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Abstract

Canadian institutions of higher education are grappling with decolonization, 
particularly with how to move beyond decolonial and settler colonial theory 
and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s Calls to Action to 
practical and specific strategies for meaningful change in the classroom. To 
that end, this paper offers a case study of a settler instructor’s process of decol-
onization in a popular music analysis course and describes a variety of meth-
ods for decolonizing course design and classroom activities. A discussion of 
how to apply and adapt the author’s methods for different courses, programs, 
and local contexts leads to critical reflection on the impact of these changes on 
student learning and their efficacy in terms of decolonization itself.

Résumé

Les établissements universitaires canadiens continuent de faire face à la 
décolonisation. Il est particulièrement difficile à transformer la théorie (tel que 
celles de la décolonisation et de la colonialisme de peuplement) et les appels 
à l’action de la Commission de vérité et réconciliation du Canada, en résultats 
concrets, pratiques et significatifs pour l’instruction académique. Pour aider, 
l’article présent donne une étude de cas au niveau universitaire: un processus 
de la décolonisation d’un cours d’analyse de la musique populaire par une 
instructrice non autochtone. L’article décrit de stratégies pour décoloniser 
dans la conception et la mise en œuvre des cours. Une discussion sur la 
façon d’appliquer et d’adapter les méthodes présentées pour autres cours, 
programmes, et contextes locaux mène à une réflexion critique sur l’impact 
de ces changements sur l’apprentissage des étudiantes et de l’efficacité de ces 
changements du point de vue de la décolonisation.
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Introduction

Many Canadian higher educators had never considered decolonization until 2015, 
when the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) released its final report 
and its 94 Calls to Action (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). The 
TRC report was not the first time that large-scale calls for decolonization and justice for 
Indigenous1 Peoples in the context of education had been made (Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples, 1996; United Nations, 2007), but the TRC’s recommendations for 
higher education sparked new widespread institutional and individual interest in decolo-
nization and Indigenization. Canadian institutions of higher education have responded 
to the Calls for Action in ways both broad (Universities Canada, 2015) and specific, in-
cluding writing and speaking land acknowledgments, hiring more Indigenous faculty and 
staff, establishing or expanding Indigenous student support centres, developing partner-
ships with local Indigenous communities, hiring or expanding the role of resident Elders 
and knowledge keepers, establishing or expanding an Indigenous Studies department, 
and requiring courses on Indigenous knowledge as part of specific degree programs.2 

Yet there is the danger of treating these Calls to Action as a tokenistic checklist rather 
than an opportunity for meaningful institutional change. There are also the dangers of 
placing the burden for decolonizing and Indigenizing higher education onto Indigenous 
Peoples by asking them to lead the change, and of knowingly or unknowingly appropriat-
ing Indigenous knowledge and pedagogies for use in colonial institutions in a way that is 
recolonizing rather than decolonizing (Hill, 2012; Kuokkanen, 2010; Mihesuah & Wilson, 
2004). The TRC report is clear that decolonization is the responsibility of all educators, 
not just Indigenous ones, and that tokenistic gestures will not meet the criteria for change. 
It follows, then, that decolonization must occur in every discipline, not just in Indigenous 
Studies, and must be a meaningful act. 

However, moving beyond a checklist to the specifics of how to take meaningful ac-
tion as a settler (non-Indigenous) faculty member is challenging. A few case studies exist 
(Iseke-Barnes, 2008; Louie, Poitras-Pratt, Hanson, & Ottman, 2017), but resources are 
scarce. This paper presents a discussion of a specific instance of decolonization by a set-
tler instructor in a particular context in order to inspire reflection and action on the part 
of other settler instructors grappling with the task ahead. The methods to be discussed 
will not present a clear pathway toward decolonization, nor will they serve as a checklist 
of best practices or principles. Rather, the paper outlines a variety of possible steps that 
settler instructors could take as they decolonize their courses, and further, makes visible 
the deep self-reflection necessary to take those steps meaningfully and ethically.

What Is Decolonization?

