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Creative spaces are nothing new. 
However, unconditioned creative spac-
es are safe spaces that allow people 
to do things they love without fear of 
judgment. For the Mohawk College mu-
sic students and Indigenous musicians 
taking part in the Indigenous music 
initiative, that common love for music 
is what can unite them, even if words 
aren’t spoken.

Bob Shields, the project coordinator, 
says this initiative and these kinds of 
spaces can open the door for real rela-
tionships.

“The meaning and value in these 
spaces are emergent, which means 
they extinguish privileges … they al-
low for dignity of difference,” Shields 

Encouraging reconciliation through creativity

Creative spaces allow music to do the talking
Mohawk College music students get the opportunity to learn through mentorship from Indigenous musicians 

SIX NATIONS WOMEN SINGERS

said. “We increase our social resources 
when working together in spaces that 
interrupt privilege and a dominant sin-
gle perspective.”

According to Shields, these creative 
spaces are important to break the con-
ventional Western model of thinking.

“We have to be okay and accept what 
happens,” Shields said. “Within uncon-
ditioned shared spaces creativity is 
not reduced, linear, or determined. It’s 
dynamic, fluid and sometimes ambig-
uous, and sometimes these creative 
spaces are unfinished spaces. They’re 
part of a process that’s ongoing, which 
is sort of incongruent with the Western 
idea of problem solving.”

In a more general sense, these safe, 
creative spaces can provide a positive 

space for mental health. According to 
Shields, when creating this project, he 
found that using music as a tool to 
bridge social gaps may provide a buff-
er against adverse health and wellness 
issues.

“When we play music, it’s about mu-
tuality, being present, being intuitive, 
being collaborative: things that are anti-
thetical to chronic competitiveness and 
individualism and [their] correlated ad-
verse health and wellness outcomes,” 
Shields said.

Maxine Carter, the chief equity and 
inclusion officer at Mohawk College, 
said these spaces can improve mental 
health by allowing students to be open 
with themselves and others.

Continued on next page

As part of the initiative, the Six Nations Women Singers have begun to mentor the Mohawk College Applied Music students in the ensemble.

Indigenous musicians look to create a safe and positive space to educate and mentor students

KAC I  A LVA R E Z  

STUDENT VOCALIST HOPES 
TO SING HER WAY TO THE TOP

MUSICIANS AND STUDENTS 
SHARE CREATIVE SPACES

STUDENT GUITARIST STRIVES 
TO CREATE POWERFUL MUSIC
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When people think of the banjo, their first thought may be 
folky country music. However, for first-year Mohawk College 
music student Penny Martindale, the banjo was a way to 
learn something underappreciated.

“My dad plays the bagpipes, so I kind of have an apprecia-
tion for folk instruments that get a bad rap in terms of their 
sonic palette because I mean, bagpipes can sound good, 
banjos can sound good,” Martindale said. “It’s just a matter 
of what you play.”

Martindale is one part of the student ensemble taking 
part in Musical Sharing: An Indigenous Artists and Mohawk 
College Student Cultural Engagement and Exchange Initia-
tive. Martindale said Bob Shields, the leader of the initiative, 
reached out to her about joining the initiative.

Shields said he chose students who stood out to him in his 
previous classes.

“[The students] were picked for a reason,” he said. “They 
seem to have an affinity towards this kind of music, its ca-
pacity and creativity beyond the economic sphere.”

Martindale said she chose to pursue music school because 
life is too short to do something unenjoyable.

“I live every day like it could be the last,” Martindale said. “I 
chose music school because I like music a lot.”

As for the initiative, Martindale said she’s excited to get ex-
perience with other musicians.

“I haven’t had a lot of experience with playing with other 
musicians [or] being so exposed to playing with other musi-
cians,” she said. “I’m just excited to learn how to listen, how 
to connect with artists who maybe just play completely dif-
ferent stuff than what I know.”

Even though Martindale said she is excited, there is a level 
of nervousness as well.

“I always look at music as like a conversation, and I do have 
a degree of social anxiety,” she said. “So, it is a bit of an issue 
where it’s like, ‘Oh, no, if I mess this up, it’s going to go bad.’”

This initiative is also a way for students like Martindale to 
connect with Indigenous artists to learn about their music 
and communities. According to Leah Hogan, manager of 
Mohawk College’s Indigenous Education Department, this 
opportunity allows students to grow friendships with the 
musicians.

“I just feel like this is probably the first time that we’ve ever 
done anything like this, to reach out to communities, differ-
ent artists, and to connect the students with people who are 
seasoned, who have experienced sharing their gifts, and 
building that relationship,” Hogan said. “I really hope to see a 
continued relationship between the artists and the students, 
and continued collaborations, mentorships and friendships.”

Martindale said she is excited to learn about a style of mu-
sic that she has little to no experience in: one that has al-
most been hidden by educational systems.

“[Music in Hamilton] is all very jazz-oriented, and there’s a 
lot of stuff with jazz, but I like the idea of learning something 
completely new,” she said. “That’s like the part that excites 
me, kind of broadening my horizons as a musician.”

Martindale said she would definitely play in a similar event 
again, and she is grateful to be part of this initiative.

Music student looks forward to initiative

Creative spaces allow students to learn and grow

PENNY MARTINDALE

Continued from Page 1
“I think that it’s helpful in grounding 

you and making you feel comfortable,” 
Carter said, “to be able to speak about 
or talk about the things you want to talk 
about, in a respectful way.”

Carter also said these spaces can al-
low students to feel comfortable being 
their full selves.

“I think that an inclusive space for any 
organization is important,” Carter said. 
“People need to come to work, or come 
to school, or come to learn in a place 
where they could be their full selves … 
and holding back on part of who you 
are because of fear of discomfort, be-
cause you don’t feel you’re going to be 

accepted, does not give you that oppor-
tunity like others who are comfortable 
to be their full selves. Living that kind of 
life is very harmful to people.”

Leah Hogan, manager of Mohawk 
College’s Indigenous Education Depart-
ment, said creative spaces and building 
relationships with the Indigenous art-
ists is important for experiential learn-
ing.

“It’s more than just watching some-
thing online that you’re not engaged 
with, to kind of build relationships with 
the artist, and I think it’s just so critical 
to a real, wholesome, academic experi-
ence,” Hogan said.

Hogan added this space will allow stu-

dents to learn more about Indigenous 
culture in a safe environment.

