
  Shieh   1 

In Search of Strange Communities in Music Education [OUTLINE]1 

 

Presented to the Big Ten Academic Alliance Music Education Conference | October 11, 2018 

Eric Shieh, Metropolitan Expeditionary Learning School 

eshieh@metropolitanels.com 

 

1. Prologue 

This is a talk about traditions, about strangeness, and about decolonization in music education. 

 

 

 

                                                
1 This outline emphasizes illustrations and citations. Apart from introductory and summary material in each section, 
text that does not include key citations have been removed in the interest of brevity. Contact Eric Shieh for a copy of 
the full text. 
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2. Act 1: In Which Eric Finds Chinese Men Sexy for the First Time: 
An Unexpected Act of Decolonization 
 

Last year, in my third visit to China and for the first time in my life, I found Chinese men to be 

sexy. I happen to be Chinese-American, originally from Missouri. I’ll let you put the 

implications together for yourself. 

 

 

I will be speaking of colonization and decolonization in broader and in more personal ways than 

nations and hemispheres.2 It turns out that, for me, decolonization has quite a bit to do with 

music. 

                                                
2 Following the presentation, several colleagues asked whether my use of the term decolonization was appropriate 
along these lines, whether I threaten erasure of the term’s necessary and perhaps originary use in relation to the 
sovereignty of indigenous populations. As I prepare this outline, it is with two thoughts along these lines. First, that 
my work and thinking here falls short of an ethical standard if they do not link up, in solidarity with this larger 
political and pedagogical movement. This essay, at its best, does fail to recognize what is owed in the use of the 
term. Second, I suggest that decolonization as an organizing term also works broadly at the displacement of Western 
knowledges, bridging material settlement with cultural colonization—this is the work of Fanon, of Malcom X, of 
Gayatri Spivak, of Fred Moten, who remind us that the cultural is material. This organizing has been material to 
me—gay, Asian, midwestern, settler, and unaware—and I have traced myself through its imperatives for much of 
my life, as I suggest here. My gratitude to Juliet Hess, Ann Clements, and Carlos Rodriguez for their conversations. 
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You see, last year on a hunch I found myself in the city of Xiamen, in the Fujian province of 

China, where a grandfather I never met went to school. I was invited by Randall Allsup, who 

many of you may know as a researcher and tireless advocate for what he calls “open” 

classrooms. Allsup was convening music educators from several different countries in Xiamen to 

write a series of operas together, nominally as an exercise in creativity across difference.3 In his 

conception, the music classroom ought to be a place where all kinds of interests and inheritances 

might intersect in daring, new ways (Allsup, 2016). 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Kn7zz7lmOI 

                                                
3 The line of questioning in this essay, and the term “strange communities,” originates from a conversation with 
Randall Allsup in which we wondered whether there was anything in this work that might work against broader 
colonial discourses that were very present in the spaces that had been created. 
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3. On Traditions and Strangenesses 

Let me elaborate on my first suggestion—that we should think about tradition in music education 

as spatial. 

 

 

Simply put, there isn’t one direction of innovation, and there certainly isn’t one tradition of 

music or one tradition of pedagogy. I think we often mistake convergences in our profession, 

where a significant number of music educators are working within the same tradition, as a 

unitary Tradition Of Music Education. But it’s important to remind ourselves that there are—

despite what can only be called dominance—many traditions out there, and that there are many 

kinds of music educators. We do our profession disservice by pretending all these ways of 

teaching music are not funded by tradition. 

 

In this presentation I use the word tradition to refer to a particular musical or pedagogical or 

disciplinary form. You can work within a tradition4: 

                                                
4 These examples are just for illustration—in reality, there are subgroups and intersections and changes over time 
and place that for the sake of making a point I haven’t attempted to draw here. 
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You can work within a pedagogy: 

 

As far as innovation goes, there are ways to be innovative within traditions, and such innovations 

happen all the time. Despite their connotation of sameness or timelessness, traditions are always 

evolving and changing.  
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There are also ways to be innovative with or through traditions—and this is something I have 

written on elsewhere as a way of thinking of musical independence (Shieh & Allsup, 2016).  

 

Sometimes this kind of use of varied musical traditions is referred to as engaging in a kind of 

multimodal literacy, particularly when you combine it with other forms of communication, and I 

think Elizabeth Moje’s work speaks very much to this. 