Some of the difficulty in developing specific actions for decolonization in higher edu-
cation comes from the fact that the term decolonization is complex, with different schol-
ars articulating diverse and sometimes contradictory definitions. Fanon (1963) and other 
postcolonial theorists often write about decolonization in the context of places where the 
colonizers have left, whether by choice or by force, which is a context that has some, but 
not total, relevance for Canada. Numerous settler-colonial theorists (Battell Lowman & 
Barker, 2015; Mackey, 2002; Veracini 2010; Wolfe, 2006) take the notion of decoloniza-
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tion into places such as Canada, the United States, Australia, and New Zealand, where 
Indigenous Peoples face an invasion of settlers that has not ceased. To decolonize in a 
settler-colonial context, Battell Lowman and Barker (2015) argue that three “main pil-
lars” must be addressed: that settler invasion is an ongoing and institutionalized struc-
ture rather than a single event (that is, an activity that takes place in the present as well as 
the past); that settlers intend to stay in the colonized lands rather than return home; and 
that the end goal of settler colonialism is the elimination of Indigenous Peoples (Battell 
Lowman & Barker, 2015, pp. 25–26).

The second of Battell Lowman and Barker’s pillars (the fact that settlers have no in-
tention to return home) brings particular complexities to the task of decolonization in a 
settler-colonial context. Decolonization might not, therefore, mean that settlers return 
all lands to Indigenous Peoples and leave for their countries of origin. Yet Tuck and Yang 
(2012) insist that decolonization is fundamentally rooted in land repatriation, and that 
land itself must be conceived not in settler terms but Indigenous ones, stating that decolo-
nization “must involve the repatriation of land simultaneous to the recognition of how 
land and relations to land have always already been differently understood and enacted” 
(p. 7). When faced with a potential decolonial ultimatum of land repatriation, settler in-
structors might balk from taking any intermediate steps, however small, or might not 
even recognize that there are intermediate steps that can be taken.

Mi’kmaw scholar Marie Battiste (2013) offers a different definition of decolonization, 
one that might leave room for these intermediate steps toward decolonization. Writing 
in terms of decolonizing education specifically, Battiste (2013) compares colonialism to a 
strong river current: 

This imperialistic system of knowledge that is considered the “mainstream” func-
tions like a “keeper” current in a rapidly flowing river or ocean. The keeper current 
drags a person to the bottom and then to the top, but if one fights against the cur-
rent one usually drowns. (p. 107)

However, Battiste (2013) offers a way forward out of this seemingly impossible situation, 
continuing: 

Decolonization then is a process of unpacking the keeper current in education: its 
powerful Eurocentric assumptions of education, its narratives of race and differ-
ence in curriculum and pedagogy, its establishing culturalism or cultural racism as 
a justification for the status quo, and the advocacy for Indigenous knowledge as a 
legitimate education topic. (p. 107)

I use Battiste’s (2013) theorization to interpret decolonization as having two parts: 
first, uncovering Eurocentric elements in the specific context where decolonization will 
happen, and second, finding ways to put Indigenous and settler knowledge on an equal 
footing in terms of both content and pedagogy. The first task involves deep consideration 
of numerous contextual factors, both at the level of the course (discipline, position in 
program, and student and instructor identities and power relationships) and at the level 
of the institution (geographic location, interest and method of decolonization, student 
population, and availability of resources and support). Instructors also must consider 
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Eurocentric elements in terms of local and cultural power dynamics and the relationships 
among the instructor, the institution, and Indigenous Peoples. The second task of decolo-
nization—putting Indigenous and settler knowledge on an equal footing—is what is often 
termed Indigenization.

Just as settler colonialism has existed for centuries and continues today, decoloniza-
tion is also the work of multiple lifetimes. In the context of a single course, decolonization 
cannot be completed in a single iteration: It is a process, not a product. But this does not 
mean it cannot be completed at all. In the remainder of this paper I will discuss an upper-
level undergraduate course on popular music that I have worked to decolonize. I will de-
scribe both successes and challenges in my approach and offer motivation for readers to 
decolonize in their own local contexts.