“We often will hear about truth and 
reconciliation,” Hogan said. “We also 
hear about residential schools, but 
there’s a whole other side that needs 
to be explored within our communities, 
and that is seeing all the beautiful cul-
tural wealth that’s within our communi-
ties that I think the students would get 
so much from. I think it’s also important 
for them to be guided … to understand 
the complexities of connecting with In-
digenous communities and not just go-
ing in and asking for resources or for 
knowledge, but really, this reciprocity of 
exchange.”

Penny Martindale says she is excited to learn more about Indigenous music during her mentorship
KAC I  A LVA R E Z  

Penny Martindale began playing music before starting high school.
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Calvin Mulder first discovered his passion for music at a 
young age and continued his journey by keeping music as 
the “backdrop” to his life. Mulder, a first-year student at Mo-
hawk College, is the guitarist in the upcoming Musical Shar-
ing: An Indigenous Artists and Mohawk College Student Cul-
tural Engagement and Exchange Initiative.

The project aims to give students a multi-perspective un-
derstanding of cultural meanings and values through inter-
cultural engagement and exchange, bringing together past 
generations with the next generation of people who are go-
ing to shape the world.

Initiative coordinator Bob Shields says he wants people to 
be inspired to learn more about Indigenous cultures.

“It’s okay to be ignorant when you are unaware of the truth,” 
Shields said. “But once you start learning, you’ve made a 
commitment to keep learning, because with learning comes 
responsibility, right? Especially when it comes to socio-rela-
tional things. I believe a relational justice begins with demon-
strating compassion to others, to learn about them and to 
act in a positive way on what we learn.”

Mulder’s role requires meeting with the Indigenous artists, 
Rick McLean and the Six Nations Women Singers, to bring in 
songs and perform an ensemble together. Mulder describes 
his musical ideas as ‘anything goes’ and intends to play 
some jazz tunes with the ensemble, as well as working on 
the framework of what they’re going to do musically.

Mulder’s upbringing with music was anything but ordinary. 
He says he grew up listening to Jack Johnson, a soft rock 
musician who Mulder’s father enjoyed.

“It was the first music I was ever really into when I was 
really young, along with the soundtrack to the movie Cars,” 
Mulder said. “I love that music and it inspired me because it 

Guitarist uses music to bring artists together
Guitarist Calvin Mulder is rehearsing and preparing for upcoming ensemble with Indigenous artists

was all I had been exposed to at the time.”
Mulder credits the record Ocean Eyes by Owl City for setting 

the foundation for everything he does now. Mulder describes 
the record as a great work of art lyrically and poetically, and 
says he hopes someday to make something as powerful as 
that record was for him.

The ensemble is not only highlighting Indigenous artists 
and their community, but hopes to inspire others to learn 
more about truth and reconciliation.

“This is a much more meaningful thing because it’s not 
just like ‘Tell us about the worst thing that ever happened 
to you,’” Mulder said. “It’s like, ‘Let’s just play music together 
and let the neurochemistry that we don’t understand yet that 
somehow creates really interesting bonds between different 
individuals, let that do the healing and the talking and that 
magic’. I think that’s what makes this initiative really special 
with regards to reconciliation.”

Mulder says he hopes to continue his studies at Mohawk 
College while also teaching music to other musicians as well 
as becoming a lead engineer at a recording studio.

The best way to keep up with Mulder’s musical endeavours 
is through his Instagram @Cal_Mulder and keeping an eye 
out for the ensemble when it performs in April.

M AC K E N Z I E  YOR K E

Calvin Mulder teaches at CBY Music and Performing Arts school. 

Calvin Mulder will be playing the guitar for the ensemble in April.
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introduce the idea of celebrating cul-
ture and Indigenous-focused learning 
styles. The lessons and outcomes of 
the mentorship take place during the 
experiential process.

“I feel very, very positive and enthusi-
astic about the possibilities.” McLean 
said.

Bob Shields, Applied Music professor 
and coordinator of the initiative, says 
he feels this type of learning experience 
will bring communities closer together.

“We live in such a polarized society 
right now,” Shields said. “Where fear 
of the other is running rampant. That 
fear has sort of manifested and spread 
across the globe over the last decades, 
and unconditioned shared spaces help 
extinguish that fear of the other, be-
cause it’s coming to the space in this 
spirit of mutuality, in the spirit of shar-
ing engagement and openness.”

The idea of an unconditioned creative 
space is important to the initiative.

“We sit in a circle, and because no-
body’s in charge, everybody’s in charge,” 
McLean said. “We have our humility 
teachings, where I’m no better than any-
body else, or anything else in all of crea-
tion, but I’m no worse. We all have what 
we’re supposed to contribute to that cir-
cle. It’s about being relational, and it’s 
about being interconnected.”

Uplifting the narrative surrounding Indigenous reconciliation
The meaning behind the Indigenous Artists and Mohawk College Student Cultural Engagement Initiative

Johanne McCarthy supports faculty in 
learning about approaching Indigenous ed-
ucation. The goal is to remove any barriers 
to Indigenous students in the classroom.

McLean says that sort of interconnec-
tion leads to more meaningful relation-
ships between people.

“When you have a space like that, 
where there is no agenda, where there 
aren’t expectations, you know, where 
the marks or anything else like that are 
not assigned to anything, it’s just the 
goodwill. That’s in line with how we do 
things, it allows [the group] to speak 
and share as equals, it’s a heartbeat, it 
becomes alive, it becomes an entity of 
its own.”

After recent discoveries of children’s 
bodies at former residential schools, 
Johanne McCarthy, a teaching and 
learning consultant for Indigenous Edu-
cation and a member of the Six Nations 
community, says she felt she was reliv-
ing the experience repeatedly. 

“This is not healthy for me to constant-
ly be in this vortex of negativity and 
really having to highlight the negative 
relationships, instead of the positive re-
lationships,” McCarthy said. “So when 
Bob came to me with this idea, I was 
like, ‘Oh, my gosh, you have no idea how 
much I need this in my life, right now 
I need positive reconciliation, so this 
to me is action in movement towards 
what real reconciliation can look like, 
which is repairing relationships, rather 
than reinforcing the negative narrative 
that Indigenous people are traumatized 
or broken or flawed in some way.”

This initiative is an opportunity to 

As part of the initiative, Indigenous musical group the Six Nations Women Singers have begun their mentoring of Mohawk music students.

Rick McLean, a contemporary Indigenous 
musician mentoring Mohawk College music 
students, has experience playing in a variety 
of musical environments since the 1980s.

PIXABAY
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RICK MCLEAN

JOHANNE MCCARTHY

KAT R I NA  R AT H I E
According to members of Indigenous 

communities, using a strength-based 
narrative when approaching reconcilia-
tion is a positive step forward to engag-
ing in meaningful ways. Applied Music 
students at Mohawk College are joining 
Indigenous artists Rick McLean and the 
Six Nations Women Singers to con-
duct an experiential cultural exchange 
through an artist-led mentorship.