 

But what I’m reaching for in this presentation isn’t simply the use of multiple musical traditions. 

In my mind, though it is something we certainly did in Xiamen, it falls short of describing what 

several of my colleagues and I experienced there and its impact on us. There’s very little strange 

in multiple musical traditions sharing space together—our musical lives certainly look more like 

this—though it’s probably rarer than we’d like to admit in our music classrooms: 
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Sigmund Freud (1919) once attempted to get at a sense of strangeness when he wrote an essay on 

the feeling of unheimlich, which we might translate in English as the “uncanny.” He points to the 

fact that we don’t find something uncanny simply because it’s foreign to us, but rather when it’s 

eerily familiar. An uncanny connection. It’s the interplay of the familiar and the unfamiliar that 

makes something strange.  

 

Postcolonial scholar Gayatri Spivak (2003) suggests we might talk about the feeling as 

something we get when the foreign is made to feel like home, or the home foreign to us (pp. 57-

58). She’s discussing that feeling of displacement we sometimes get when reading a novel whose 

narrator is dramatically different from us. So strangeness not simply an experience of distance or 

newness, but an experience of its simultaneous reversal: distance brought close, and the close 

made far, a shifting bout of recognition and misrecognitions and suddenly you feel like a stranger 

to yourself. 
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Maybe not distance between musical traditions, but dislocation, is what I’m trying to describe 

here. Another way to put it might be point out that as educators, we’re often really good at 

collapsing distance. At building bridges or scaffolds to new knowledges, of connecting to prior 

knowledge. This new kind of music, we might say to a student, is like what you already know in 

these kinds of ways. In Vicky Lind and Constance McKoy’s recent book on Culturally 

Responsive Teaching in Music Education (2016), there’s an example of a teacher that tries to 

bridge her students and Baroque music by teaching them to listen to basso continuo as the 

thumping bass of pop dance hits (p. 97). We as music educators are excellent at these kinds of 

things, and they certainly have a place in our practice. Personally I think we should find them 

stranger than we do, but that’s another conversation. 

 

Bridging to new knowledge and closing distances, I think, is entirely different than experiencing 

dislocation in the face of something. And this is something we don’t often think about in our 

practice as music teachers. 
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4. A Pedagogy of Dislocation 

What might a pedagogy of dislocation, the constitution of strange communities where it takes 

place, look like? And what do we get from it? Let me return first to the experience in Xiamen, 

China and some specific pedagogical elements I believe contributed to this: 

 

 

So to summarize, what was striking to me as an educator in this musical engagement was being 

called into these differences, in a project that accentuated rather than collapsed them from the 

start and required us to find ways to collaborate and build community. It’s a pedagogy of 

contradictions, as we might expect from something that feels strange. Perhaps it’s worth 

visualizing as an act of holding apart. Not in the sense of pushing apart, but holding apart, so that 

they can be seen or examined or felt—perhaps lovingly, but refusing both the collapse and flight. 
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I began this presentation by suggesting that over the course of this process, I learned to find 

Chinese men sexy for the first time. One of my colleagues, a Chinese music teacher, found 

herself valuing Chinese traditional music for the first time. I think of these two as related, and I 

think it has to do with being in a position where a part of you that is systematically denigrated 

becomes valued in a way you have never felt before despite having gone to search for it in at 

least two other trips to China as an adult. It also has to do with power, and the power that comes 

not from having, but from being something—or wanting to be something other, which happens 

to be yourself—necessary to a task.  

 

This probably qualifies as bad psychologizing, and there’s much more to be said here than a glib 

miracle about valuing others and all aspects of yourself, important as that is. But what I wish to 

draw attention to for now is there’s an act of decolonization hat to me is central to this story, and 

we can’t talk about decolonization in the classroom without talking about processes of 

recognition and misrecognition—pedagogies by which systems of power are unmoored and 

resettled (Bhabha, 1985; Harney & Moten, 2013). The foreign and the home, and something 

uncanny between the two. 
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5. Act 2: In Which Some New York City Teachers Decide They 
Don’t Want to Be Policymakers and Search for a Way to Do 
Policymaking Instead 
 

For the past few years, I’ve been working to build a loose coalition of progressive schools across 

New York City interested in shaping education policymaking on the ground. In the past two 

decades, there has been a frightening trend of formal policymaking moving up and out of the 

school level. Increasing powers are now held in the hands of mayors and state legislators and the 

federal government (Henig, 2013). It’s perhaps unsurprising that the emptying out of 

policymaking from teachers and schools coincides with the standards and accountability 

movement, with its technologies of control that Stephen Ball (2015) describes as positioning 

teachers “‘other’ to ourselves” (p. 310).  