Exposing Colonialism and Eurocentricism in Music Theory

Understanding and acknowledging the ways in which a discipline is colonial and Euro-
centric is a complicated endeavour. However, there is a danger of spending so much time 
on this first task that decolonizing action and change never happen. The comments that 
follow are deliberately broad and informal observations rather than deep research ground-
ed in extensive evidence. At times I will generalize and even stereotype my home disci-
pline in order to find points of immediate action. I recognize that my home discipline has 
many nuances that are lost in this discussion, and which could inform additional points of 
change, but given the enormity and urgency of the task of decolonization, it is important to 
begin with the basics rather than delay for the sake of a more comprehensive investigation.

Music theory as it is practised in Canadian universities typically involves trying to 
understand how a particular piece of music is put together, how patterns of sound might 
lead to particular interpretations, and how compositional trends might manifest them-
selves in the work of a single composer or in the work of many composers over time. In 
many ways, the field is akin to disciplines such as literature and art history in which a text 
is subject to analysis or close reading. In the case of music theory, the text is music.

Music theory is taught almost exclusively in the context of Bachelor of Music (BMus) 
programs, and so it is important to understand the Eurocentric context of the degree and 
the broader field. European curricular models dating back to the 19th century form the 
basis of most BMus programs in Canada, the United States, and Europe (Rideout, 1990). 
In terms of repertoire, most BMus programs focus mainly on what is referred to as “clas-
sical music” in common parlance and what music scholars might define more precisely as 
Western European art music mostly written between the 18th and 20th centuries (West 
Marvin, 2012). Even before they enter a BMus program, students are expected to be able 
to read Western European music notation, play Western European musical instruments, 
and understand the basics of Western European ideas about the nature of musical sounds 
(often referred to as “the elements of music”), as well as use standard music listening 
strategies for this repertoire. The four-year BMus program focuses on deepening these 
skills. While there has been a push in the last few years toward expansion and diversi-
fication of this standard curriculum (College Music Society, 2014; Moore, 2017; Sarath, 
Meyers, & Shehan Campbell, 2017), it remains unclear how much this has changed in-
stitutional programs or individual teaching practices. It is my sense that responses to 
these conversations have come more in the realm of repertoire than in analytical or epis-
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temological approach; that is, broadening the content without questioning the analytical 
lenses applied to it or the people who are invited to apply them. 

Given this Eurocentric context for BMus programs generally, it is no surprise that 
music theory itself is similarly Eurocentric. While the discipline is broadening in terms 
of its repertoire focus, classical music remains at its centre. Furthermore, the epistemo-
logical and methodological orientation of the discipline, its “ways of knowing and doing,” 
are firmly rooted in a European orientation (Bent & Pople, 2001; Christensen, 2002) that 
privileges written forms of communication, particularly Western European music nota-
tion (Cook, 2014). Yet the discipline mostly takes as given these colonial elements and 
Eurocentric orientations. Questions of decolonization and Indigenization have entered 
music theory’s disciplinary conversations about curricula only once to my knowledge 
(Douglas, 2010), although many Canadian music departments and professional societies 
are beginning to discuss it informally.

One broad area for decolonizing music theory, then, has to do with recognizing the 
colonial origins of the discipline. Making these elements visible to students could be as 
simple as a change in course title (“Western European Art Music Theory I” or “The Mate-
rials of Western European Art Music I” rather than “Music Theory I” or “The Materials of 
Music I”), or could be addressed through verbal or written statements in the classroom, 
on a syllabus, or as part of an assignment description. But there are many actions instruc-
tors can take within a course that can provide more meaningful decolonization, even in 
a discipline as rooted in colonial and Eurocentric practices as music theory. The follow-
ing discussion of decolonial actions undertaken in the design and implementation of an 
upper-year seminar on popular music analysis provides a detailed example. 

