are introduced to musical concepts and develop instrumental skills 

through the learning of Band repertoire. The course is structured around performance, 

with some opportunities to compose music and to gain a deeper understanding of music 

history. Steve relies on traditional music resources: a method book, Standards of 

Excellence (Pearson, 1993), and scores. Music is chosen from the school‘s repertoire 

collection and ordered from Long & McQuade or purchased when Steve is at a music 

education conference.  

The repertoire that Steve chooses includes traditional and contemporary concert 

band repertoire, which consists of music written specifically for this type of ensemble 

that incorporates elements from different types of music. For example,  The Junior Band 

play contemporary repertoire for young Concert Band, which included original work for 

this ensemble (e.g., The Tempest by Smith); they were also learning an arrangement of 

Rock Around the Clock. The Senior Band repertoire is a combination of standard jazz 

charts, such as Jumpin’ at the Woodside by Count Basie as well as Jazz repertoire 

composed for beginning or intermediate Jazz Bands, such as Burritos to Go by Lopez. 

Selection is based on what is technically feasible and what is interesting to play, although 

the repertoire is limited by the scores that are at Steve‘s disposal. In addition to the 

rehearsal time in school, students are expected to practice their instruments at home to 

gain facility and to learn their respective parts. 

Instruments are supplied by the school, which means that students can participate 

in the program without having to incur the cost of renting or purchasing an instrument. 
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The music program has an annual budget of $1000 that is largely used to purchase and 

maintain instruments and buy new repertoire. Considering that shipping costs alone for 

an instrument are around $200 and that repair fees are $100/hr, $1000 is not a lot of 

money to maintain the number of instruments in this program; Steve must be strategic in 

his allocation of funds, which limits the purchase of new instruments or new music.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are two significant challenges in these Band classes: covering all the parts 

in the score and having students able to play enough different instruments to support an 

actual band. For example, a standard band score comes with 60 parts, and a standard jazz 

band has a minimum of 16 players. However, both the Junior and Senior Bands have a 

Figure 31. Band Room at SAMSS 
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smaller number of instrumentalists than indicated in the score. Consequently, some parts 

are left out. To do this, Steve must understand the structure of the piece to maintain the 

melodic and harmonic integrity of the composition.  

The Junior Band 

 The small size of each of these Bands impacts the opportunities for the students in 

terms of how they go about learning their instruments and the types of musical 

experiences that they have. There are 25 students in the Band, which includes students 

who have just begun playing their instrument as well as those who have been playing for 

up to 4 years. Within this ensemble, the class works as a collective, where everyone has a 

role in one another‘s progress; sometimes, this role is explicit, as evidenced through the 

mentoring process, but at other times it‘s a byproduct of moving together, where the rate 

of progress is about the pace of the majority of players. This situation makes it difficult 

for students who want to progress faster than the collective as well as for those who move 

more slowly. Supporting learning for students‘ diverse needs within the performance-

based context of a concert band is difficult as Steve attempts to find repertoire that can be 

challenging to all levels. Therefore, students are often called upon to help one another, 

with the more experienced students providing advice to the novices. This mentorship is 

an example of the agency that is given to students to teach one another and allows for 

ideas between students to ‗bump up against one another‘. Students interacting in this way 

not only develop their musical skills but also strengthen their relationships with their 

fellow musicians. However, there is sometimes not sufficient redundancy to allow some 
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individuals to develop beyond what most are doing. The differences in years of 

experience (from 0-5) result in divergent skill levels within the ensemble. As one student 

observed: 

I‘m in Grade 8, and I‘ve been playing in the red book for 5 

years. And there‘s these little kids, and we have to help 

them. So we have to keep playing in the red book. It‘s kind 

of frustrating [because] we want to move on to something 

harder. And we haven‘t done that yet. (P5, FG, 89-91)  

Steve recognizes this dilemma. ―If a student is interested in taking trumpet to the next 

level, there are really no options for them to [do] it‖ (P4, TI, 42). Students who develop 

proficiencies cannot set the pace of the class; thus they must pursue additional learning 

on their own. However, although there are scholarships for students to go to music 

camps, few take advantage of this opportunity.  

Although some students catch on quickly to the concepts and skills presented in 

class, there are also those who are not engaged in this process. While most students are in 

this program to make music; for some even attending school itself is difficult. Steve 

attempts to make allowances for these students and is sensitive to individual issues. He 

said:  

[O]ut of the 25 kids in the band, 22 or 20 are putting in a 

pretty solid effort and reporting back practice time and 

remembering their instrument every class. And there will 
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be five that just kind of linger in the room and are staying 

out of trouble. But they‘re absent a lot, and [just] having 

them in the room, I know is a good thing…. [Y]ou know, [I 

tell them] ―I‘m happy you‘re here, so, stand behind your 

instrument and pay attention and join in when you can. And 

I‘ll get back and help when I can, and I‘m available at 

lunch‖… (P4, TI, 64)  

 The variation of commitment levels can limit the type of interactions that can 

occur within the rehearsal. Being responsible to the ensemble and understanding their 

role within the group allows students to strengthen their sense of place. At the same time, 

failure to commit to the ensemble has implications for others. Steve understands that, for 

some, just coming to school is a goal in and of itself and, for these students, learning a 

musical instrument happens at a different rate and pace. This understanding of the 

variation in community needs contributes to his understanding of both the musical and 

social needs of his students.  

A respectful rapport has been established in this program, where students feel free 

to express their ideas, allowing for new possibilities, such as new or deepened friendships 

or feelings about belonging at school to emerge through their social interactions. For 

example, during the rehearsals I observed, Steve was always striving to allow students to 

have voice. This tendency was demonstrated by asking students to name particular pieces 

they wanted to play. When students are playing Jazz Charts, space for improvisation is 
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indicated in the score. Steve allows students to suggest pieces they want to practice, 

giving space for them to improvise musical ideas within a particular piece. 

This ensemble is structured in a way that promotes interdependence: students learn 

ensemble repertoire and practice as a group, and they are expected to help one another. 

Through this process, relationships are deepened as the students learn to rely on one 

another and to exchange ideas. At the same time, students struggle when their abilities 

extend well beyond the capacity of the group or when their interests lie outside of school. 

The diversity presented in these extreme cases makes it difficult for Steve to adequately 

meet his students‘ needs, which is frustrating for him. In this way, it is difficult to balance 

the internal redundancy and internal diversity: the technical abilities of the students are so 

diverse that it is difficult to find repertoire that allows students adequate challenge.  

The Senior Band 

The Senior Band is also small in size; however, the constraints for this ensemble are 

different than the Junior Band as students in this class have similar skill levels: all have 

gained some experience playing their instruments and working within an ensemble. This 

common skill level and understanding of the rehearsal process is indicative of a greater 

level of coherence, or internal redundancy, between students in the ensemble, which then 

can allow for a common goal of focusing more on musical items. ―I find that my senior 

classes are always therapy [for me] because they‘ve sort of been through the game‖ (P4, 

TI, 42). The Senior Band ensemble has made the switch to playing more Jazz music that 

includes improvised soloing. The focus on Jazz charts allows students the opportunities 
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to improvise; often more than one musician will improvise within a piece. Through the 

improvisation process, students can create their own ideas, which naturally influence the 

ideas of others in the ensemble. One musician enthused, ―I really like [improvising]. I 

just make it up until it sounds bad. You can make it up on the spot and [then] go back and 

make changes‖ (P3, FG, 135). Through this music enabling constraints are set by the 

score, performance practices, and musical tastes. Students are encouraged to develop new 

ideas as they play.  

One of the benefits of a small program is that playing in the ensemble demands a 

level of responsibility: students understand that their contribution is essential to the 

success of the collective. This commitment to the ensemble is evident in their playing as 

Steve explained:  

[M]y kids play with more heart than any other band out there—that‘s an 

adjudicator comment. [There are] two trumpets [in the ensemble]; you can‘t hide. 

I have one clarinet; you can‘t hide. And so these kids need to know their parts and 

they need to play with authority. They are the [whole] section. If I have an alto 

saxophone, she‘s the section. So they can‘t hide behind a third or a fourth. [The 

students] are really there for the music. (P4, TI, 73).  

While many students also listen to music at home, they recognize how the act of playing 

and listening are different: playing forces you to engage with the music and with others, 

while listening offers an opportunity to insulate yourself and is thought to be more 

passive. As one band member explained, ―Some people listen to music to kind of stay on 
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the outside, to be by themselves. But when you‘re in band you have to watch and actually 

listen to what the other instruments are doing, what point you‘re at‖ (P4, FG, 234).  