 

When I began speaking with these schools, the idea was simple: to work with teachers and 

administrators to become conscious and better policymakers. And yes, this is what comes up 

when you search online for graphics of teachers and graphics of policymakers: 

 

 

 It’s a very visible difference that I think already reveals a lot about the problems of this project, 

played out not simply in terms of profession, but also gender. But when I started, I had a hope 
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that by taking up policymaking more deliberately, we as teachers might reclaim a more full sense 

of teaching as socially transformative, which is to say politically- and policy-engaged. Much of 

the research around teachers and policymaking reflects this ambition: Patrick Schmidt, co-editor 

of the excellent book Policy and the Political Life of Music Education (2017) has lamented that 

as music teachers—and teachers in general—we are stymied by “perceptions of policy as a 

forbidden or alien environment” (p. 12). We are too deep inside of a tradition of teaching to 

notice that its boundaries are shrinking and our desires increasingly circumscribed (see Ball, 

2003). 

 

The most apparent solution is for teachers to recognize ourselves as the policymakers we are—to 

notice the policy decisions we make daily in our work and to participate more strategically in 

them (see Braun et al., 2010). And so I began to conduct policy inquiry groups with teachers in 

several schools. Each group met regularly for a year, with a focus on naming our policy work 

and strategizing on it. It took just one early inquiry meeting to throw a wrench in the entire idea 

that this process might be straightforward. [Audio Excerpt 1]5 

 

Here’s an illustration, then. At one of the elementary schools I worked with last year, there was a 

first-year music teacher named Jamie (pseudonym) who participated in our policy inquiry group. 

Early on, the teachers in the group decided that it could be useful to try to name the roles they 

and their colleagues performed with respect to policymaking in the school. As a starting point, 

                                                
5 The text from these inquiry groups has been redacted from this document. Several reports of this work, some 
written in collaboration with participants, will be more formally shared over the course of the upcoming year. Feel 
free to contact Eric with a request for specific text that has been redacted here. 
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we used a taxonomy Ball and his colleagues developed from an ethnographic study of four 

schools (2011, p. 626): 

 

 

[Audio Excerpt 2] 

 

We should ask where Jamie is located when this strange thing happens with respect to her 

traditions, where I am when a new understanding of Asian bodies happens. I suggested that for 

me, I found myself both in and out of traditions when I was called into specific musical 

inheritances but also charged to render them strange alongside others as part of a community. I 

would suggest that Jamie is asked here to be music teacher and policymaker and also to view 

them strangely, as part of the larger work of a school community. As in China, the work is 

collectively owned and grounded in who we are.  

 

[Audio Excerpt 3] 



  Shieh   14 

6. On Creativity and Decolonization 

I’ve given two anecdotes thus far, which amounts to something of a hunch around strange 

communities—though one whose underpinnings with regard to traditions and how we inhabit 

them I hope offer some resonance and opportunity for discussion. What I’d like to do now is pick 

up two of the threads I’ve hinted at, and probe in theory how this conceit of the strange does and 

doesn’t and incompletely works. These two threads are creativity and decolonization, and the 

relationship between the two. 

 

First, there is a particular way of looking at creativity that connects both the experiences in 

Xiamen and in New York City. I’m reminded of Audre Lorde’s use of the word in her important 

speech, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House” (1984), where she says: 

 

Lorde is interested in this idea of acting “where there are no charters.” To find yourself in a place 

where the rules have not yet been set, where the ground isn’t clear. In the situations I have 
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described, this is a place both inside and outside of traditions, a creativity funded by the 

differences between them—a place we get to not by ourselves, anchored as we are, but in 

challenge and exchange with others and alterity. In Xiamen, it was the telling of stories through 

musics that had been made new to us as we taught them to each other. In New York City, it was 

the generating of new ways of thinking and speaking of policy, by calling ourselves into being as 

teachers alongside it. For Audre Lorde, here, she challenges to the exclusion of poor women, 

Black and third-world women, and lesbians from traditions of feminism—but not by asking for 

inclusion, but asking for the creation of something new. 