T r u t h .  A n d  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n



Mohawk College Applied Music students are taking part 
in a cultural musical exchange with Indigenous artists Rick 
McLean and the Six Nations Women Singers. Musical Shar-
ing: An Indigenous Artists and Mohawk College Student Cul-
tural Engagement and Exchange Initiative is also incorporat-
ed into the curriculum of other college programs, including 
Journalism, Graphic Design and Television Broadcast to al-
low more students to be involved.

The artist-led mentorship, taking place from January 
through April, is an opportunity for Indigenous artists to en-
gage with students in a meaningful way and share their mu-
sical experience. 

Framing the initiative as an act of reconciliation grew out 
of the original plan for an initiative showing the potential of 
unconditioned shared space for cultural engagement and 
exchange for broader application.

“I just thought, ‘How can we share the knowledge that mu-
sic is a form of individual and communal wellness, as having 
a social capacity beyond the monetary?’ which is often over-
looked in today’s economically-focused education system,” 
Bob Shields, who teaches Applied Music and is organizing 
the event, said. “Let’s create a space where different people 
can come together, through which the intrinsic social capac-
ity of music is made apparent.”

The ensemble aims to create an unconditioned creative 
space to avoid expectations and foster a more authentic en-
vironment.

How a music mentorship is bringing students and Indigenous artists together
Hamilton students approach Indigenous initiative and build positive relationships with community members

KAT R I NA  R AT H I E

The musical instruments played by Mohawk College students in 
the ensemble are guitar, vocals, drums, bass, banjo and piano.

The pandemic has affected musicians who want to rehearse together, because playing instruments virtually doesn’t translate well.

Being able to play music together is an engaging way for different 
groups of people to exchange their unique cultures and values.

“Reconciliation is opening up your ears and listening to 
what the community’s needs are,” Johanne McCarthy, a 
teaching and learning consultant for Indigenous education 
and a member of the Six Nations community, said. “Making 
that extra effort to follow through with what the communi-
ty’s expectations and desires are for reconciliation instead 
of your own expectations and desires. Because sometimes, 
they’re two very different perspectives.”

Students in the program were selected to take part based 
on their interest in other community-based work and musi-
cal interest.

“I’m really excited about the cultural exchange element of 
it,” Calvin Mulder, guitarist for the ensemble, said. “I’m really 
excited to meet with these Indigenous community members 
and learn from them.”

Other students say they are looking forward to the uncondi-
tioned aspect of the project.

“I think the idea of just being able to get together and be 
ourselves, and to express ourselves in the most organic and 
sure form of who we are, is what we’re driving towards on 
our path,” Jadon Haughton, the ensemble’s drummer, said.

The students and the Indigenous artists will continue to 
meet throughout February and March for their mentoring 
sessions, which will lead up to the April performance day 
event, when they will be performing together.

PIXABAY
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Mohawk College’s truth and reconciliation efforts fall short
Faculty question whether enough is being done to improve relationships with Indigenous communities

Mohawk College is situated on the traditional territory of the Haudenosaunee and Anishnaabeg nations and is the largest post-secondary 
educator of Six Nations students.  The college sees more Six Nations students than the next two universities and colleges combined.

A L LY  PE N DE R S
Mohawk College is making efforts to 

improve relationships with Indigenous 
communities, but some are wondering 
if it is enough.

Mohawk College President Ron        
McKerlie said the school is committed 
to creating a welcoming environment 
for Indigenous students and is working 
to educate the entire faculty and stu-
dent body about Indigenous history.

“We are making a commitment to in-
clude Indigenous knowledge, culture 
and history in a lot of different areas 
of the college experience, like the up-
coming initiative with the music pro-
gram [Musical Sharing: An Indigenous 
Artists and Mohawk College Student 
Cultural Engagement and Exchange In-
itiative],” he said. “This isn’t a bunch of 
white people doing this just to do it, this 
is working with Indigenous peoples and 
communities and really understanding 
what is important to them.”

Mohawk College is situated on the 
traditional territory of the Haudeno-
saunee and Anishnaabeg nations and 
is the largest post-secondary educa-
tor of Six Nations students.   The col-
lege sees more Six Nations students 
than the next two universities and col-
leges combined. To create a safe and 
welcoming environment, the college is 
creating a Centre for Indigenous Knowl-
edge that McKerlie said is scheduled to 
open within the next year.

“We have hired a number of Indige-
nous leaders and knowledge helpers to 
help build this new centre and to teach 
at the college,” he said. “We also have 
Rick Hill, who is an elder and a full-time 

faculty member. He is available as a 
resource for students, in addition to a 
number of other spaces, events and 
groups that are on campus for students 
to access.”

“It’s not perfect, but we are trying to 
make a meaningful effort to our Indige-
nous students, to support them in ways 
that is meaningful to them,” McKerlie 
added.

While the college is making efforts, 
some faculty members feel like it isn’t 
enough.

Johanne McCarthy is a teaching and 
learning consultant for Indigenous ed-
ucation and a member of the Six Na-
tions of the Grand River. McCarthy said 
she was concerned by how institutions 
measure their efforts.

“There needs to be a willingness in 
leadership to change,” McCarthy said. 
“Instead of just measuring success by 
the income after they graduate, you 
have to start measuring on terms that 
really matter for Indigenous communi-
ties, for sustainability.”

McCarthy said many people in Indig-
enous communities already mistrust 
post-secondary institutions.

“The institutions and systems that are 

The Indigenous Hoop Dance Gathering Place 
is an space for students to gather for events.

in place have to recognize that they are 
what have to change for reconciliation,” 
she said. “We have to break down these 
systems that keep us oppressed, and 
it’s never moving fast enough for me.”

Bob Shields, part-time coordinator 
of the Applied Music program and co-
ordinator of the Musical Sharing: An 
Indigenous Artists and Mohawk Col-
lege Student Cultural Engagement and 
Exchange Initiative, echoed McCarthy 
with regard to the school’s efforts to-
wards truth and reconciliation.

“The college has a checkered past 
with the surrounding Indigenous com-
munities, and as far as reconciliation 
goes you can look no further than the 
appropriation of the name,” Shields 
said. “Recently, sports teams have 
changed their names, why haven’t we?”

“To me,” he continued, “the efforts are 
little bit disingenuous, unless we are 
willing to look at the whole picture, and 
really be self-critical. To be open enough 
to say that we have made and continue 
to make mistakes and recognize that 
it’s time to actually apply the lessons 
learned from them. Continuing to pick 
and choose what we wish to reconcile 
is simply a continuation of the coloniz-
ing attitude we need to extinguish.”