The interdependence that is required for this ensemble along with the number of 

years that Steve spends with his students creates the conditions for rich relationships to be 

formed. As the only music teacher in the public schools, Steve works with his students 

for several years, and beyond the classroom hours, he spends time with them in 

performance and travelling. As Steve explained:  

They‘re with me from Grade 5 to Grade 12, [which includes] 7 or 

8 years of classes, plus four or five trips [that are ] 4 or 5 days 

long, so we get a lot of connection going in there, [as well as 

during] different fund-raising events [and] our concert. Things that 

we do together really build on [our relationship]. (P4, TI, 70) 

The importance of this relationship emerges when students return to the 

school/teacher after graduation, wanting to relive previous experiences or make music 

together again as Steve recalled, ―Last Christmas, I had 4 or 5 students phone me over the 

holidays saying [that] they had [already] graduated, [but] they wanted to get into the band 

room, and [get out the] clarinets, and play some music again.‖ The sense of place that is 

created through the music program and the relationships that are forged through these 

musical interactions is deep and long-lasting.  

Beyond the amount of time that Steve spends with his students, the quality of the 

interactions also enhances his relationships with his students. Steve is respectful of the 
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students‘ interests and abilities and responds to them within the rehearsal process. As the 

students‘ musical abilities improve, there is a shift in Steve‘s role: he can begin to 

participate with them from a musician‘s chair, allowing the leadership to emerge from 

within the ensemble, rather than solely from the conductor‘s chair. This adaptation is a 

response to the needs and expertise of the ensemble.  

In addition to the improvisational opportunities, there is also a focus on 

composition. Throughout the year, students have opportunities to compose music and 

study composers. Composition activities include writing a jingle for a TV or radio ad and 

examining the life of a composer of their choice. The compositional activities allow 

students to apply their musical skills in a new way, permitting new ideas to emerge as 

studying a composer in more depth increases students‘ understanding of the context 

surrounding the conception and composition of music.  

Seemingly absent from this music program is the learning of Nuxalk music. 

Students receive three hours a week of instruction from an Aboriginal Education teacher 

about the Nuxalk culture, which includes the language, the culture, and the songs and 

dances. There has been some discussion among some teachers to work together to 

incorporate ideas from different subject areas. Steve has attempted to collaborate with the 

Aboriginal Education teacher by having a clarinetist and oboist from the band play 

Aboriginal dance music, mimicking the traditional reed box instrument that was 

originally used to accompany the dancers. While this idea was supported by all the 

teachers, the logistics of organizing such an event were so overwhelming, given the 
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teachers‘ other responsibilities, that it did not come to fruition. I mention this example, in 

part, to illustrate that supports (i.e., space and time) are needed to allow these 

neighbouring interactions to emerge.  

There have been other opportunities for the music teachers at the various schools to 

work together. This shared work distributes tasks, which, in many cases, eases the 

production process. For example, the All School Band Concert involves ensembles from 

the public schools (elementary and secondary) as well as the Seventh Day Adventist 

School and the First Nations School, Acwsalcta, and the community choir. This event 

provided an opportunity for all the students in the community to participate in a shared 

experience and for the people in the community to be entertained while supporting their 

young people. As Steve explained:  

That All Schools Concert, held at Lobelco Hall, was 

packed. It was funny because the lady that rented us the 

hall [said], ―Oh you‘ll never fill the hall,‖ and it was. It was 

absolutely packed. Just about every student in the valley, 

K-12 that was involved in music was in there. We had a 

mass band and a mass choir. And everybody [showed-up], 

brought their family and clapped, and wanted it to happen 

again next year. (P4, TI, 51) 

The participation of all the schools and all the students in the community allowed 

for unique musical interactions: all of the instrumentalists played pieces together. As 
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participants in a large ensemble, students were able to interact with different people and 

work together to make the big sounds that are unattainable as individuals or even within 

their individual groups. As Steve observed: 

Because it‘s a small program, you know, my senior band‘s 

usually 16 kids. It is pretty tough to get the right 

instrumentation. And even though the younger kids can‘t 

play as well technically, with the [repertoire] we chose, we 

sounded like a big Concert Band. And it‘s a good clean 

sound and I think that everybody gets a thrill out of that. 

(P4, TI, 51) 

As well, the ensembles participate in school assemblies and concerts and participate 

in the local music and arts festival: the Bella Coola Valley Festival. Through participation 

in the music and arts festival, students are able to gain additional insights into their 

technical skills and musical ideas from the adjudicator‘s comments. Through 

participation in school based concerts, the Bella Coola Valley Festival, and the All 

Schools Band Concert, students interact with the community at large; families, friends 

and neighbours act as both organizers and audience members. While these interactions 

are not as strong as those that occur among students within the ensembles, they are still 

important as they serve to reinforce and show appreciation for the students‘ efforts.  

The Senior Band participates in festivals outside of the Valley. Each year, this 

ensemble makes a trip to a provincial festival, usually located on Vancouver Island or in 
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Southern British Columbia. Students pay $150 each and then the rest of costs for 

transportation and accommodation are covered by fundraising events such as selling 

wood and pizza sales. Costs were greatly reduced when the school started taking school 

buses on the trip rather than coaches. During the time of data collection, the Senior Band 

had returned from Nanaimo, BC, where their ensemble performed for an adjudicator 

who, as part of the adjudication process, gave them a short workshop. Both Steve and the 

students spoke highly of this experience, and some students even mentioned it as the 

highlight of their music experiences. They spoke of how helpful the information they 

received from the adjudicator was to them. This exchange of ideas, first with the 

ensemble performing, and then hearing suggestions about new and different ways to play, 

exemplifies how this experience creates opportunities for ideas to bump up against one 

another. As one of the students explained, ―[The adjudicators] are extremely 

helpful....[T]hey gave us good feedback and there‘s a lot of stuff to work on‖ (P3, FG, 

147). In addition, the students attended a live concert; during this past trip, the concert 

was by a Jazz Trio. Again, this concert attendance presents opportunities for the students 

to hear and see new musical ideas and techniques. ―[My favourite part of the trip was] 

watching the Jazz professionals play‖ (P3, FG, 76), explained one student; ―The bass was 

good. The bass was really good‖ (P3, FG, 79). Students are eager to know more and by 

attending these events their musical skills are enhanced as is their motivation to keep 

improving, and their participation in such events allows them to be ambassadors of their 

community to others.  
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 This trip was one of the few times that most had been to Vancouver Island. They 

could interact with different surroundings and maneuver their way through urban 

landscapes, experiencing the traffic, menus, and bank machines. As Jeremy noted, ―We 

have kids that have gone on trips and they didn‘t know how to use an ATM machine. 

They know how to use a debit machine, but they didn‘t know how to use a bank machine. 

We have one bank machine in town‖ (P2, TI, 74). The students live the urban life, for a 

short time, on these trips, which gives them a different lived experience. The principal 

speaks about how important students‘ experiencing urban life is because many of them 

leave the community to pursue post-secondary education, but drop out of 

college/university because of culture shock, ―[A] few years back, we were struggling 

with the fact that so many kids would go off to college or university, and they would 

come back….They would get frightened by the big city and they would come back 

[without finishing]‖ (P2, TI, 72). Travelling to other places provides experiences of other 

locations where they may have to maneuver in the near future. By participating in a 

festival in a more urban community, the students begin to develop a provincial sense of 

place. Arguably, these experiences could lessen the local sense of place. Understanding 

how they might fit in these places is important and part of the process of taking the 

experiences in one place and adapting or altering them to another. 

Summary  

The Bella Coola Valley is located off the Central Coast of British Columbia and 

encompasses the villages of Bella Coola and Hagensbourg. The Valley has long been 



 

149 

 

home to the Nuxalk people, and was settled by Europeans in the late 1800s. The people in 

this community rely primarly on its natural resources for economic and leisure activities. 

People in this area value their relationships with one other and work hard to preserve 

their individual and collective history and to maintain the integrity of the land as they do 

their work. The place-based nature of the communtiy is also evident in the schools and in 

the music programs. The school aims to meet the divergent needs of the communtiy by 

balancing the local culture and the delivery of provincially mandated curricula. Balancing 

these two sometimes divergent interests, especially with only a limited budget, requires 

careful use of human resources, which most often results in combined grades for elective 

classes.  