Decolonization in a Popular Music Analysis Course

I will employ a narrative or storytelling format for discussion of my decolonizing 
course revisions. Numerous Indigenous scholars (Archibald, 2008; Armstrong, 2013; 
Davis, 2014; King, 2003; Kovach, 2009; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012) have discussed the impor-
tance of stories and storytelling as a research method or discursive strategy. However, at 
the time when I taught this course and wrote the first drafts of this paper, I was unaware 
of this work; put another way, I was at a different place in my decolonization journey. In-
stead, I drew inspiration from settler scholars in my home discipline of music theory who 
have used narrative structures to challenge disciplinary discursive norms for purposes 
other than explicit decolonization (Kielian-Gilbert, 1994; Korsyn, 2003; Krebs, 1999). 
Storytelling is also an integral part of my own family’s culture, thanks to my mother who 
wove magical tales for my siblings and me on every long car ride and who has made 
picture books come alive for generations of preschool children in my hometown. In this 
paper, a narrative structure will allow readers to see the stages and steps in my process 
of decolonization, further emphasizing that it is a journey rather than a finished product.

When I proposed a special topics course on popular music analysis to my department 
chair, I knew that decolonization would also be a part of the course. Therefore, at the be-
ginning of my course design process, I met with Indigenous staff and faculty on campus. 
In my small campus context, this entailed meeting with an Indigenous Support Services 
coordinator and an Indigenous colleague from another department. While neither was an 
expert in my discipline, those conversations did shape my thinking as I considered other 



CJHE / RCES Volume 49, No. 1, 2019

130Strategies for Settler Decolonization / R. Attas

aspects of course design. In the context of my typical course design practice, this change 
was a significant step toward decolonization, since I had never before thought to consult 
with Indigenous people as I prepared a discipline-specific course. Now I consider it a 
fundamental starting point, a manifestation of the maxim “Don’t do anything about us 
without us.” In future courses, I would build on these relationships, and work to forge ad-
ditional relationships with Indigenous musicians that could shape course design further.

As I brainstormed other course design elements, I considered the degree to which I 
wanted to make decolonizing practices visible to students. I chose not to mention some of 
my strategies to students, while I clearly identified others as “decolonizing music theory.” 
For this course, having students grapple with the topic of decolonization in music theory 
at the same time as they grappled with analytical methods was an informal goal. I did not 
design any formal learning outcomes related to decolonization, nor did I ever assess it, 
although that might be a consideration for future iterations.

My choice of course content was a major site for decolonization. In North American 
music theory courses, the musical repertoire (the “texts” that will be analyzed) is an im-
portant component of content. Given that my repertoire for this course was popular mu-
sic, I had the potential to shatter my discipline’s typical Eurocentric focus on Western 
European classical music, or at least to critique it, since popular musicians come from a 
range of identities and cultural backgrounds. However, music theory courses in Canada 
and the United States and academic research both typically focus on genres with close ties 
to Western European musical norms and white male musicians (despite the recognition 
that the genre does feature a blend of cultural traditions in its history). 

To counter this lack of diversity, I used a different winner from the Polaris Music Prize 
as the focus for each of the six units in the course. The Polaris Prize is awarded annually to 
a Canadian album released in the preceding year, and both the prize’s initial longlist and 
its final winners include a remarkable amount of diversity by many measures. Diversifying 
does not equate with decolonizing and Indigenizing, but in the case of the Polaris Prize, 
Indigenous artists feature prominently, making it easy for me to choose Indigenous artists 
for two of the six course units. The prize’s perception as an “indie” music award, despite 
the claim in its mission statement to award prizes without regard to genre (Polaris Music, 
n.d.), also raises questions about the validity of genre categories in music more broadly. 
While answering such questions was outside the scope of the course, this situation did 
introduce some ambiguity that was helpful in terms of unsettling expectations and norms.