McCarthy said there are a number of 
specific things that she would like to 
see the college look into improving.≠≠

“We have to start talking about ac-
tion,” she said. “Introducing Mohawk 
language classes, looking into our 
name, and how it was appropriated and 
correcting that. We also have to change 
systems that don’t allow us to modify 
oppressive systems.

MOHAWK COLLEGE
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Musical Sharing: An Indigenous Artists and Mohawk 
College Student Cultural Engagement and Exchange 
Initiative is bringing a college ensemble and Indigenous 
artists together to share the stage and perform as an act 
of recon-ciliation guided by the Indigenous community.

The initiative aims to end the trauma narrative and 
replace it with a cultural strength narrative, by way of an 
uncondi-tioned shared space for hospitality.

Ensemble guitarist Calvin Mulder says the unpredictability 
of the music is the best part.

“It’s a very diverse group and we’re all sort of coming to-
gether,” Mulder said. “Preparation is just going to be playing 
and sort of coming up with some foundations, which is one 
of the things that’s important in this ensemble and the initia-
tive. There’s a perfect element of improvising.”

The initiative was conceived by Bob Shields, a professor at 
Mohawk College. Shields was doing personal research when 
he realized the connection between unconditioned spaces 
and social support, as well as elevating marginalized voices 
and extinguish the fear of “the other”.

“Why couldn’t I create an unconditional space for music 
students, and Indigenous artists to come together as un-
derrepresented voices?” Shields recalled. “What if we let the 
music do the speaking, and just sit back and not prescribe 
things, and let things emerge through this cultural engage-
ment exchange naturally, and learn from it?”

There are many ways to express acts of reconciliation, mu-
sic being one of them. But self-educating on Indigenous cul-
ture and local resources is just as important.

Alex Jacobs-Blum is Lower Cayuga of Six Nations of the 
Grand River and Wolf Clan and was born and raised in Ham-
ilton. Jacobs-Blum is a photo- and video-based artist and cu-
rator who started her work as a board member with De dwa 
da dehs nye>s Aboriginal Health Centre in October 2020.

“For the past 20 years the [Aboriginal Health Centre] has 
been successfully providing culturally safe programs and 
services that are relationship-based,” Jacobs-Blum said. 

“They’re welcoming, they’re client-directed and they’re actu-
ally one of ten Aboriginal health access centers in Ontario.”

The centre offers a full range of programs and services like 
primary care, mental health and addiction services, cultural 
wellness and outreach, and healthy living programs. It also 
has COVID-19 vaccine support and mobile service for prima-
ry care.

But where should the Hamilton community look to learn 
about truth and reconciliation? Jacobs-Blum says the best 
way to start is getting to know the ancestral lands where you 
live.

“I think it’s very, very important to build a deeper under-
standing of Indigenous history and specifically the history of 
the peoples of the land where you’re situated. It requires that 
research and just in terms of reconciliation,” Jacobs-Blum 
said. “It’s a lifelong journey and it’s something that can’t be 
rushed or shoehorned into once a year. Mistakes are going 
to be made engaging in reconciliation and that’s okay.”

Acknowledging that reconciliation won’t be perfect and 
continuing the journey regardless is one way to show Indig-
enous people that the Hamilton community is committed to 
reconciliation.

To learn more about ways to support the Indigenous com-
munity as well as truth and reconciliation, visit the Aboriginal 
Health Centre website https://aboriginalhealthcentre.com/ .

Truth and reconciliation in Hamilton
Building a deeper understanding of Indigenous culture is one way to start making a difference

Alex Jacobs-Blum photographs her journey exploring her identity.

The Six Nations Women Singers will be mentoring the students.

M AC K E N Z I E  YOR K E
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Mohawk College music students are teaming up with Indige-
nous musicians to share, create and hone their craft.

The collaboration is part of the college’s latest initiative for a 
specific purpose. The Indigenous musicians are 
working with a student ensemble from January until 
April.

Calvin Mulder is the student ensemble’s guitarist. 
He’s been expanding his musical horizons during his 
time at the college. The music program motivated 
Mulder to explore genres such as country and jazz.

Mulder said he considers himself a songwriter 
first. This extends to his love of music theory and 
a desire to understand music on a deeper level. For 
Mulder, learning to appreciate jazz has been key to 
this deeper understanding.

“The art in jazz is how absolutely complex it is,” 
Mulder said.  “If you can really, really know that, you 
can pick up anything else relatively quickly.”

Murder said the chance for cultural exchange ex-
cites him most about the initiative. He said he hopes 
to learn about Indigenous cultures through the ini-
tiative. This includes discovering more how Indige-
nous music paved the way for genres such as rock, 
pop and hip hop.

“Rick [McLean] is a primarily a rock musician, 
which is perfect because that’s kind of where my 
home is, too,” Mulder said. “I’m actually really excited to learn like 
what is it in rock music that came from Indigenous music. I think 
that is going to come through with Rick.”

Crooked Trail frontman Rick McLean is one of the Indigenous 
musicians mentoring the student ensemble throughout the initia-
tive. He began performing live at 12 years old. 

McLean’s career encompasses playing in local punk bands, 

playing for other musicians and fronting his own band.
McLean’s interest in the initiative spawned from a desire to play 

music with others again. He said he’s also interested in how the 
initiative can create progress towards reconciliation between 
Canada and Indigenous communities.

“This is an opportunity to educate 
the college, the community of Ham-
ilton, anybody who gets involved that 
way about what needs to get done for 
Canada to reconcile,” McLean said.

McLean said his approach to the in-
itiative is one of sharing culture rather 
than teaching. He said he hopes the 
students appreciate what he shares 
with them. 

“I love sharing my culture,” McLean 
said. “But I don’t have anything pre-
scribed. We’ll sit down and together 
and I think all our spirits together will 
figure out what gifts we have to give 
to each other.”

Mulder said he hopes to incorpo-
rate Indigenous influences into his 
guitar playing and song writing. 

“I would absolutely love to do that,” 
Mulder said. “That’s kind of one of 
the things I’m really hoping for, is to 
be able to absorb enough that that 

influence clearly can be shown.”
For Mulder, respect is key when pulling from these influences. 

He said he doesn’t aim to appropriate the Indigenous influence. 
His goal is to highlight what makes Indigenous music so interest-
ing and influential.

The student ensemble, McLean and the Six Nations Women 
Singers will perform together in April. 