This is the case for the music program. Students in Grades 6-12 are combined into 

just two classes, Junior Band and Senior Band. The music program provides the main 

source of music instruction for the community as students learn instruments as they 

perform in an ensemble. In addition to performing, students compose, improvise, and 

learn about music history. Within these classes, the teacher must balance the needs of 

novice and more advanced players, which means choosing appropriate repertoire. In this 

program, the more advanced students help others, but they themselves are often left to the 

their own devices to find additional musical challenges.  

This band program is in itself a cultural artifact, providing public concerts. The 

band plays at various school functions and also hosts concerts. These events bring the 

community to the school and have become a tradition. Through these events, students 
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come to realize that their musical abilities are respected and appreciated, thus deepening 

their sense of place. The Senior Band travels to Southern British Columbia annually to 

attend Band festivals. They perform and are adjudicated at these events, listen to others 

play, and experience urban life. These trips enhance relationships among the Band 

members through the shared experiences of travelling and performing. They also allow 

students to experience and contribute to the musical culture of another communtiy. This 

experience allows the Band members to be ambassadors of their community in other 

places, and it enhances their understanding that what they do in remote Bella Coola also 

has a place in urban areas. While this music program is  smaller than most, it nevertheless 

provides opportunities for students sense of place to be deepened.  

 The intent of the music education at this school includes the learning of musical 

skills and techniques, but equally important is the development of traditions and 

relationships. Consequently, what results is a music program where the context (e.g., 

students‘ background, community values) helps to shape the goals of the music program. 

 The program thrives because of the teacher‘s expertise. Steve is a well-trained 

musician with a breadth of expertise in instrumental music. His breadth of musical and 

pedagogical knowledge about a variety of instruments and styles allows him to support 

students‘ technical development. Steve relates well to the lifestyle and community values 

that are present in Bella Coola, which is evident in his inclusive teaching philosophy and 

his practice that allows students to develop a deeper sense of place through the music 

program.   
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Chapter 6 

Discussion 

The purpose of this research study was to characterize the nature of school music 

programs in two rural Canadian communities, determining how the programs contributed 

to a sense of place for students and others in the community. The place-based music 

programs examined in this research were part of the community‘s cultural fabric and 

shared many of the place-based educational features outlined by Gruenewald and Smith 

(2009). The complex nature of the music programs contributed to the development of 

participants‘ sense of place. The context of these programs was incorporated into the 

fabric of the music programs, and musical ensembles that were part of the community 

were integrated in the school music programs. While these music programs incorporated 

the communities‘ traditions, activities aimed to broaden students‘ experiences were also 

part of these programs.  

Complexity thinking aided in the analysis of these place-based education 

programs by highlighting the manner in which the system supported or prevented musical 

and pedagogical ideas from being taken up. By using this framework a greater 

understanding of the network that is needed to implement place-based ideas is elucidated. 

By using this analytical framework as a lens for applying the ideas from the place-based 

literature, explicit ways that the music education programs shape the community and 

ways that the community, in turn, shapes the music education programs were discovered. 

This reciprocal relationship is an example of how these neighbouring interactions impact 
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various musical traditions, and strengthen relationships amongst people in the 

community. The music programs were structured in such a way that interactions between 

students were integrated and were essential to the success of the activities. The programs 

rely on local human assets, particularly through the use of peer supports as students‘ 

expertise within the class to help others. Teachers‘ expertise in music and administrative 

support, coupled with activities that capitalize on students‘ creativity and skill, along with 

the use of different types of repertoire, act as enabling constraints in a way that supported 

emergence, strengthening students‘ sense of place. In this way, the question that is often 

characterized as, ―What should music teachers be doing?‖ becomes, instead, ―How are 

teachers part of a system, with enabling constraints, able to provide a program that allows 

for the emergence of new knowledge and music pedagogy?‖ That said, the difficulty that 

the teacher in Bella Coola experienced implementing Aboriginal music can be attributed 

to enabling constraints, such as limited understanding of this type of music, little time to 

collaborate with Aboriginal musicians, lack of instruments for this type of music, that 

prevent this type of place-based education from being implemented.   

 Participants in this study were committed to their rural places but also accessed 

urban conveniences. Connecting to the land was an important component of the 

economic and leisure activities in both communities and the desire to be in familiar 

places impacted career decisions. Nevertheless, the desire to access conveniences and to 

become familiar with other regional places was important. Participants enjoyed 
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technological advances and wanted access to goods and services that are more common 

in urban areas.  

This chapter is divided into five sections. In the first three sections, I address the 

main research questions of the study. I begin by exploring the features that contributed to 

these place-based music programs, namely the types of ensembles, the types of music 

that were incorporated, and the opportunities to perform and to travel to other places, 

thereby addressing the question about program features. Next, I discuss the resources that 

were necessary to support these programs including the teachers‘ and administrators‘ 

backgrounds, and logistical features that supported the development of these music 

programs, in accordance with the second research question. In the third section, the 

discussion centers on the extent to which place-based education theory can account for 

the success of these music programs and can inform future developments. The nature of 

rural living and how it impacts both music programs and life decisions is also explored. 

This discussion is extended in the fourth section, where implications for teachers, teacher 

education programs, and organizations that support music and rural education are 

presented. Finally, recommendations for further research are explored.  

Features of Successful Rural Music Programs 

The communities of Bella Coola, British Columbia, and Winkler, Manitoba were 

dramatically different in terms of geography, history, and culture, but they were 

remarkably similar in terms of program features that made the music education 
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endeavours so successful. The first research question revolves around program features, 

and it is these features that are now described. 

Ensemble Types 

The ensemble activities in Bella Coola and Winkler, namely singing and playing 

band instruments, were similar to those found in most music programs in Canada (Hill 

Strategies, 2010), with these ensembles serving as the main musical structures for each 

program. The traditional structures that were represented in the Winkler and Bella Coola 

music programs underscore the nature of music education in that the ensembles of choir 

and band are still very prominent in Canadian music education as a whole. In the two 

settings, secondary students learned how to play a band instrument and played in a band 

where the lessons took on a rehearsal format. The learning of repertoire in these 

ensembles can be seen as an enabling constraint: parameters are set in terms of the 

repertoire and ensemble, but creative nuances and phrasing as well as the incorporation of 

various types of music s allow for different ideas to emerge about the music and its 

interpretation within these ensemble structures. In both settings, when students were 

asked to compose or improvise, parameters were set that helped guide students, but still 

allowed them to incorporate their own ideas. For example, student participation was 

supported through teachers‘ expertise and the repertoire itself. These supports provided 

structure and guidance for students as they developed their musical creativity and skills. 

The teachers were familiar with technical and expressive issues which they used to 

support students. However, there was freedom within this structure for students to 
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develop fluency in order to play different repertoire and/or compose or improvise their 

own music. Activities required input from students: some required students to compose 

or improvise music; others required students to apply expressive elements to composed 

songs and pieces. In this way, the repertoire acted as an enabling constraint, providing 

structure for the music-making while still allowing new ideas to emerge. These 

opportunities allowed students to deepen their understanding of the musical culture, as 

represented in the repertoire, and it gave them opportunities to enhance these traditions 

through improvisation and composition. These enabling constraints do not allow for the 

incorporation of music outside of this instrumental and ensemble structure, which limits 

the type of repertoire that can be incorporated. This lack of infrastructure may prevent 

non-Western music that is part of the local soundscape to be incorporated into the music 

program.  

Findings from this study indicate that these two music education programs 

provided opportunities for students to develop interdependence in their learning. The 

success of the activities in these music programs was contingent on student participation. 

Students needed to contribute to the development of the music through the performance 

of repertoire, improvisation of music, and creation of music or musical movements. 

Students‘ ideas, participation, and their skills were directly related to the success of the 

activities because they were active members in the music communities, whose 

participation was not only expected but also valued. Many of the music-making 

experiences were group-based, thereby offering a place for each student to participate and 
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for neighbouring interactions to occur: the collective sounds of these ensembles were 

dependent on the individuals within them and ideas were expected to be exchanged 

among one another. Students worked together to make music and came to rely on and 

trust other members of the group, thus increasing their sense of interdependence.  