I thus increased Indigenous content in terms of repertoire, but this still left the second 
half of music theory course content: analytical approach. Given the historical orientation 
of the discipline as described previously, it is no surprise that Eurocentric analytical meth-
ods and ways of thinking about music (including the definition of what it means to analyze 
music in the first place) are the often-unspoken norm in the discipline. I paired six different 
analytical methods with each of my artist-focused units, and all but one method was based 
on standard analytical practices in my field. In remaining mostly true to Eurocentric ana-
lytical practice and epistemology, I did not escape a Eurocentric focus, but I was able to ex-
pose this colonial focus to students through critical discussions at the end of each unit. I set 
the tone with the opening classes of the semester, where students read and discussed texts 
on systems of music transcription and notation. This exposed the commonly held fallacy of 
Western European music notation as the only form of music notation and annotation of the 
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score as the only form of music analysis. It also led to broader questions about the purpose 
of notating music and sounds and the benefits and drawbacks of doing so. Such discussions 
are sometimes present in research articles in the field of popular music analysis, but are 
rarely, if ever, connected to notions of Eurocentricism and decolonizing practices.

My typical pedagogical style in the course also played a role in my decolonization ef-
forts, although my teaching style was developed long before I knew of the existence of the 
term decolonization, and might just as easily be labeled as “democratizing” or “learner-
centred” rather than “decolonizing.” I deliberately fostered student agency and choice over 
certain aspects of their learning, because at the time I had an informal understanding of 
decolonization as rebalancing power relationships of all kinds, and I wanted to begin to 
rebalance the power relationship between me and my students. I let students take control 
over a portion of their grade for the course by asking them to justify and assign their own 
participation grades (worth 15% of their final grade). I physically decentred my author-
ity in the classroom by arranging desks in a circle rather than in rows toward a podium. 
I asked students to participate in their own learning through the use of active learning 
strategies throughout the semester; with a small class of seven this was easy to achieve, 
but authors including Allen and Tanner (2005) and Kerr (2011) have discussed how to use 
active learning strategies effectively in large-enrollment courses. A deeper question that I 
continue to ponder is the degree to which pedagogies enacted by a settler instructor can 
truly be considered decolonizing: If the instructor is not ceding power and space to In-
digenous Peoples, if there is no Indigenous voice or physical presence in the classroom, is 
decolonization happening? On the other hand, my attention to student agency and choice 
reveals that I was thinking more about power relationships in the classroom than I would 
have been if I were not intentionally seeking to decolonize, which is an important first step.

I used several strategies to make decolonization explicit for students. These strategies 
may seem either simplistic or revolutionary to readers depending on their own unique 
histories, disciplinary affiliations, and institutional contexts. Informally considering my 
discipline of music theory, all of these strategies would likely be considered revolutionary, 
or possibly outside the realm of the discipline (“that’s not music theory” is a charge I can 
imagine being levelled against some of these examples). This is part of why decoloniza-
tion must be done with attention to specific local contexts and conventions: what is cut-
ting-edge for me in my discipline might be commonplace for someone else, or vice versa.

I included my institution’s territorial acknowledgment on the first page of my syllabus, 
and read it out on the first day, moving beyond a tokenistic gesture to describe my per-
sonal sense of being a guest on the land of others during a recent powwow.3 I discussed 
settler/Indigenous issues in the two units of the course in which Indigenous musicians 
were featured (Buffy Sainte-Marie, Piapot Plains Cree First Nation; and Tanya Tagaq, 
Inuk). This choice might appear to be problematic because I talked about Indigenous 
issues with Indigenous artists and did not talk about specific issues tied to the identities 
of other artists (for instance, women’s issues with female musician Feist). In both cases, 
however, the artists led me to the topics through their work, since both Sainte-Marie and 
Tagaq forefront such concerns in their art. I was also attentive to the way I presented 
these two units, placing them at different places in the semester rather than leaving them 
for the end, and maintaining a focus on music analysis (rather than political advocacy) to 
the same degree as the settler artists featured in other units. Since both artists participate 
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in the capitalist system of commercial pop music by selling their albums publicly and 
charging admission for live concerts, I felt no concerns about including their music in a 
classroom setting; however, other Indigenous musical genres would require different ap-
proaches (Palmer, 2007).