Students unite with Indigenous artists

Crooked Trail front man Rick McLean says 
the chance to perform live again was one 
reason for joining the college’s new initiative.

Musician Rick McLean says he looks forward to sharing his Indigenous culture and creating with the student ensemble during the initiative.

Mohawk College’s music department collaborates with Anishinaabe and Six Nations musicians  in new initiative
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Healing cultural relationships through music
Indigenous communities are using different art forms to connect and heal from intergenerational traumas

In many Indigenous communities, music and dance are used to     
connect with the Creator and with other community members. Sadie 
Buck, of the Six Nations Women Singers, is pictured above.

Mohawk College music students are getting an opportuni-
ty to experience the healing powers of music in Indigenous 
cultures through Musical Sharing: An Indigenous Artists 
and Mohawk College Student Cultural Engagement and Ex-
change Initiative.

For hundreds of years, Indigenous communities have used 
music and dance in a variety of ways, most commonly to 
connect and heal.

Johanne McCarthy is a teaching and learning consultant 
for Indigenous education at Mohawk College and is one of 
the organizers of the upcoming initiative between Applied 
Music students and Indigenous artists. McCarthy, a member 
of the Six Nations of the Grand River, said that in her culture, 
“music and dancing are considered medicine.”

“When you go to a traditional medicine healer, one of the 
first things they will ask you in their assessment is ‘When 
was the last time you danced?’” McCarthy said. “Because if 
it has been a while, that’s why you’re not feeling well.”

McCarthy also explained how music, dance and art are 
used to build stronger relationships in the community.

“When we’re doing ceremonial gatherings, we use music 
and dance to connect with the Creator and to show our grat-
itude,” she said. “When used in social gatherings, it is about 
really connecting with each other.”

A L LY  PE N DE R S

Indigenous communities continue to face intergenerational 
trauma from residential schools across the country. In these 
schools, language, culture and traditions were beaten out of 
Indigenous children and the impacts are still being felt today.

“We are on a journey to heal,” McCarthy said. “It is about 
taking control back to find out who we really are. Relearning 
our languages and cultural teachings, and music is a huge 
part of that.”

McCarthy went to medical school but considers herself 
an artist before a doctor. After the bodies of children were 
discovered at former residential schools across the country, 
she shared an embrace with a fellow community member in 
mourning.

McCarthy went home and painted the moment, which she 
titled The Hug. She said that turning the emotions into art 
was an incredibly healing experience, like music and dance 
can be.

Bob Shields, who is coordinating Musical Sharing: An In-
digenous Artists and Mohawk College Student Cultural En-

gagement and Exchange Initiative, shared a similar senti-
ment about the importance of music in healing.

Music is a form of communicating the ineffable, those 
things that we cannot always communicate through words, 
like matters of the heart,” he said.

Using music to communicate can transcend the boundaries 
of language and borders and make difficult subject matter 
easier to consume, relate to, and understand, he explained.

The initiative aims to give students and artists an opportu-
nity to connect, without the traditional limitations of a class-
room setting.

“We wanted to create a shared space, an unconditioned 
space to bring multiple cultures together, to share music and 
experiences, and let the outcomes be emergent,” Shields 
said. “There is a vital need for these shared spaces in which 
people are more communally oriented and non-competitive, 
which provides the conditions necessary for real relationship 
building, for actual friendships.”

Mohawk College President Ron McKerlie said he hopes 
to see more initiatives like this be created throughout the 
school.

“A major part of our goal as a college is to be a welcom-
ing and supportive environment for all, no matter your back-
ground, ethnicity, sexual orientation, ability or disability,” 
McKerlie said. “We are trying to pull back these barriers in 
place that make it difficult for Indigenous peoples to really 
participate in society and to have opportunities for success. 
This initiative is a great way to open our eyes a little bit to our 
positions of privilege.”

Johanne McCarthy is a member of Six Nations and a teaching and 
learning consultant for Indigenous education at Mohawk College .

Johanne McCarthy said creating her painting, titled The Hug, turned 
her emotions into art and was incredibly healing for her.

SIX NATIONS WOMEN SINGERS

JOHANNE MCCARTHY
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Ever since she was young, Malu Asfora has always had a 
passion for music and singing.

Growing up in Brazil, most of Asfora’s early childhood con-
sisted of afternoons singing with her grandmother to the 
soap operas that ran on television. Although her family had 
never been musical, Asfora began to sing at the age of three. 
As she grew older, her passion for music grew too. Through-
out elementary and middle school, she began to play vari-
ous instruments, but found herself returning to singing each 
time.

“I actually had some piano lessons and played the recorder 
for ten years,” Asfora said. “I also tried to play the guitar, but 
it was not really my thing.”

When Asfora was eight, her singing caught the attention of 
her teacher, who helped her post her first singing video on 
YouTube. After that, she began singing at her school’s local 
fair each year, recording each performance and attempting 
to improve each time. To improve her stage presence, Asfo-
ra decided to study musical theatre. 

“I [wanted] to learn how to move on the stage and I wanted 
to understand more about how to behave on stage,” Asfora 
said.

After the COVID-19 pandemic hit, Asfora took time to think 
about her career in music and decided to move to Canada 
for her post-secondary education.

“It took me a while to actually understand that I wanted to 
study music in college because I thought it would be hard to 
follow or to pursue as a career,” Asfora said.

Asfora says she’s looking forward to connecting with the 
Indigenous artists and her fellow students for Musical Shar-
ing: An Indigenous Artists and Mohawk College Student Cul-
tural Engagement and Exchange Initiative.

“I’m just really excited about it,” Asfora said. “Being in a 
new country, I want to learn more about the different cul-
tures. Music is like a language that people can understand 
all around the world because everyone speaks the same lan-
guage when it comes to music.”

For Asfora, success is the feeling of accomplishment when 
she looks back at her journey. 

“It has nothing to do with being rich and famous or having 
millions of fans and followers,” Asfora said. “It’s being satis-
fied and happy with what you’re doing.” 

Looking forward, Asfora says she hopes she continues to 
have the opportunity to share her music and voice with audi-
ences and plans to continue her career in the industry.

Mohawk College music student is singing her way to success

Malu Asfora performed at numerous festivals in Brazil and recorded a song titled “Hoje” with Mountain Chicken, which is availble on Spotify.

Malu Asfora develops her craft through Applied Music program and Indigenous mentorship initiative

Malu Asfora auditioned for a Brazilian television show when she 
was younger and went on to perform with bands like Sinestesie.

BOB SHIELDS

MALU ASFORA

“I don’t know if I’ll be in music production or on stage sing-
ing but music is what makes me happy,” Asfora said. “I want 
to keep doing music because I know it has that power to 
make people feel better just by listening to some notes to-
gether. It’s crazy, but it’s magic.”

