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Revisiting the Interplays of Sound, Meaning, Education 23 
 

jashen edwards and Rebecca Rinsema 

 

This special issue emerges from a collaboration between the international organization Sound, 

Meaning, Education (SME) and the International Institute for Critical Studies in Improvisation’s 

Improvisation Festival (IF) at the University of Guelph, which took place between October 20–

22, 2023. The event also coincided with the inauguration of IICSI’s state-of-the-art ImprovLab: a 

new research hub for exploring the ways improvisational dispositions and practices can speak 

to some of the most pressing issues currently facing society. Indeed, it did not go unnoticed that 

ten days before, in response to Hamas militants’ attack at Nova Music Festival in the Negev 

desert, war was afoot and war crimes soon followed via Israeli retaliation. As delegates mingled 

during the pre-conference dinner, some spoke to the precarity and fragility of the socio-political 

moment, sharing concerns, solidarities, and wonderment. Conversations arose as to the 

rationale, intent, and efficacy of holding such events as IF and our conference. Now, more than 

two years later, we are still in a moment. What we felt and expressed then (which is similar to 

what we’re feeling and experiencing now) was indicated at the outset of that weekend’s events 

in the Land Acknowledgement: 
 

We recognize the significance of the Dish with One Spoon Covenant to this land, a  

peace agreement made between Indigenous nations before the Europeans arrived. It  

characterizes our collective responsibility to each other and Mother Earth to take only  

what we need, leave enough for others and keep the dish clean. We would also like to  

acknowledge that during these critical times of horrific atrocities and divisiveness  

reverberating across Mother Earth, it is all the more significant that meetings and  

conversations such as ours today happen; as they not only counter the hegemonic and  

destructive nature of colonization’s utter catastrophes, but also provide an alternative  

space to contemplate a future where collaboration, co-creation, and improvisation meet  

en route to realizing and actualizing more sustainable and compassionate ways of  

sensing, knowing, and being in/with/to the world and the things.  

 

Thus, with that intention set, we embarked on a three-day deep dive into stimulating 

conversations, profound insights, and poignant moments of community building. The conference 

and festival participants, sound artists, musicians, graduate students, arts practitioners, 

teachers of all kinds, community activists, and sound/music researchers shared a brilliant 

constellation of ideas and sound, bridging that persistent gap between theory and practice.  

 

The SME 23 conference at Guelph was the organization’s first in-person conference, held two 

years after the inaugural online conference in 2021. SME 21 had brought together for the first 

time sound studies pioneers and the field of music education, broadly construed, into 

conversation. SME 23 further emphasized improvisation, as related to sound theory/research 

and pedagogical practice, along with the conversations that were emphasized in the first 

conference. The collaboration between SME and IF was the embodiment of Ajay Heble’s work 

and commitment to community, scholarship, and artistic citizenship (which you can explore in 
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depth in a recent issue of Critical Studies in Improvisation/Études Critiques en Improvisation). 

Through his decades-long career as founding director of the Guelph Jazz Festival, and as co-

founder of ICASP (Improvisation, Community, and Social Practice) and the International 

Institute for Critical Studies in Improvisation (IICSI), he says: 

 

I believe that community partners such as festivals afford a unique site for a breadth of 

outreach to new, diverse, and broadly-based knowledge-users. Festival partnerships 

have enabled us to reach many non-academic audiences with our research, audiences 

we wouldn’t necessarily expect to tap into with more conventional models of 

scholarship.1  

 

The collaboration also embodied the SME organization’s primary goal of building a community 

and connections for those dedicated to the exploration of how sounds (music included) and 

improvisational framings constitute our world and experiences within it. 

 

SME 23 hosted nineteen research-based presentations, eleven interactive workshops, five 

dynamic performances, one keynote talk, and one featured artist. This international body of 

scholars, artists, and practitioners represented an array of perspectives and practices centred 

around sound, improvisation, and sensorial ways of knowing and being in the world (see the 

SME 23 full program). Their presence and contributions made the weekend a truly special 

occasion for all. Drawing upon a range of research methodologies, conceptual framings, and 

artistic practices, SME 23 nurtured a space for scholarship promoting exploration, curiosity, and 

dialogue. From improvisational games inviting musical creativity to sonic art integrating 

experimental electronics, puppetry, and AI visuals; from hearing newly designed musical 

instruments to listening to local ambience on a semi-guided soundwalk—SME 23 provided 

multisensory participation. The energy over those three days was infectious. An obvious next 

step was to engage in another collaboration: between SME and Critical Studies in Improvisation 

/ Études critiques en improvisation via a special issue. In keeping with the spirit of mutual 

support that defined the tandem event, contributors in this issue are those who participated in 

both SME and IF.  

 

Jonathan De Souza provided the keynote for the SME conference and, naturally, the first 

contribution in this special issue. De Souza calls our attention to the common pitfall of 

emphasizing the mind and body in improvisation processes as a binary; a more illuminating 

perspective, instead, explores the interplay between the mind and the body. The tandem SME 

and IF event existed in that illuminating space of interplay between ‘binaries’ that are often over-

emphasized in academic spaces in and around sound and music. This special issue reflects 

that interplay in terms of methodology: we have ordered the contributions to move from 

analytical/explicit methods to metaphorical/implicit methods, which loosely map to mind/body. 