 

And so Lorde also reminds us is that there is something more at stake in creativity than this 

simple idea of new things. She turns away from an understanding of creativity that centers 

around the singular creative genius, the individual pioneer. Instead, she places it alongside 

interdependence, and not in the way we as music educators may be used to talking about 

interdependence—not about the relationship between band parts, or section players, with 

predetermined ends. To act where there are no charters privileges the quality and place of 

exchange and not the outcome. . . . Which forces us to ask: how do we create pedagogical 

situations where such linkages are felt? And how much pain as educators might we expect to 

bear from creating them? 

 

Audre Lorde is explicit about creativity as a necessary fund to create new ways of being in the 

world, and the transformations I am after, which I’ve named experiences of decolonization, are 

tied to our capacity to embrace this. To state it fully: I am searching for musical engagements 

that posit relationships of agency between our students and multiple music traditions, one where 



  Shieh   16 

our engagement in music empowers and reshapes our way of thinking ourselves and others who 

are different from us. That’s all! 

 

In this journey of decolonization, I have been partial to the work of Gayatri Spivak, whose 

conceptualization of the interplay between the foreign and home I referenced earlier. In her book 

An Aesthetic Education in the Era of Globalization (2012), she probes at times what this might 

look like pedagogically: 

 

 

To make someone else grab it. Spivak’s formulation here is scarily visceral, and would be violent 

if not for the invitation—the invitation of having someone else grab at a part of your history so 

you can know it differently. So there is a need for communities, what Spivak sometimes talks 

about in terms of collectivities that are undecided, that don’t assume a common basis or a shared 

culture. I think in this regard Spivak’s idea of collectivities is not too far from what you and I 
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might call public school classrooms. And in that classroom, we have the power as teachers to put 

identities in motion. Here’s a suggestion from music researchers Heidi Westerlund, Heidi Partti, 

and Sisdel Karlsen (2017): 

 

 

 

I have one last, classroom-based story that I think moves in this direction, but before I share it I 

wish to note that both Lorde and Spivak are writing from marginalized perspectives. When they 

charge us to fund spaces of creativity and exile, it is in the service of decentering dominant 

knowledges and opening up new spaces of discovery. So we cannot be naïve that simply 

fostering exchange between traditions will lead to decolonization, because most of the traditions 

we consider as music educators are not equal in their power. The pedagogical work is often to be 

found in estranging those dominant discourses. Or, to put it differently, strange communities feel 

strange in part because the dislocations they invite do so at the expense of what is given to us 

daily, what we must recognize as a dominant ways of knowing. 
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7. Act 3: In Which My Classroom Becomes a Place for Things That 
Are Not in English, Which is Cool Most of the Time But Also 
Frustrating Sometimes Because They Are 13 Years Old and I Am a 
Human Being 
 

 

The music program at my school is, indeed, project-based from grades 7-12. Rather than 

focusing on a particular kind of ensemble or musical tradition, all students develop skills on 

instruments and vocals through a variety of projects. At one time, they may be working 

individually to compose and record blues songs. At another they are in working in chamber 

groups to cover popular protest songs. And yes, for three months at the start of eighth grade the 

students do form an orchestra (see Shieh, 2013, for a more detailed description of the program).  
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In the middle of their eighth grade year, I’ve habitually introduced students to jazz through a jazz 

combo project. In the past, it’s been rather straightforward: I’ve given students four songs to 

choose from and each combo is responsible for creating a jazz arrangement of two of them. We 

can all probably imagine several ways we would go about doing something like this. Last year, 

after my experience in Xiamen, I wondered what might happen if I asked students to (1) choose 

their own songs from which to create jazz arrangements, and (2) require their choices be from 

outside of the U.S. We entered the project by studying Regina Carter’s Reverse Thread (2010) 

album, in which she arranges a variety of songs from several regions in Africa, including 

traditional songs and field recordings, but also contemporary Afro-pop. What would it mean to 

reference, like Carter, origins outside of the U.S., and recreate them in exile, in a different 

musical language? 