TA RU N  AU L A K H
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This semester, Mohawk College’s music department is 
partnering with several Indigenous artists to form an Indig-
enous music mentorship collective. The collective’s bass 
player is third-year music student Zayd Nawaz.

Nawaz started playing the guitar when he was 13, and soon 
after discovered his love for the bass guitar.

“There are tons of guitar players, but very few bass players,” 
Nawaz said. “So when you pick up the bass, all of your guitar 
player friends are like, ‘Oh man, that’s really, really good. You 
should play bass for me’.”

Nawaz learned by playing songs by alternative rock bands 
like Mogwai and Silversun Pickups, but over the years he 
has explored many types of music and instruments. He can 
drum, sing, play upright bass, cello, and played the viola with 
an orchestra at one point.

“I [also] played violin, but I’m not very good at that one,” 
Nawaz said. “It’s a little too small for me.”

Nawaz originally went to the University of Guelph to study 
biochemistry where he minored in music while playing casual
gigs at local bars in his free time.

“I was spending all my time on my minor, so I kind of decid-
ed maybe I should just take a year and work, and go into a 
music program,” Nawaz said.

Nawaz is currently finishing his final year in Mohawk Col-
lege’s music program.  Mohawk College music instructor Bob 
Shields said he appreciates the musical creativity Nawaz 
brings to the table.

“He’s a good arranger, a thoughtful composer, tries differ-
ent things, doesn’t do the run of the mill thing,” Shields said. 
“When it comes to music, he’s a risk taker. I like that adven-
turous spirit he has.”

In addition to being musically talented and adventurous, 
Nawaz also has an interest in learning about other cultures. 
He said he has been learning about Indigenous history and 
practices since he took an Indigenous studies course in high 

school, which led to his interest in being a part of the initia-
tive.

“I have really a huge passion for kind of everything about 
that project,” Nawaz said.

Third-year student is all about that bass

Zayd Nawaz has been playing the bass guitar since he was a young teen. Pictured is his current bass, which he will play in the collective. 

C A R A  N IC K E R S ON

Zayd Nawaz is pictured with his bass in true rock star fashion.

Shields said the initiative was looking for participants who 
demonstrated social awareness outside of their music bub-
ble, and Nawaz fit the bill.

“I’ve been to sweat lodges,” Nawaz said. “And I’ve gone on 
partnerships with Aboriginal elders and all kinds of stuff that 
are really, I guess, culturally relevant and fun.”

To Nawaz, one of the most important aspects of the 
initi-ative is that being mentored by Indigenous 
musicians will allow him to lift Indigenous voices.

“I think for me, a big part of it is helping to give a platform 
for voices that are oppressed or haven’t really been 
heard,” Nawaz said.

TWIN FLAMES EPK

ZAYD NAWAZ

ZAYD NAWAZ

Zayd Nawaz will be keeping the backbeat strong as part of the  Mohawk College student music ensemble
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How COVID-19 affected a new Indigenous culture initiative
The program had to adapt to Mohawk College’s rules to follow government-mandated COVID restrictions

M E G A N  DA N I E L S

The COVID-19 pandemic has made Mo-
hawk College change the way it delivers 
its programs for the past two years. With 
restrictions still not fully lifted, Mohawk 
inevitably had to change the way the Mu-
sic program could undertake the Musical 
Sharing: Indigenous Artists and Mohawk 
College Student Cultural Engagement and 
Exchange Initiative.

The initiative was designed to focus on 
cultural engagement and exchange be-
tween Indigenous artists and Mohawk 
College students. 

Students involved in the initiative will 
receive artist-led mentorships from two 
Indigenous artist groups. The first men-
torship sessions have already been held 
online. However, the upcoming ones are 
scheduled to take place in-person, COVID 
restrictions pending.

“When I envisioned this creative space,    
I envisioned us going to the Six Nations 
community and doing the actual event day there,” Bob 
Shields, the coordinator of the initiative said. “But COVID re-
strictions, being fluid, demand we’ve prepared more than a 
single plan so as to align with whatever external venue we 

Sadie Buck (above) is a member of the Six Nations Women Singers and is just one of the  
Indigenous artists mentoring in the initiative.

might have.”
With COVID-19 restrictions being fluid, they have two plans 

in place, Shields explained. Plan A is to have the event in 
Six Nations Community if restrictions allow, and plan B is 

to have the event livestreamed from the campus,  which 
Shields described as “not ideal but better than nothing.”

COVID-19 restrictions not only forced changes to the way 
that the initiative is being performed, but to how it is being 
taught as well. The Applied Music program was one of the 
programs that Mohawk had to move online, causing issues 
for students taking part in the initiative. 

“The switch of in-person classes to online came with a lot 
of scheduling conflicts,” Shields said. “Some of my initial 
students in this group within the initiative all of a sudden 
had these conflicts and couldn’t resolve them. So what we 
had to do is get a new bass player and a new piano player.”

Calvin Mulder, a Mohawk College music student and gui-
tarist for the initiative, says he has felt the pressure that 
COVID has placed on the initiative. 

“The initiative is supposed to be an act of reconciliation,” 
Mulder said. “A lot of healing comes from being creative, 
and being creative with other people, and the sort of sub-
conscious relationships that you develop with those peo-
ple and you can’t have that online.”

Mulder says he is grateful that even though his program 
has moved to online delivery, he gets to come to campus 
for the ensemble practices for the performance.

“There is still that connection of playing together,” Mulder 
said. “That’s an important piece of the project.”

The team behind the project is hoping that with enough 
time and with restrictions being lifted, that the project can 
be performed on Six Nations land as originally planned.

The final peformance will be held in the first week of April.
The performance may be held at the Fennell campus pub if COVID-19 
guidelines won’t allow it to be held in the Six Nations.

MEGAN DANIELS

GREAT LAKES CULTURAL CAMPS

T r u t h .  A n d  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n



Mohawk College students and Indig-
enous musicians are coming together 
in an initiative that will see them share, 
create and perform live.

Initiative coordinator Bob Shields said 
he aimed to provide an unconditioned 
creative space for musi-
cians throughout the initia-
tive.

“I thought, ‘I’d love to be 
able to have my music stu-
dents engage in such a 
space with people from 
another tradition, another 
culture, another society,’” 
Shields said. “So that they 
understand that the mean-
ings and values in the crea-
tive processes are not just 
single perspective. They 
vary from culture to culture.”

For Shields, the initiative 
also serves as a way to 
show his students a different view of 
history. It’s a perspective central to a 
history course he’s been developing.