Further, each one of the contributions illuminates various instantiations of that interplay, 

regardless of methodology, as we describe below.  

 

De Souza’s keynote theme resonates and replicates on multiple levels of this project: within the 

SME/IF collaboration, within this special issue, as well as within each individual contribution. As 

https://www.criticalimprov.com/index.php/csieci/issue/view/512
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1nMpnGsya2yoXJ9QnlSi1RIAXNOcGjj7l_nmDVgg2zXQ/edit?tab=t.0
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a counterpoint to, and interplay with, De Souza’s keynote, Ed Sarath’s featured workshop 

invited participants into a collaborative improvisational space: individuals began to constitute an 

embodied whole during the session, a process that replicated in other contexts throughout the 

conference. With that powerful memory in mind/body from those three days in Guelph, in 

perusing the program in preparation for this editorial, and rereading the pieces herein, it became 

clear to us (SME organizers) that what we had experienced were constellations in 

conversation—fractals signifying shared resonances across topics making for a rich, layered, 

and multidimensional tapestry of thinking (mind) and practice (body).  

         

Laura Menard and Doug S. Friesen enter through a pedagogical lens, examining ways “sonic 

permission” is granted and governed in classroom environments, advocating for what they call 

“sonic egalitarianism,” impelling educators to deepen their understanding of agency and create 

and shape conditions for students to have equal opportunities to “sound out.” In the spirit of 

collaboration, they invite readers to listen and join in a “sonic attunement exercise.” Jake 

Sokolov-Gonzalez turns our attention to phenomena in and around sensory processing 

disorder, a diagnosis often associated with Autism, wherein perception, cognition, and action 

are out of sync, causing both physical and social alienation. Sokolov-Gonzalez indicates how 

“blurred boundaries between one’s sense of self and sense of the world demand certain forms 

of relation and decision-making that are associated with improvisation—situated ongoing 

negotiations with an environment filled with surprise” (1). He thus challenges the aesthetic and 

medical paradigms that imagine Autistic behaviour to be non-relational, repositioning stimming 

as a quintessentially improvisational mode of relation. Moving into the realm of intuition and 

telepathic capabilities, Craig Dongoski offers a multimodal approach to visual arts via exploring 

correlations between the sonic and the graphical. As drawing implies an aural artefact (e.g., 

sound of pencil on paper), Dongoski demonstrates the communicative possibilities inherent in 

the sounds of drawing. The series of drawings accompanying this piece is a delight to engage 

as they elucidate the confluence of sound and image.  

 

Walter Gershon’s contribution, an example of experimental sonic scholarship, extends the role 

of author to one of being musician, sound engineer, mixer, and editor. Gershon argues that if 

everything is, on some level, improvisational, it is our improvisations that combine to construct 

our systems of understanding. From this perspective, how one can improvise is an expression 

of the kinds of possibilities a given system can engender. Conversely, if everything is 

improvised, one can improvise otherwise towards change. Readers of this article are invited to 

become critical listeners taking in layers of tenor saxophone, congas, and voice. At last, Elk 

Paauw contributes a visual-audio zine detailing how to engage in a phenomenological reading 

of ambient music to “key into” our surroundings, thereby opening up our minds relationally to our 

environment and non-human subjects. Paauw writes, “In surviving against late-stage capitalism 

and the destruction of our planet, keying into relations between non-human beings can forge 

new paths of resistance and revolt against the status quo of climate denial and inaction, and 

ambient music is just one tool we can use to build awareness of our interconnectedness and 

thus open up new ways of being” (15). 
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The multidisciplinary and multi-sensorial interplay that made SME 23 memorable have been 

reassembled here in this special issue. We hope readers/viewers/listeners reflect on the various 

ways sound, meaning, education, and improvisation intersect, and are inspired to create and 

engage in more equitable, diverse, and inclusive spaces of creativity and criticality. 

 

We are grateful to Esther Gámez and Joe Sorbara for their contributions as editorial advisors for 

this special issue, which included reviewing all submissions. At the conference, Gámez and Dr. 

Wilfrido Terrazas led us in a fascinating exploration of collaborative sound improvisation; Tarot 

cards illustrated by Gámez served as inspiration. Gámez has generously allowed us to include 

her artwork from Tarot cards as part of this special issue. The images are meant to inspire 

expression, thought, and conversation, as well as to remind SME 23 participants of their 

experience at the conference. 

 

SME organizers would also like to extend a special thank you to Ajay Heble and the IICSI/IF 

staff, as well as the IICSI community of students and faculty who welcomed us into their space 

wholeheartedly. SME would not have been possible without their generous contributions and 

those from the government of Canada’s Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

(SSHRC) which supports postsecondary-based research, research training, and knowledge 

mobilization activities. SME is grateful to Sam Boer, managing editor of CSI/ÉCI, and the entire 

editorial board for their commitment to carry the SME 23 conversations forward into this special 

issue.  

 

Rebecca Rinsema and jashen edwards 

SME co-organizers 

 

Note 
 
1 Personal email correspondence with Ajay Heble, 18 Feb. 2026. 