The activities in these music programs offered embodied learning opportunities 

(Bowman, 2004). Students engaged in the music using their bodies: creating movements 

and sounds. Lessons were centred on activities where students moved, sang, played, and 

discussed. Engaging in and through music supported the connection between mind and 

body, where the body was ―not only indispensable in, but constitutive of all experience 

and cognition that rightly claim musical status‖ (Bowman, 2004, p. 34). Similarly, the 

teachers rarely spoke—rather, they sang, played, moved, and conducted in order to model 

these activities for students and to invite them into these learning spaces. Students 

showed their understanding through their movements and actions. These learning 

environments were examples of embodied learning in action, where the bodily and social 

knowledge were intertwined (Bowman, 2004; Gradle, 2007a).  

Skills and ideas learned in the music class enhanced students‘ after-school 

activities: in Winkler, students played instruments (e.g., recorder) or made up songs 

during their leisure time having engaged in similar activities in their music class. In Bella 

Coola, the skills learned in music class and performance advice gave students skills, and 

advice from the teacher supported students‘ participation in home-bands with friends and 

family. This finding differs from that of Jaffurs (2004) who found considerable 
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differences between the engagement of students in the music class and in the home music 

environment. Jaffurs attributed these differences to discrepancies in types of music  and 

ensemble make-up. It is difficult to compare the findings from the present research to 

Jaffurs‘ work because her data collection did not include accounts from students or 

descriptions of the school programs. Therefore, the extent to which the two settings 

explored by Jaffurs differed from the present work cannot be determined.  

In some instances, neighbouring interactions not only included the exchange of 

ideas towards a performance, but also differing beliefs about the activities themselves. 

This was the case when students were reluctant to participate for personal or religious 

reasons. In Bella Coola, the teacher explained that for some students attending class was 

an accomplishment and beyond that there was little overt participation. The teacher was 

respectful of the circumstances that surrounded some of these children, indicating that 

some came from unstable home lives and just coming to school was indeed a big 

accomplishment.   By just being in class learning was still occurring although 

performance was not. Upitis (1990) described a similar situation where students, who had 

not participated in classroom singing for several months, all of a sudden began to sing, 

and in so doing, demonstrated that they had learned the repertoire that the class had been 

performing during the course of the year. The situation outlined by Upitis underscores the 

notion that learning can still occur despite a seeming lack of engagement. This finding 

emphasizes the importance of the Bella Coola teacher‘s philosophy of making all 

students feel welcome.  
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For some students in Winkler, participation in school activities seemed to counter 

their beliefs, which led them to not participate in some activities. The teachers and the 

administration were sensitive to these differences allowing those students to withdraw 

from various activities. The school‘s staff members were sensitive to the diversity of 

beliefs that were held in the community and made several attempts to celebrate 

differences. In doing so, their aim was to enhance students‘ sense of place, helping them 

to realize that they were welcome at school and that their values were accepted. At the 

same time, the staff encouraged dialogue with the families to help families understand 

teachers‘ rationale for the inclusion of some activities; and for the teaching staff to further 

understand ways that they could support students and families. Like Kushner (1991), I 

found that some musical activities contradicted students‘ beliefs; however, unlike 

Kushner, I found that these beliefs were incorporated into the music class, to the extent 

possible. The presentation of these diverse ideas is also an example of neighbouring 

interactions; these interactions may serve to deepen students‘ understanding of their 

choices. There was space in the music programs to foster critical and creative thinking for 

ideas for each student, despite their personal and musical backgrounds.  

Use of Local Assets 

The use of student expertise helped define these music programs as place-based, 

since place-based programs include finding assets within the community and 

emphasizing the importance of interdependence (Blandy & Hoffman, 1993; Gruenewald 

& Smith, 2009) by supporting neighbouring interactions. Students in Bella Coola and 
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Winkler were presented with opportunities to help others gain musical skills. For 

example, in Bella Coola, the Band program  combined grades, wherein experienced 

students were required to help novice students develop their technique. Similarly, in 

Winkler, more experienced recorder players tutored those new to the instrument. The 

improvisatory nature of the Jazz music in the Senior Band supported the exchange of 

ideas between students, as they explored musical ideas influenced, in part, by their peers‘ 

music making. Working in small groups creating musical elements allowed ideas to be 

shared among students, and for these ideas to be incorporated into the musical artifacts. 

In this way, students‘ ideas were used to enhance the repertoire. The use of students‘ 

ideas and knowledge to support others and to enhance the musical product strengthened 

their  interrelationships and created a positive association between the students and the 

program.  

 Students‘ musical expertise supported the school community, most notably in the 

use of student ensembles in school assemblies. Groups of students in Bella Coola and 

Winkler provided music for various school assemblies helping to set a tone for the event. 

Students were called upon to share their particular instrument knowledge with 

prospective students, and through various students‘ performances others got a sense of 

the various instruments, which informed their instrument selection. Opportunities for 

students to support each other enriched the relationships between the students and 

deepened their sense of belonging in the school. 
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The Incorporation of Different Types of Music 

Students in this study performed Folk, Rock, Pop, Classical, and Jazz music, and 

the incorporation of these types of music functioned to both broaden and deepen the 

community‘s musical traditions. The folk songs were those found in method books, 

which were familiar tunes that supported the development of performance skills. The 

contemporary compositions included arrangements of popular songs from TV, movies, or 

Pop, Classical, or Jazz repertoire. Some of the chosen songs and pieces were familiar to 

students from their church or family interactions, or from various leisure activities. Other 

music was new to them, allowing opportunity to develop a rich understanding of many 

types of music and to adopt some of this music into their leisure activities, broadening the 

types of music with which they identified. For example, students at both sites discussed 

how they began listening to specific types of music after hearing it in music class. Being 

exposed to unfamiliar music served to extend their musical interests and tastes. Students 

did not identify with a particular type of music and chose music based on its appeal.  

While Classical music was not prominent, other Western music formed the basis 

for the entire repertoire and like most music programs in Canada had little, if any, focus 

on non-Western music. There were many reasons for this: the repertoire that the teachers 

have access to was limited to Western music and the teachers, like most music teachers in 

Canada, had little understanding of the performance practices of non-Western music. 

Repertoire was selected based on its technical demands and availability. Teachers 

selected repertoire from their own collections as well as repertoire available from such 
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well frequented stores as Long & McQuade and St. John’s Music. The availability of 

appropriate music was dependent on the stock in various places. Being limited by 

Western music was most evident in Bella Coola, where the music program could not 

focus on transmitting Nuxalk music even though the teacher was supportive and 

interested in incorporating this repertoire. His reliance on other people made it 

impractical, however, to do so. Similarly, the instruments that were most readily 

available, as well as the professional development opportunities and music festival 

options, centre on various Western music. This lack of supporting structures for other 

music makes it difficult for teachers to incorporate non-Western music.  

Music that was associated with students‘ beliefs was also part of these 

communities and the extent to which teachers were able to incorporate these practices 

into their programs was difficult. In both Winkler and Bella Coola, the music associated 

with the various traditional cultures (i.e., Mennonite, Nuxalk) was largely sacred and thus 

associated with the music were specific beliefs and practices related to the respective 

religions. For example, in Winkler, the teachers tried to broaden students‘ musical 

understanding by incorporating new musical activities (e.g., movement) and different 

repertoire into the program. In so doing, the teachers remained respectful of the religious 

beliefs that surround an individual‘s conduct and participation in certain activities. In 

Bella Coola, traditional Nuxalk music was considered sacred. In this type of sacred 

music, the instrument and the settings of the music were both sacred and bringing these 

types of musical experiences into the music program not only requires an understanding 
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many different music systems (e.g., different types of scale systems or playing 

techniques), but of the sacredness of experiences—how to care for the instruments and 

process of selecting performers. In Bella Coola, the role of Aboriginal music was given to 

the cultural teacher, which allowed experts in the performance practice of this type of 

music to lead the musical activities and for the teacher, who has limited experience with 

this music, to provide support. By doing this the authenticity of the music and its 

performance practices are maintained.  