“I wanted to create that space with 
multiple voices to contribute to an un-
derstanding of history,” Shields said,” 
“that’s not linear, determined or hierar-
chical. In doing so I thought, ‘if I’m go-

ing to walk my talk, we can’t just theo-
reticize history. We’ve got to experience 
it first person.’”

Shields developed the initiative in 
collaboration with many departments 
throughout the college. He first got in 
touch with Indigenous Education de-
partment head Johanne McCarthy. 

For McCarthy, the idea for the initiative 
came at just the right time.

“I was like, ‘Oh my gosh, I absolutely 
need this in my life right now,’” McCar-
thy said. “I need something very posi-
tive that’s working to sort of change the 
spin or the narrative on Indigenous peo-
ple. So that people can see our power 
instead of constantly seeing our weak-

Students learn history through music 
Mohawk College professors Bob Shields and Johanne McCarthy launch initiative with Indigenous musicians

ness and feeling like they have to then 
save us or help us.”

Shields had a lot to consider when as-
sembling musicians for the initiative. It 
was his first time organizing an event 
like this. So it was important to Shields 
that they start small.

Crooked Trail frontman Rick McLean 
and the Six Nations Women Singers 
will be mentoring the student ensem-
ble. For Shields, a broad representa-
tion of Indigenous music was crucial 
to the initiative.

“I picked Rick because he is Anish-
inaube and he’s contemporary musi-
cian,” Shields said. “I picked the Six 
Nations Women Singers because 
I love the meanings and values at-
tached to the women’s drum circle 
music. So I thought it would be a 
good contrast for this initiative.”

The organizers are facing many 
challenges in bringing the initiative 
to life. COVID restrictions mean the 

event could end up being in person or 
online.

The student ensemble, McLean and 
the Six Nations Women Singers will 
perform together in April. Shields and 
McCarthy said they hope to see the in-
itiative continue for years to come. For 
both, the initiative is a great opportunity 
for students to build relationships and 

BOB SHIELDS

Initiative coordinator Bob Shields says the student ensemble and the Indigenous musicians are working in unconditioned creative spaces.

J UA N  Z A M BR A NO

Indigenous Education department head Johanne McCarthy 
is one of the main players in organizing the initiative.
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A historical milestone of the past year 
was when Canada initiated a new Fed-
eral statutory holiday, the first ever Na-
tional Day of Truth and Reconciliation, 
honouring the children who were lost to 
the residential school system, as well 
as the families and communities af-
fected.  

“The Indian Residential Schools Survi-
vor Agreement is the largest class-ac-
tion settlement in Canadian history,” 
Director of Indigenous Initiatives & Spe-
cial Advisor for Mohawk College Amy 
Kelaidis said. “From that agreement, 
what the survivors asked for is that 
Canada put together a commission to 
be able to hear stories, to be able to ar-
chive everything so that we can start to 
honour and understand the truth about 
what happened in Canada ... the [Truth 
and Reconciliation Commision] really 
comes from a story of resilience and 
bravery of earlier generations and our 
intergenerational survivors.” 

Kelaidis, who is of the Mississaugas 
of The Credit First Nation, has been 
with Mohawk College for 16 years, the 
last four as the director of Indigenous 
Initiatives. 

“When I took on the role, we decided 
to put me in the academic side to real-
ly start to build that out,” Kelaidis said. 
“[Mohawk] graduates the most Indige-
nous students out of all post-secondar-
ies in this area. So, we know that we’ve 
got a huge responsibility and a huge 
gift to be able to create more access.” 

One major project Kelaidis is working 
on is preparing to launch The Centre for 
Indigenous Relations, Knowledge and 
Learning, or CIRKL. 

This Centre will be a resource for oth-
ers focusing on Indigenous student 
services, as well as Indigenous knowl-
edge, and will be a step in the right di-
rection for the college when it comes to 
advancing the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s calls to action.  

“What is important are what the calls 
to action are,” Kelaidis said. “They were 
survivors’ testimony, plus witnesses 
putting their word in, to say [these calls 
to action] are what’s going to make 
Canada better.” 

Kelaidis is one of many at the college 
who is working toward making the truth 
surrounding the residential school sys-
tem known. Mohawk College President 
Ron McKerlie is also an advocate for re-
specting our role in Indigenous history. 

McKerlie said it is important that all 
students know they are safe, welcome 
and free to be their full, authentic selves 
while on campus.   

“The desire to ensure that all students 
feel welcome definitely comes from 
my office,” McKerlie said. “The shared 
history that we have with Indigenous 
peoples – we’ll be respectful of that, we 
will do our part to break up the stereo-
types and to help recognize all people 
are amazing. We can do a lot to support 
them and encourage them.” 

The college recently took on the 
building of a Hoop Dance Gathering 

Place on campus. This is an outdoor 
learning space that was modeled after                     
traditional Indigenous learning practic-
es.  

“It’s got a lot of specific attributes to 
it to help attempt to recreate the way, 
traditionally, Indigenous people have 
learned, which was an oral storytelling 
method,” McKerlie said. “It’s really de-
signed to support our Indigenous stu-
dents in terms of providing them an-
other way to learn. Not to say that they 
won’t sit in class and use a computer, 
but it’s just another way to learn which 
happens to be traditionally an Indige-
nous practice.” 

McKerlie went on to say that in the 
end, respect for people at a human lev-
el is the main goal, that people from 
all walks of life tend to want the same 
things, and the main challenge is recog-
nition of that.  

“When you break down those barriers 
and get to know somebody and realize 
they’re just trying to enjoy and live life, 
the same as you are ... people are more 
alike than they’re different,” McKerlie 
said. 

With regard to long-term practices, 
McKerlie confirms that we are only just 
seeing the beginning of what is to come 
from this movement.  

“Well, the one thing I do have to say 
is this is not a point in time thing,”            
McKerlie said. “This is a journey that 
we’re on and this this journey is going 
to take years, and it may never be com-
plete in my lifetime, but we’re trying.”

Mohawk pursues Indigenous initiatives
College officials say they recognize the need for change at the school, and will 
work to honour Indigenous history and heritage for future generations of students

J E S S A  D U G UAY

 Mohawk College is making changes in its curriculum and resources to better support students, staff and visitors of Indigenous backgrounds.
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Students and staff at Mohawk College 
are preparing for an upcoming cultural 
engagement project with Indigenous 
artists and music students called Musi-
cal Sharing: An Indigenous Artists and 
Mohawk College Student Cultural En-
gagement and Exchange Initiative.