In the unit on Buffy Sainte-Marie, the overall analytical consideration was on theories 
of interaction between words and music. My students and I analyzed Sainte-Marie’s lyrics 
in terms of researcher identity and knowledge, discussing what we as analysts knew and 
did not know about the historical events Sainte-Marie describes in songs such as “Bury My 
Heart at Wounded Knee” and “Now That the Buffalo’s Gone,” and how that might impact 
the way we listened to and analyzed her work. I took a class period to let Sainte-Marie 
speak for herself by showing a video of a lecture she’d given at the Canadian Museum for 
Human Rights (Sainte-Marie, 2016). Then, I facilitated a class analysis of a spoken-word 
performance Sainte-Marie gave within the lecture. By engaging with the video as an art-
work in itself, I validated the importance of Sainte-Marie’s lecture in terms of the learning 
outcomes of the course, rather than treating the video as a fun diversion from the course’s 
primary content.

In the unit on Tanya Tagaq, I began by teaching students about katajjaq, a practice 
often translated as throat singing or throat games, found in communities across the east-
ern Canadian Arctic and typically enacted by two women (Cavanagh, 1976; Nattiez, 1983). 
Tagaq’s practice is derived from katajjaq, although it is not the same thing (Nelles, 2015; 
Przybylski, 2016). My discussion of katajjaq brought new Indigenous musical content 
into the course, but my approach was also important. Rather than treating Western Eu-
ropean music as the norm and katajjaq as the exotic “Other,” a view many of my stu-
dents tended to express in class discussions, I talked about and modeled ways to place the 
two music cultures on equal ground, starting by simply identifying my colonial listener 
tendency to exoticize non-Western music. I also took Tagaq’s strong public advocacy for 
particular issues, such as climate change and missing and murdered Indigenous women 
and girls, as the starting point for the musical analyses we explored as a class, expanding 
notions of what it means to analyze music in the first place.

These various actions would have presented my students with a music theory course 
far more decolonized than current undergraduate textbooks would suggest is common in 
my discipline. However, I wanted to make decolonization a visible course theme. Mid-
semester, I took a 90-minute class period to consider with my students what colonial 
and decolonial practices in music theory might look like. I deliberately positioned this 
class halfway through the semester, at a point when there was considerable trust and 
rapport among the group. Two days before the class meeting, I asked students to prepare 
thoughts on four questions: (1) “What does it mean to colonize?” (2) “What does it mean 
to decolonize?” (3) “What are some colonial practices of music theory?” (4) “How could 
we remove those colonizing practices?” I also assigned each student a particular rela-
tionship (e.g., “the relationship between humans and nature,” “the relationship between 
music and sound,” or “the relationship between music and spirituality/religion”) to try 
to uncover what a Western approach to that relationship might be. These preparatory 
exercises were all informal and no-stakes reflections rather than deep or research-based 
critiques that would be graded. 

I had some general themes in mind for the discussion on the day itself, including con-
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necting the discussion of colonization and decolonization to music theory and analysis, 
but I deliberately left the class time open to allow in-the-moment conversations to shape 
the class. To guard against any student responses that “this isn’t music theory,” I gave 
a short opening speech framing the class within the context of broader disciplinary dis-
cussions on race and gender, explaining to students the ways in which my professional 
society had engaged with issues related to decolonization without addressing decoloni-
zation itself. We spent the bulk of our time with the first discussion question, consider-
ing the difference between colonization and decolonization. Students worked together 
at the classroom’s two blackboards to brainstorm both general responses and the ways 
the terms might apply to music theory specifically, and I allowed them to work together 
without my input before we sat in a circle to discuss as a group. In retrospect, this class 
period was a critical moment that helped the class prepare for the unit on Tanya Tagaq at 
the end of the semester.