 Gruenewald and Smith (2009) acknowledged that place-based education must 

consider and incorporate diversity. Findings from this study show that teachers desired to 

acknowledge and support diverse ideas. However, their ability to incorporate diverse 

repertoire and traditions was sometimes limited due to resources and their scant 

understanding of the sacred practices associated with the performances of some of the 

music. Moreover, accommodating diversity was difficult when there was opposition 

between certain traditions. Whether or not teachers were able to incorporate specific 

sacred repertoire, they were nevertheless able to support the development of skills that 

students could apply to various settings, including sacred settings (e.g., sing in harmony, 

play wind instrument, develop a sense of pulse) outside of school. In this way, these 

music programs were able to support the sacred traditions found in each community. The 

extent that sacred beliefs and practices were incorporated into public-school education 

was an important topic in place-based education and requires further investigation.  
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Community Performances 

 Similar to the findings by Isabell (2005), Hunt (2009), and Wilcox (2005), in this 

study, performances were an important component of the rural music programs and were 

in and of themselves cultural artifacts. These schools‘ music ensembles participated in 

school assemblies and in concerts that were open to the public. Previous research has 

indicated that performance demands have prevented teachers from pursuing other musical 

activities (e.g., Hunt, 2009). I found that the freedom to program a variety of musical 

ensembles and musical activities allowed the teacher to align pedagogical aims with 

performance expectations. Students performed music that showcased a variety of 

ensembles in concert. While the students often performed large-ensemble choral pieces, 

they also included more diverse offerings such as incorporating various instruments and 

creative movements. In this way, the demand of having concerts was proscriptive, not 

prescriptive (Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008); that is, having a public concert 

demanded that students perform, but did not dictate which repertoire could be performed. 

By performing, students showcase their abilities to the community, establishing their 

roles in the community as musicians, and thereby strengthening students‘ sense of 

belonging within the communities. Students were cognizant of the support that audiences 

provided, and they appreciated their interest in them. Concerts contributed to the 

relationship because these concerts offered one of the only times that community 

members heard live music. As well, for many parents, these concerts provided 

opportunities for them to come to the school. The schools gained a presence in these 
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communities through these events where students‘ learning contributed to the local 

culture by providing enjoyment for others.  

Traveling to Other Communities 

Travelling outside of the community increased relationships among students and 

deepened their understanding of traditions both within their local community as well as 

their place in a provincial community. Most of the trips were to other places in the 

province. In Winkler, students travelled to other rural communities as well as to the 

capital, Winnipeg. In British Columbia students went to larger communities in the south, 

such as Victoria or Nanaimo. In addition to performing at the various venues, students 

traveled, ate, and lived together. These experiences allowed for a deepening of the 

relationships among students and between the students and the teachers. Performing in 

different venues and having feedback from other professional musicians was a valuable 

part of this process for both the students and the teachers. The adjudicators at these 

sessions gave performance-practice advice that the teachers and students could 

incorporate into their musical practices. Here again, travelling to different places and 

hearing ideas from other musicians allowed for an increased understanding of musical 

practices and a richer understanding of the places that they visit.  

The common school culture, as represented by the band and choir programs, 

provides internal redundancy for these music education programs to participate in 

festivals and other provincial music programs. The provincial organizations that support 

school music programs are generally related to band, choir, and general music, and 
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therefore to participate in these events, one must conform to these parameters: play in a 

band or sing. The limited types of music that are part of provincial activities suggest that 

there may not be enough internal diversity among provincial music associations to 

support different kinds of music-making that is endemic in specific locations. For 

example, if the music program in Bella Coola wanted to focus on small rock bands or 

Nuxalk cultural music, students may no longer qualify to participate in provincial 

festivals because the ensemble and the repertoire that they perform are not included in 

these provincial events. Thus the extent to which provincial organization supports diverse 

musical traditions is limited.  

Resources for Place-Based Music Education Programs 

These place-based music programs enabled students to extend their understanding 

of their local communities by learning the music that was common to these areas. The 

musical performances of students were in and of themselves part of the communities‘ 

musical traditions. These place-based music programs were not limited to transmitted 

local ideas, but also expanded possibilities through the incorporation of other types of 

music and ensembles.  

The extent to which some repertoire or ensembles could be incorporated into each 

music program was dependent on various structures and resources, such as the teachers‘ 

background, administrative support, and funding. How these features impacted the music 

programs is the focus of this section, which addresses the second research question, 

namely how resources and structures enabled the music programs to flourish.  
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Teachers’ Background 

Like Wilcox (2005), I found that the teachers‘ backgrounds as well as their 

commitment to the music program and the community were vital to the success of the 

program. The teachers‘ knowledge of their students and the music coupled with the 

support from their administrators was the greatest resource of the programs, both in Bella 

Coola and Winkler. By all accounts and all evidence gathered, the teachers were 

exemplary. They had a rich understanding of music and music education, as well as a 

deep understanding of the communities and their values. These teachers incorporated all 

of this information in a way that engaged students and supported neighbouring 

interactions, enhancing students‘ connections to others and to various musical traditions.  

 The teachers‘ musical knowledge was a resource that framed their decisions in 

terms of overall program development and the moment-to-moment decisions that were 

made during particular classes. In Bella Coola, the teacher‘s knowledge of music and 

education helped when he selected repertoire and in the rehearsal process. The teacher 

relied on his musical skills to support improvisation and developed various assignments 

to help students in their compositions—playing their pieces and giving them musical 

suggestions. Similarly, in Winkler, the elementary music teacher‘s knowledge and ability 

were evident in her musical choices, her rehearsal techniques, and the strategies that she 

employed. Her ability to imagine what she wanted the repertoire to sound like, her ability 

to rehearse with her students, and her ability to play many instruments to support 

students‘ learning were also evident and key to the success of the program.  
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 Similarly, the teachers‘ understanding of the community‘s values enhanced their 

abilities to tailor their programs for these locations. In Bella Coola, this tailoring was 

most evident in the teacher‘s willingness to support the community, in the flexibility that 

was embedded in the program, and in his willingness to allow all students to participate. 

In Winkler, both the general music and the band teacher had an understanding of the 

community values, which they considered in their programming decisions. These 

teachers understood how community values acted as enabling constraints, setting 

parameters for what was possible. The teachers used these parameters as starting points, 

but also sought to broaden their students‘ understanding of the possibilities of music-

making. This finding supports findings from Jorgenssen (2003), who suggested that 

music teachers were the selectors of repertoire and activities, supporters of the learning 

process, and agents who negotiate interests from students, policy makers, and parents. 

However, contrary to findings by Bresler (1998), these teachers did consider the previous 

background of their students and their teaching contexts where making decisions about 

the components of their programs.  

Establishing such rich music programs required a lot of time. The amount of time 

that the teachers committed to their programs beyond their job hours was extraordinary, 

helping students rehearse, organizing extra-curricular activities, and serving as liaisons 

with various members of the community. Considering that none of the teachers taught 

music full-time, and two of them taught concurrently at two schools, the depth and the 
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breadth of relationships that these professionals were able to create was remarkable and a 

testament to their commitment to the music education in these communities.  

Administrative Support 

 The administrators at these schools were an integral force contributing to the 

success of these programs and as such provided structures that acted as enabling 

constraints for these programs. Findings from the Hill Strategies survey (2010) indicated 

that the principal was key to having a successful music program. Findings from this study 

concur. The administrators in Bella Coola and Winkler were committed to ensuring that 

music education remained a vital element in the school. They supported this commitment 

financially and logistically. The principals‘ ability to provide foundational structure for 

these courses enabled the teachers to develop their programs. For example, in Winkler, 

we see that the principal augmented the base funding for the music program, which 

allowed the teacher to buy additional instruments, rent venues, and provide transportation 

for students to concerts. Similarly, in Bella Coola, appropriate levels of financial support 

were allotted to purchase instruments and music as well as to offset some travel costs. 

The administrators understood that funding impacted the types of opportunities that 

teachers could create for students, and they supported these programs financially to the 

extent possible.  

Funding 

School funding is based on enrollment and in some rural areas the funding that is 

received is not adequate for the music program‘s needs. For example, at the time that this 
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research was conducted, the Bella Coola music program had an annual budget of $1000 

to cover costs associated with its running and travel money was raised through extra 

payment by students and through fundraising. The $1000 music budget was used to pay 

for instruments, any repairs, and musical scores. The school owned most of the 

instruments so that students could participate in music without having to purchase or rent 

an instrument. The school was therefore responsible for the instruments‘ maintenance and 

repair. For example, it was noted that the minimum cost for a repair was $300 per 

instrument, which included $200 shipping and $100/hr. shop fee. Suffice it to say, even 

one instrument repair per year limited the other resources that the teacher could acquire. 