 

Following our study of Carter, I assigned students to bring songs from outside the United States 

to teach their peers in each combo. Most, but not all students, chose songs reflecting a part of 

their cultural heritage. And so for a few days there is some intense listening and explaining to do.  
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And so we have to talk about these things, and we are calling each other into difference. And so 

each group makes some decisions and starts learning how to make a jazz arrangement and all 

that, but they’re also learning about each other, and what it means to come to a song that is 

explicitly framed as someone else’s. Not tradition, right—but traditions are in play. This is what 

I mean about music education being in part a decision of how we choose to orient ourselves to 

diverse and different traditions. It doesn’t take long before students start referring to the different 

groups by the songs they play—that’s the “Chag Purim” group and that’s the “French group” and 

that’s the group that feels like rockstars because they’re doing a Latina Christmas song. Which is 

strange, right—because somewhere between improvisation and collaboration not just my student 

V., but everyone in V.’s group, is now representing this Trini dancehall anthem.  

 

As far as musical skills are concerned, they’re learning the same thing they have in the past few 

years about jazz and jazz combos. But now E., who at first was deprecating of the Hebrew song 

she shared, starts to take pride in it when her group chooses it as one of their two songs. And my 

emergent bilinguals—which many schools call English Language Learners (a deficit 

construction)—most of them immigrants from Puerto Rico or the Dominican Republic, are so 

excited about all the songs in Spanish. These students, it turns out, were feeling an echo of what I 

had felt in China—this desire, suddenly, deeply, to want to speak our families’ language better. 

 

The subsequent project in my eighth grade sequence is a songwriting project that takes the form 

of a Battle of the Bands competition. For the first time in seven years, the majority of groups 

wrote songs that weren’t in English. This means in each case the majority of students in each 

band elected to write and perform songs in languages they do not speak. A line had been crossed.  
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8. Epilogue 

This final story of my own classroom, explicitly an attempt to make one piece of my curriculum 

more strange, is a reminder I hope that this vision of strange communities is a process. That I am 

in search of such communities—in search of making things stranger, of building better 

communities in the process—through the work of teaching, through research, in my own 

personal engagements. 

 

I have many questions and worries that have come up in this pursuit:  

• I have worried about whether in my classroom I am reinscribing cultural identities, 

calling my very young students into static identifications—creating a space, for example, 

where E.’s nascent sense of her Jewishness, or P.’s Indian pride become all-consuming.  

• I wonder about the roles of individuals who identify with dominant cultures and 

categories. These stories are not told from their perspective, and I am reminded of the 

teacher in Xiamen who held tight to his sense of cultural superiority—or at least the 

presumed superiority of his cultural knowledge about opera. What do we do when the 

willingness to become unmoored is not there, or when these exchanges feel threatening? 

• I also wonder about what to do regarding spaces that are homogenous; the example of 

teacher inquiry groups in New York City did not involve any policymakers, and I can’t 

help but note that it seems to come up short in some ways because of it.  

 

I think the answers to many of these questions are pedagogical ones, and they invite use to make 

ethical and pedagogical decisions in these moments of crossing. They also challenge us—and 
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particularly the last regarding homogenous spaces, to attempt to reach further and build the kinds 

of classrooms and collaborations and communities we wish to see. 

 

I don’t offer a vision for piecing together an increasingly divided world, of making whole again 

ideas and traditions that have been fractured and hierarchized and closed off from each other. But 

I am suggestive of moments that enact crossings. Maybe what Fred Moten and Stefano Harney 

(2013) beautifully describe as: 

 

A coming together, musically perhaps, in ways that don’t fit but work. 

 

Spivak tells us to be human is to be intended toward the other. Jack Halberstam (2013) reminds 

us that there is work to be had that is not anti-racist or anti-colonial, but a kind of work that 

builds “the end of the standpoint from which colonialism makes sense” (p. 8). The end of the 

place where my students, or your students, can justify something that divides or dominates. The 

end of the place where I can say that I found Asian men sexy for the first time, and have that 

even make sense as a recovery.  

 

Isn’t that a great dream? Certainly it’s a strange one. 
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