My final example of decolonizing practices resulted from a private interaction with 
an international student in my course. In her final paper, the student wanted to draw a 
connection between Colombian-Canadian musician Lido Pimienta’s music and what the 
student described as “powwow” music, a connection I believed to be unfounded. I strug-
gled to shape our conversations in a way that respected my student’s cultural background 
and her stage of learning about Canada’s historical and present-day engagement with 
Indigenous Peoples, but that also deepened her understanding of decolonization and the 
dangers of asserting superficial cultural connections in a musical analysis. A year later, I 
believe the best strategy would have been to focus on music theory’s disciplinary practices 
and to ask the student to produce clear musical evidence that would demonstrate a simi-
larity or influence. At the time, I tried to be open to her views, but found myself constantly 
fighting an instinct to shut down her ideas entirely as “not politically correct.” I realized 
through this encounter that decolonization changes dramatically depending on the stu-
dents in the classroom, and that my own instincts are not always appropriate. As I have 
learned more about understandings of decolonization in a global context, I am increas-
ingly sensitive to the possibility that international students can face a sort of colonization 
when they study abroad, and in future teaching and research I intend to investigate this 
possibility more deeply.

The preceding discussion of decolonizing a course may appear to be unreproducible, 
rooted as it is in a single discipline, institution, instructor, and student group. However, 
while the context is specific, the strategies are not. Below is a list of generalized strategies 
used in decolonizing my course, listed in the order in which they occur in the text above. 
This list of strategies is not exhaustive, but it does begin to meet the demand for specific 
ways of decolonizing that address the TRC’s Calls to Action.

• Read/teach key texts in decolonization and settler-colonial theory.
• Uncover colonial/Eurocentric elements of a discipline.
• Expose colonial/Eurocentric elements of a discipline (to colleagues and students).
• Meet with Indigenous people and resource centres on campus.
• Consider incorporating decolonization into a learning goal or learning outcome.
• Consider whether to assess students’ learning in terms of decolonization.
• Include Indigenous course content (videos, readings, music, etc.).
• Broaden and/or critique disciplinary approaches to content.
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• Teach diverse ways of knowing rather than one single (Eurocentric) way of knowing.
• Connect classroom teaching strategies to decolonization.
• Consider power relationships in the classroom.
• Consider local context (geography, institution, department, students, classroom space).
• Include a territorial acknowledgment on the syllabus; explain it and speak it on the 

first day of class and later in the semester as appropriate.
• Let Indigenous perspectives (whether general or individual) guide approaches to 

course content.
• Place Indigenous and Eurocentric knowledge on equal footing and make that deci-

sion transparent for students.
• Discuss Indigenous/settler issues within a discipline.
• Discuss the implications of colonization/decolonization for a discipline.
• Consider the multiple and intersectional identities present among students and faculty.

Reflections on the Incomplete Process of Decolonization

I do not want to claim my course is a total success in decolonization, as there are many 
ways my work could be critiqued. Most fundamentally, my course did nothing to return 
any land to the Mi’kmaq Peoples upon whose territory my then-institution rests, nor did 
I ever discuss the idea of land repatriation with my students. Almost as problematic is the 
fact that a settler led the entire course and there were no Indigenous people physically 
present in the classroom through the entire semester. 

I worked to expose Eurocentric aspects of my discipline, and explored multiple per-
spectives on music analysis with my students. Two of the six units focused on Indigenous 
musicians, and Indigenous issues featured prominently at multiple times in the course. 
However, none of the course readings were by Indigenous authors, and none of the ana-
lytical methods were Indigenous approaches to music or analysis. The fundamental lens 
through which we discussed music analysis, and music itself, continued to be a Western 
European one.

There were times when decolonization was too uncomfortable, and I backed away. A 
colleague gave me the contact information for a local Indigenous drummer who might 
be willing to serve as a guest speaker, but, having already contacted two people I had 
never previously met—the campus Indigenous coordinator and a community Elder—I 
had reached my limit in terms of stepping outside my comfort zone, and never followed 
up. With a year’s perspective, I see this moment as a clear example of my colonial white 
settler privilege, in that these identities give me the power to control my own level of dis-
comfort and to face no consequence when I back away.