However, in Winkler, most of the students rented their instruments from the St. John’s 

Music store in Winnipeg. Representatives from the store travelled to Winkler to provide 

information to students. Winkler‘s proximity to Winnipeg, coupled with the stronger 

economic supports within the community, made it easier for students to bear the costs of 

the instruments. The support of principals and the structures that enabled access to 

instruments provided stability for the music programs, and allowed the teachers to work 

on developing the program, rather than constantly having to worry about its continuing 

existence.  

Rural Routes 

The features of these rural music programs and the resources supporting these 

programs that I have just described, could not be analyzed without reference to place and 

to place-based education, which is the essence of the third research question. In this 
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section, I further explore the implications of a place-based characterization of learning in 

rural settings. For example, I describe the difficulties that rural education faces when 

there are discrepancies between rural values and ways of life and the dominant urban 

practices to which rural students are increasingly exposed. I also show how each of the 

two rural settings was unique. That is, even though there were commonalities between 

these programs, neither of them would automatically transfer to another setting with the 

same success, whether those settings were rural or urban. For example, the prominence of 

choral music in Winkler as represented by the choirs that were part of the school‘s 

elementary music program is reflective of the city‘s Mennonite religious support of 

voice-only music. Similarly, the presence of two bands in a school of just 80 people was 

reminiscent of the importance of band music in the Bella Coola Valley. 

Inherent Presence of Place in Rural Music Education  

The schools in these communities valued rich educational experiences that 

included music and community involvement. The community and administrative support 

was evident in the continued presence of a music program. The money that was allocated 

to these programs was reflective of communities that valued a well-rounded education 

extended beyond the so-called core curriculum. Building community and having students 

connect to the places around them was embedded in the schools‘ beliefs and framed the 

music programs themselves. In this way, place-based education was already established 

in these schools. Contrary to other place-based research (e.g., Campbell, 2001, Graham, 

2008), where new and different programs were developed, the ongoing structure of these 
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programs was steeped in the community. The importance of community in Winkler and 

Bella Coola supported the notion of a quintessential rural way of life where positive 

interactions were facilitated between and among people and the places they inhabited.  

The connection to the local emphasizes the importance that these schools have in 

the community, and the commitment that the schools have in supporting the needs of the 

community. In addition to the value of the local, there is also a value on being able to ‗fit-

in‘ to an urban way of life. For example, in Bella Coola, it is important for the 

community that students have experiences in urban places. Similarly, many people in 

Winkler believe that their city offers the best of both worlds: friendly welcoming 

community with urban conveniences. The idea of combining both rural and urban 

attributes underscores the notion that people in rural centres want to be current, having 

access to conveniences, while at the same time honouring their roots.  

The Tension Between Rural and Urban Life 

In Bella Coola, there was a larger discrepancy between students‘ way of life in 

this remote location and the lifestyle of those in larger places. The resources that were 

believed to be in these larger places were used to evaluate the quality of the learning 

environment in Bella Coola. For example, when students described Bella Coola as wild 

and quiet, it was relational to their perceptions of other places that were not as committed 

to nature and were much louder and busier. In terms of the opportunities that could be 

afforded to them, many students felt that having access to music education was important 

and they would feel deprived if they did not have music at school, believing that all urban 
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centres would have large music programs. Further, when they described the musical 

quality of their ensembles, they believed that their bands were less impressive than the 

ones they had heard elsewhere. While participating in these trips enhanced students‘ 

sense place by being agents of local music in other places, it was tempered with the 

notion that their product was not as polished as others‘. This notion of having different 

experiences in other (larger) communities did not arise as a significant theme in the 

Winkler data. One reason for this difference might be that the age of the students was 

different: whereas the older students interviewed in Bella Coola were thinking about their 

post-secondary plans, those in Winkler had not yet reached an age where those decisions 

were at the forefront. Another reason might be that Winkler was already considered an 

urban area and many felt that it had all the amenities of large cities, and they rarely 

needed to go to larger communities. Another might be that Winkler was only a short 

drive to Winnipeg, providing easier access to urban centres while Bella Coola was very 

remote, thus making trips to larger places rare.  

When the students spoke of where they wanted to live as adults, they often 

wanted to live close to their families. In Bella Coola, when students spoke of where they 

were going to live as adults, they spoke of places in British Columbia, many of which 

were close to Bella Coola itself. Those who wanted to live further away nevertheless did 

not want to leave the province. Similarly, the young Winkler students spoke of remaining 

in the community as adults; those who wished to move away, generally wanted to stay in 

Western Canada. Some new Canadians, however, stated that they would return to their 
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parents‘ home country. The desire to remain in familiar places is also evident in adults‘ 

choices—both in the historic past and in the present—to come to familiar feeling places. 

For example, the Norwegian settlers chose Bella Coola because of its Norwegian-like 

fjords and ocean view; Mennonites chose Southern Manitoba because of its topographical 

similarity to their and their forebears‘ Russian and German homeland. Similarly, the 

principal in Bella Coola, desiring to return to a coastal community from his earlier place 

of residence, chose to move to Bella Coola. Many adults and young families had chosen 

to move back to Winkler to be near family and/or to people who share similar beliefs. 

These findings are similar to those of Corbett (2005), whose historical study indicated 

that most residents in the rural Nova Scotia areas of Digby Neck chose to remain within a 

50 km radius of their childhood-home, emphasizing many factors including familiar 

places, family, and economic activity impact on their decision of where to settle.  

 Similarly, the need to be near home-like places underscores Gradle‘s (2007a) 

notion that we are inextricably connected to place. If we indeed prefer to stay in familiar 

places, and often choose to stay in a particular region, perhaps a global citizen is one who 

incorporates new ideas in his/her current place. In fact, it may be that young people are 

not as mobile as once believed and may prefer to stay in local places that are reminiscent 

of their home place.  

Implications for Practice 

Findings from this study increase our understanding of music program 

development and of how teachers tailor their music programs to their particular teaching 
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contexts. Music program development is not only dependent on the teachers‘ ability, but 

also requires that teacher education programs and provincial organizations understand the 

diverse needs that are present in various contents. Therefore, implications for practice 

include recommendations for teachers, teacher education programs, and provincial 

organizations that support music education.  

Implications for Teachers 

 These teaching contexts influence the type of repertoire and activities that the 

teachers employ. In these programs, students developed musical skills through an 

interpersonal process where students are active members in their own learning. Students 

learn musical skills by learning repertoire through an embodied experience. Students‘ 

musical abilities play a role in the program development, being called upon to enhance 

various repertoire and to help others as they develop particular skills. In addition to 

enhancing the performance of repertoire, opportunities are available for students to create 

and improvise music, and some of these creations were featured in formal concerts. The 

reliance on students‘ abilities in the pedagogical process deepened the students‘ sense of 

place by structuring the music classes in such a way where students‘ ideas were integral 

and necessary for the success of the activity.  

Many educational ministries are advocating for the inclusion of character 

education programs in our schools (e.g., Ministry of Education in Ontario, 2011). The 

research outlined in this dissertation demonstrates how character education and place-

based education can naturally and seamlessly be applied to music. The development of 
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civic responsibility was seen through the willingness for students to help others learn 

their instruments. The music programs featured in this study provided an example of how 

character education and civic responsibility can naturally be embedded within the 

curriculum and program aims.  

Implications for Teacher Education Programs 

 In large part, teachers use notated music and rely on the musical and pedagogical 

skills that they have acquired through their studies in music and education. For most 

teachers, this education is largely Western-based and relies on music from Western 

music. Music organizations that provide support to music programs through the planning 

of festivals or workshops centre on Pop, Folk, Rock, Jazz, or Classical music, meaning 

that performances are limited to these types of music. Similarly, material resources are 

notationally based as are the instruments that are readily available for purchase. Being 

located in Canada, these programs were in Western locations and therefore the 

incorporation of Western music was appropriate in these circumstances. However, First 

Nations music falls outside of these types of music and included music that did not stem 

from mainstream western practices and therefore, the ability to support this latter type of 

music-making was limited. This finding emphasizes the need for music-teacher education 

programs to incorporate non-Western music practices. Equipping music teachers with 

these skills and understanding will allow them to incorporate non-Western music in their 

programs by increasing their comfort with this repertoire and deepening their 

understanding of the characteristics of the music, the instruments, and the specific 
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performance practices. As teacher education programs include such components, it is 

important to emphasize the history and traditions that surround these types of music. As 

music educators, we must strive to incorporate music that broadens students‘ 

understanding, but we must also be sensitive to the fact extensive training is needed to 

accurately teach these performance practices to students without homogenizing or 

misrepresenting traditions for which we have little background knowledge. In this sense, 

presently, post-secondary institutions may only be able to provide a cursory level of 

instruction in non-Western types of music. Programs may provide an introduction to 

different traditions and the unique sounds that are produced, which can result in teacher 

candidates realizing that they do not have enough experience with these types of music to 

teach it to others in a authentic and accurate manner, and will need to rely on outside 

organizations to support the incorporation of such music in their music programs.  

Implications for Organizations that Support Music Education  

 The prominence of Western-based resources also highlights the need for music 

education organizations to develop resources that utilize non-Western music. Making 

non-Western instruments and repertoire available to teachers might better enable them to 

incorporate such music into their programs. The need to enhance the scope of school 

repertoire underscores the principles of Kod ly and Orff: both of these music educators 

advocated for the use of local music in music education programs. In applying these 

methodologies, educators need to be mindful of selecting repertoire that is representative 

of the students‘ context(s).  Similarly, expanding the scope of music festivals and 
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competitions to include musical ensembles other than choir and band could enhance the 

diversity of music in music education programs. If these festivals expanded the type of 

music that could be performed, music education programs would be able to focus on 

local music while still being eligible to participate in provincial festivals.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The research presented in this dissertation focused on music programs delivered 

by music specialists as they established place-based music programs. To do this, the 

music teachers had a rich understanding of the repertoire, and performance techniques 

associated with the music they used in the programs. In building these programs, the 

teachers required the support of their local communities and administrators as well as 

provincially-sponsored events and activities. These professional development 

opportunities and performance venues allowed students and teachers to participate in 

music-making experiences outside of their community, which deepened their sense of 

belonging in a larger community. In Canada, music is taught by music specialists, 

generalists, community members, and in urban centres in particular, representatives from 

various arts organizations (e.g., symphony members). Additional research is needed to 

examine music programs that rely on other non-teacher resources and how teachers with 

a limited music background utilize these resources. Further, the teachers were able to 

participate in professional development opportunities that could be implemented into 

their programs. Research is needed that examines the role of the development of non-
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traditional music programs in rural communities and what infrastructures need to be 

present to support the development of such programs. 

This study found that there were limitations on students to excel, particularly in 

the remote setting of Bella Coola. Nevertheless, some students capitalized on the limited 

resources in the community to support their learning. More research that examines 

innovative uses of resources by young people in remote areas to support their artistic 

endeavours is needed.  

Administrative support was found to be an integral component in establishing 

place-based music education; however, the extent to which the principals were able to 

financially support the music programs was limited due to policy constraints based on 

student enrollment rather than program needs. Educational policy and budget allocations 

are determined provincially; however, rural communities may need to consider issues that 

are not common in urban areas (e.g., maintaining a wide range of subjects with limited 

staff, transportation needs). Research is needed that examines how educational policy is 

enacted in various rural communities in order to support program development in those 

areas.  

While this research focused on music education, the issue of transition between 

secondary school and post-secondary in rural communities, and in particular, moving to a 

different community was an important consideration for participants in this study. More 

research is needed that examines the structures that help support young rural people as 
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they transition into a post-secondary environment, including university, college, 

apprenticeships, or the workplace.  

Coda 

Music education provides an opportunity for students to become more fully 

human, by engaging in an art form that allows them to understand who they are and to 

connect to the people and places that surround them. These connections broaden and 

deepen the traditions and relationships that are part of students‘ lives outside of the music 

classroom allowing them to contribute to and enhance the local musical culture.  

There seems to be an increasing awareness of the importance of place in 

developing caring, global citizens. This research illuminates how these rural school music 

programs were part of the local traditions, and how music education was inextricably part 

of the local music culture. Unlike other place-based educational research profiling 

specific programs that incorporate specific, limited-time, programs, these programs were 

established using the foundational principles of place-based education—the nature of the 

programs included the incorporation of various traditions and supported the development 

of relationships over a long period of time. The rural music programs that were presented 

in this study illuminate how students were able to contribute to their communities in 

authentic ways that were valued by all, and were embedded with the cultures of the 

communities. Students were actively able to participate in their music education in ways 

that honour the past and brighten the future.  
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Letter of Information 

 

February 1, 2010 

 

Dear Colleague, 

 

My name is Julia Brook and I am writing to you to inform you about my present research 

program. I am studying music education in Canadian rural communities. I am interested in how 

music education helps students understand their local history and how the community assists with 

music programs.  This study is in preparation for my upcoming dissertation, ―Rural Routes: 

Place-Based Music Education in Rural Canadian Communities.‖  

 

I will be describing the musical activities that occur in your school and how you go about 

establishing your music program. I will describe the activities you include in your program, what 

resources you use and how you think your students‘ sense of community is enhanced through 

your music program.   

 

I will be collecting data through observations, interviews, and questionnaires, I will be painting 

rich portrait of your music program.   
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I intend to observe the music classes for a three-day period. During these observation days, I will 

be observing the music activities and participation of student in several music classes.  These 

observations will be unobtrusive.  

 

I would like to conduct an interview with you. The interview will be conducted at the school at a 

time that is mutually suitable. The interview will last between 30-45 minutes. The interview will 

be audio-taped and later transcribed for analysis. The interview questions will discuss the 

activities you include in your program, what resources you use and how you think your students‘ 

sense of community is enhanced through your music program.   

 

 

It is important to me to protect the confidential information you share with me to the extent 

possible. Here are the ways that I will protect your privacy as well as the privacy of others taking 

part in the research: 

 The data will be locked securely in our faculty offices, and once the study is 

completed, the data will be stored indefinitely in a locked office at Queen‘s 

University. 

 Only I as well as my supervisor and dissertation committee will only have access to 

the data. 

 The data will only be used for research purposes. 

 None of the data will appear in the school records or archives. 

 The school will not be named in the study. 

 The town will not be named in the study. 

 Pseudonyms will be used.  

 

 

Your participation is voluntary. You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. There are no 

consequences for withdrawing from the study. If you decide to withdraw, you may request, in 

person or through email, to have your data will not be transcribed or analyzed.  

 

There are no known risks, discomforts or inconveniences associated with participation in the 

research study. You will not be obliged to answer any questions that you find objectionable or 

which make you feel uncomfortable.  
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The findings of the research will be published in academic and educational research journals and 

presented at professional conferences. A summary of the final report will be posted on the Faculty 

of Education Arts website at http://www.educ.queensu.ca/~arts.  

 

If you consent to participate in the research study, please sign the accompanying consent form 

and return it to me as soon as possible.  Your signature on this form indicates that you understand 

how I will be working with you.  

 

If you have any questions about this project, please contact me, Julia Brook (7jeb@queensu.ca), 

or my supervisor Dr. Rena Upitis (rena.upitis@queensu.ca or 613 533 6212). For questions, 

concerns or complaints about the research ethics of this study, contact the Education Research 

Ethics Board at ereb@queensu.ca or the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board, Dr. Joan 

Stevenson (chair.greb@queensu.ca or 613 533 6081). 

   

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Julia Brook 

PhD Candidate 

mailto:7jeb@queensu.ca
mailto:rena.upitis@queensu.ca
mailto:ereb@queensu.ca
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Consent Form 

 

I understand that I am being asked to participate in a research project entitled ―Rural Routes: 

Place-Based Music Education in Rural Canadian Communities‖. 

 

I understand that my participation will involve being observed by Julia Brook at our 

school over a three-day period.  

 

I understand that I may be asked for an interview (30-45 minutes in length), to take place 

at a mutually agreed upon place and time, and that this interview will be audio-taped and 

transcribed for analysis. 

 

I understand that there are no known risks, discomforts or inconveniences associated with 

participation in the research study.    

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time from the 

research with no consequence, and that I may ask to have data associated with me removed from 

the study. 

 

I have been assured that my identity will be kept confidential to the extent possible, although I am 

aware that anonymity cannot be assured.  

 

If you have any questions about this project, please contact me, Julia Brook (7jeb@queensu.ca), 

or my supervisor Dr. Rena Upitis (rena.upitis@queensu.ca or 613 533 6212). For questions, 

concerns or complaints about the research ethics of this study, contact the Education Research 

Ethics Board at ereb@queensu.ca or the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board, Dr. Joan 

Stevenson (chair.greb@queensu.ca or 613 533 6081). 