This comment leads to the importance of self-reflection and self-analysis in decoloni-
zation efforts. I am, by nature, a reflective person who is willing to consider decolonization 
of a course and of myself at a deep level. I am also fairly self-aware in terms of my own risk 
tolerance. Instructors who are not so innately reflective will need to build time into course 
design and implementation to consider the degree of risk (both professional and per-
sonal) they are willing to take as they make changes to their courses. When considering 
the degree of risk, however, I would caution settlers not to become too complacent. Tuck 
and Yang (2012), building on Mawhinney (1998), describe various settler “moves to in-
nocence” as “those strategies or positionings that attempt to relieve the settler of feelings 
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of guilt or responsibility without giving up land or power or privilege, without having to 
change much at all” (p. 10). In a related vein, Battell Lowman and Barker (2015) describe 
settler “moves to comfort” as ways of avoiding responsibility and action by “proving—if 
only to ourselves—that we are doing everything we can and therefore have nothing to feel 
bad about, really” (p. 99). Decolonization is the responsibility of every settler, and with 
that responsibility comes discomfort. To me, such discomfort is a small price to pay for 
the genocide inflicted upon Indigenous Peoples in the country I call Canada since Euro-
pean contact (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015).

In sharing my struggles with decolonization, I do not wish to suggest that this whole 
endeavour was a failure. Rather, I want to be clear that there is a long way to go before 
we can claim that a course or a program has been “decolonized.” It is a process, not a 
product, and I take inspiration from Battell Lowman and Barker (2015) who write that 
“well-intentioned Settler Canadians must be driven to seek discomfort or risk falling into 
complacency and self-congratulations for hard work already done, missing the vast strug-
gle that remains before us” (p. 106). In this paper, I can claim that I began the process of 
decolonization, but I must also acknowledge that there is much more for me to do.

Conclusion

Since I did not make decolonization an explicit learning outcome, I have little concrete 
evidence that my strategies were effective in terms of student learning and growth. In a 
future study, I hope to measure this more explicitly, while recognizing that decolonization 
is a personal and individual process of change that is difficult to measure. For the course 
discussed in this paper, I have evidence that I prompted my students to take steps on 
their own decolonizing journeys. On the last day of the course, I asked students to write 
anonymous responses to the question “What did you learn in this course?” I told them 
that the learning they addressed could relate to course content or to themselves. Of the six 
responses, two mentioned the Indigenous content specifically, which I think is significant 
given that they were not prompted to do so. One student wrote: 

This, along with the Music in Canada class, was the first time I’ve ever had a course 
that talked about Indigenous issues. This seems to be especially rare in music 
courses so I feel like that aspect was super important for my overall education. 
(Personal communication, 30 November 2017)

Another student wrote: 

I’ve also learned much more than music in this class; we’ve focused on indigenous 
[sic] issues and other current [sic] issues which is new for theory! (for me). (Per-
sonal communication, 30 November 2017)

The students in this course shaped this work immensely. I am grateful that they en-
thusiastically engaged with my teaching style, the course content, and the numerous 
non-traditional class activities and discussion topics I presented to them. My efforts at 
decolonization would have been far more challenging if I had encountered resistance in 
the classroom, a resistance I felt the following semester when I worked to decolonize first- 
and second-year required music theory courses. These seven women were active partners 
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in the effort to decolonize this popular music class, and I could not have done what I did 
without them. As both Indigenous and settler educators continue on their journeys into 
decolonization, we must remember that we are always bringing others along with us. By 
sharing our individual journeys and individual efforts, we will inspire and teach others 
and collectively bring about much-needed institutional change.

Endnotes
1  In this paper, I follow current academic and United Nations practice and use the term 

Indigenous to refer to the First Peoples in the land I know as Canada. However, I rec-
ognize that this term is a generalization of a diverse group of people and that individu-
als have the right to name their own identities. 

2  For a comprehensive list of institutional strategies for decolonization, see Pete (2016).
3  At the time I taught this course, I understood myself to be a guest on Indigenous 

lands. I have since learned that such a characterization is inaccurate, and would now 
describe myself as an uninvited guest or, in the case of the powwow, as a visitor. How-
ever, I have preserved the term guest in the main text to highlight my position at the 
time within an ongoing process of decolonization.
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