 

 

* * * * * * 

 

mailto:7jeb@queensu.ca
mailto:rena.upitis@queensu.ca
mailto:ereb@queensu.ca


 

197 

 

I have read and understand the letter of information and I have had any 

questions answered to my satisfaction. I have kept the letter of 

information for my records. My signature below indicates that I consent 

to take part in this study. 

 

I have signed one copy of the consent form and kept another copy for 

my records. 

 

 

Name of Participant: (please print) _______________________________________________ 

 

 

Signature of Participant:  _________________________________________ 

 

 

Date: _____________________________  
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Letter of Information/Consent Form (Parents/Guardians of students) 

 

February 1,2010 

 

 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

 

My name is Julia Brook and I am writing to you to inform you about my present research 

program. I am studying exemplary music education in Canadian rural communities. I am 

interested in how music education helps students understand their local history and how the 

community assists with music programs.  This study is part of my dissertation, Rural Routes: 

Place-Based Music Education in Rural Canadian Communities. This study was granted clearance 

by the General Research Ethics Board for compliance with the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 

Ethical Conduct of Research Involving Humans, and Queen's policies.   

 

 

I have selected three rural communities with exemplary music programs. If you are willing to 

participate, I will describe: (a) the musical activities that occur in your child‘s school, and (b) how 

these activities help students learn more about themselves, other, and their community. With the 

approval of your school board, your school will be identified by name, but your child will not be 

identified.   
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I would like to collect data through observations of classroom activities, questionnaires, and 

interviewing students in a focus group interview.  

 

I am inviting your child to participate in a focus group interview. This focus group interview will 

take 30-45 minutes and will take place at the school. I will audio-tape this interview to be 

transcribed at a later time. I will conduct the focus group with your child and other members of 

his or her class. There may be another researcher in the room to assist with the focus group. 

During the focus group interview, I will be asking more in-depth questions about the types of 

music your child listens to or the types of music groups your child participates in. I will also ask 

your child to describe musical and leisure activities he or she enjoys doing. I will ask the focus 

group participants to keep our conversation confidential.  Each focus group will have 3-5 

members and focus group participants will be selected on a first-come, first-serve basis.  

 

I would like to observe music classes at your school for a five-day period. During these 

observation days, I will be observing the students as they participate in music activities (e.g., 

music games, rehearsal of songs or pieces). To better capture the activities of the classroom, I 

may take photographs of activities, or components in the room. These photos will help me 

remember the music room and the music activities. I do not intend to use these photos in 

publications or presentations; rather, they will help me remember and contextualize the work as I 

prepare written descriptions. My observations will not disturb the classroom activities and I will 

not be asking any students questions at this time.  

 

It is important to me to protect your child‘s identity to the extent possible. To do so, I will take 

several steps:  

 The data will be locked securely in our faculty offices, and once the study is completed, 

the data will be stored for five years in a locked office at Queen‘s University. After five 

years, the data will be destroyed.  

 Only I as well as my supervisor and dissertation committee will only have access to 

the data. 

 The data will only be used for research purposes. 

 None of the data will appear in the school records or archives. 

 If this data is used for secondary data analysis it will contain no identifying 

information. 
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Your child‘s participation is voluntary. He or she is free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

There are no consequences for withdrawing from the study. If your child decides to withdraw, 

you may make this request in person or through email. If your child withdraws from this study, 

his or her data from the questionnaire and/or focus group will not be transcribed or analyzed.  

 

There are no known risks, discomforts or inconveniences associated with participation in the 

research study. Your child will not be obliged to answer any questions on the questionnaire or 

during the focus group interview that he or she finds uncomfortable or objectionable.  

 

The findings of the research will be published in academic and educational research journals and 

presented at professional conferences. A summary of the final report will be posted on the Faculty 

of Education Arts website at http://www.educ.queensu.ca/~arts.  

 

If you would like your child to participate by participating in a focus group interview, please sign 

the accompanying consent form(s) and return it to the school secretary as soon as possible.  

 

Your signature on the attached forms indicates that you understand how I will be working with 

your child.  

 

Questions or concerns about study participation can be directed to me, Julia Brook 

(julia.brook@queensu.ca), or my supervisor Dr. Rena Upitis (rena.upitis@queensu.ca or 613 533 

6212). Any ethical concerns about this study can be directed to the Chair of the General Research 

Ethics Board at 513-533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca.   

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

Julia Brook 

PhD Candidate 

 

 

 

mailto:julia.brook@queensu.ca
mailto:rena.upitis@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca


 

201 

 

Consent Form: Focus Group Interview 

 

I understand that my child is being asked to participate in a research project titled Rural Routes: 

Place-Based Music Education in Rural Canadian Communities. 

 

I understand that my child participate in a focus group (30-45 minutes in length), to take place at 

the school and the focus group will be audio-taped and transcribed for analysis.   

 

I understand that there are no known risks, discomforts, or inconveniences associated with 

participation in this research study.  

 

I understand that my child‘s participation is voluntary and that my child may withdraw at any 

time from the research with no consequence, and that I may ask to have my child‘s data removed 

from the study.  

 

I have been assured that my child‘s identity will be kept confidential to the extent possible, 

although I understand that other members of the focus group interview will know my child‘s 

identity, and that they will be asked to keep the conversation confidential.   

 

Questions or concerns about study participation can be directed to me, Julia Brook 

(julia.brook@queensu.ca), or my supervisor Dr. Rena Upitis (rena.upitis@queensu.ca or 613 533 

6212). Any ethical concerns about this study can be directed to the Chair of the General Research 

Ethics Board at 513-533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca.   

 

 

      ******** 

 

 

 

mailto:julia.brook@queensu.ca
mailto:rena.upitis@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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I have read and understand the letter of information. I have had any questions answered to 

my satisfaction. I have kept the letter of information for my records. My signature below 

indicates that I consent to have my child take part in this study.  

 

I have signed one copy of the focus group consent form and kept another copy for my 

records.  

 

 

Name of Child (please print): _________________________________ 

 

Signature of Parent/Guardian: ________________________________ 

 

Date: ____________________________ 
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Appendix B 

Data Collection Instruments: Interview Questions and Questionnaires 

Questions for Teachers 

 

 What is the most salient feature related to music that you want 

your students to achieve? 

 What does music mean to you? 

 What type of music do you listen to? 

 What types of music do you think your students listen to? 

 How do you choose your activities? 

 What types of activities will you include to help meet this 

outcome? 

 What difficulties do you face delivering a music program? 

 What types of live music are in this community? How do they 

relate to your program? 

 What types of extra-curricular music activities (choir, drumming, 

Garage Band) do you have? How have these come about? 

 What do you want your students to know about music when they 

finish Grade 6? 

 Please describe your favorite memory associated with being a 

music teacher at this school. 
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 How do you think music helps you connect to this community? 

 Questions for Principals 

 

 How long have you been a principal at this school? 

 How long have you been working at this school? 

 Why do you think music is important? 

 What role does this music program have in the community—what 

benefits do community members receive from this program? 

 Please describe your involvement in this music program. 

 What challenges do you face in supporting this music program? 

 Please describe your favorite memory associated with this music 

program. 

 How would you feel if there was no music program? 

 How would no music in the schools impact this community? 

 Anything I should have asked, but didn‘t? 
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Questions for Older Students 

 

 When do they perform for others? 

 Where do they have these performances? 

 Who they perform music for---how does that make the students 

feel, how do you think it makes the audience feel? 

 What do you think your students like most about Music Class? 

 What types of music do they listen to outside of school? 

 What types of music do students listen to in school? 

 When you perform Christmas Carols at the retirement home, how 

does that make you feel? 

 How do you feel when you‘re on stage and people clap for you 

after you sing? 

 How would you feel if there was no music in school? 

 How would you feel if there was no music at all? 

 Do you think music is important to your friends? Why? 

 Do you think is important to the people in the coffee shops? Why? 

 What types of music do you compose (make up)? Who do you play 

it for? 

 Anything I should have asked, but didn‘t? 
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Questions for Younger Students:  

Please draw four pictures of yourself:  

 In music class 

o What are you doing? 

o How do you feel when you‘re doing this activity? 

o Are you working alone or with a group? 

o What other types of things do you do in Music class? 

 In a Concert 

o What are you doing? 

o How do you feel when you perform? 

o Who else is there? 

 A home  

o What are you doing? 

o Where are you? 

o How often do you do this? 

 When you Group Up 
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Sample Questionnaire Community Members 
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211 
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Students’ Questionnaire 
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