Bob Shields, organizer of the initiative, 
came up with the idea while developing 
a Music and Wellness course. The initi-
ative includes a mentorship process al-
lowing Applied Music students to shad-
ow Indigenous artists Rick McLean and 
the Six Nations Women Singers.

“I want the voices of the students and 
Indigenous artists to be elevated so 
that the value of music beyond its mon-
etary form can be revealed,” Shields 
said. “Through this process, I hope the 
students involved will see the value in 
cultivating a multi-perspective under-
standing of the world, contributed to 
by multiplicities of creative meanings 
and values. Ultimately, we’re talking 
about providing a space for increasing 
the creative resources students have to 
draw from towards making independ-
ent decisions about their lives and the 
type of world they want to shape.”

Johanne McCarthy, teaching and 
learning consultant for Indigenous Edu-
cation at Mohawk College and a mem-
ber of the Six Nations community, said 
engaging in these types of learning en-
vironments helps create a connection 
that focuses on strength.

“People formulate these negative nar-
ratives that we are traumatized or we’re 
broken, we need to show that despite 
all that, we’re still here,” McCarthy said. 
“We’re still practicing our culture, we’re 
still celebrating and are open to shar-
ing. We’re still open to connecting, di-
versity and inclusion. That’s part of our 
culture.”

Mohawk College President Ron McK-
erlie said it’s important that the college 
attempts to use post-secondary educa-
tion to fix problems created by educa-
tional systems in the past.

“We want to embed that [truth and 
reconciliation ideology] into all parts 
of the college so that people have an 
opportunity to learn about Indigenous 
culture, language and history,” McKer-
lie said. “We would like them to at least 
walk away with a better appreciation of 
our shared history and what our shared 
future might look like.”

The ensemble’s pianist, Amos Tilley, 
said he is looking forward to perform-
ing alongside their mentors.

“I’m really looking forward to learning 
more about how music is valued in dif-

Indigenous artists share creative spaces with Mohawk College students

ferent Indigenous societies,” Tilley said. 
“Music is such a universal connecting 
point for people, I find people can find 
an emotional connection to music [it 
can make] people feel certain things 
and in different ways.”

The initiative’s performance will be 
held during the first week of April.

Cultural engagement and exchange initiative provides Applied Music students with mentorship opportunity

Bob Shields, instructor and coordinator of 
the mentorship and cultural engagement     
initiative, said he wanted his music students 
to experience Indigenous culture first-hand.

The initiative involves Mohawk College applied music students taking part in a cultural 
exchange between Indigenous artists Rick McLean and the Six Nations Women’s Singers.

Amos Tilley, a first-year music student, is 
the pianist for the student ensemble.
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Applied Music program showcases Indigenous culture
It’s focused on cultural engagement and exchange between Indigenous artists and Mohawk College students

M E G A N  DA N I E L S

The ensemble is receiving Indigenous artist-led mentorships, including from Rick McLean and the Six Nations Women singers (above).

Mohawk College students have the 
opportunity to become more involved in 
Indigenous culture through a new mu-
sic program project named the Cultural 
Sharing: Indigenous Artists & Mohawk 
College student cultural engagement 
project.

Bob Shields came up with the idea. 
Shields teaches at Mohawk College 
and is part-time coordinator for the col-
lege’s Applied Music program.

“I came upon this idea when research-
ing unconditioned creative spaces for 
cultural engagement and exchange and 
their broader application,” he said. 

“I believed this would be an effective 
space for letting the intrinsic social ca-
pacity of music and creativity be elevat-
ed, free of conditions, where we could 
simply let music do the talking.”

The project is focused on cultural en-
gagement and exchange between In-
digenous artists and Mohawk College 
students. 

The project is geared towards a mean-
ingful act of reconciliation based on 
directives guided and authored by the 
Indigenous community.

Music students involved in the initia-
tive will participate in artist-led mentor-
ships by Indigenous mentors. 

Students taking part in the initiative 
say they have high hopes that they can 
use this project as a gateway into learn-
ing and becoming more respectful of 
Indigenous culture.

“I definitely think it’s going to raise 
awareness,” Calvin Mulder, lead guitar-
ist of the initiative, said. “If everything 
goes well this year then they’re going to 
try to expand it and bring in more pro-
grams, which is something I think is re-

ally cool and will help bring more aware-
ness to the acts of reconciliation.”

The Journalism, Broadcasting and 
Graphic Design programs are also tak-
ing part in the project.

The team behind the initiative say 
they are looking forward to performing 
this act of reconciliation and hope more 
Mohawk College students will want to 
be involved in initiatives like this one in 
the future.

Applied Music student Calvin Mulder was chosen to be the lead guitarist in the ensemble.
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Time for a new name for Mohawk College

S A M A N T HA  L AWS ON

With so many organizations making name changes, is it time for Mohawk College to follow suit?

Mohawk College opened its doors on 
November 27, 1967. It was one of nine 
new Colleges of Art and Technology in 
Ontario. At the time, the school’s Board 
of Governors chose to name the col-
lege “Mohawk” with land recognition in 
mind. 

According to the book Mohawk Col-
lege: The Years 1946-1985 by S. Patricia 
Filer, Brantford was nearly the home of 
Mohawk College. To settle any dispute 
between the communities, the board 
chose the name “Mohawk College” with 
Joseph Brant in mind.

A passage from Mohawk College: The 
Years 1946-1985 reads: “Joseph Brant, 
Chief of the Mohawks, had played a pro-
digious role in the British Colony, win-
ning respect for himself and his people. 
Note was made of the fact that the Mo-
hawk Trail School, not far from the site 
of the College, was being turned into a 
museum for the celebration of the Ca-
nadian Centennial. Mohawk Road is a 
well-known thoroughfare in Hamilton. 
The name “Mohawk” was comfortable 
for both Hamilton and Brantford.”

But what was “comfortable” in 1967 
may not be so comfortable today. With 
many sports teams changing names 
that might be problematic, some peo-
ple are asking why Mohawk College still 
has the same name. 

A member of the Bear Clan of the Six 
Nations, who asked that her name not 
be used for fear she might be targeted 
for attack, says the college has no right 
to the name.

“It’s about usurping our identity and 
throwing it on themselves, like they 
have every right to do so,” she said. 
“How colonial is that? That is Coloni-
al Thinking 101. We have the right to 

do whatever we want to you, and with 
your name and with your identity. And 
we can take it on and it’s ours, and you 
can do nothing about it. How colonial is 
that? It should never happen. And yet, 
here we are.”

Johanne McCarthy is a teaching and 
learning consultant for Indigenous 
Education at the Centre for Teaching 
& Learning at Mohawk College. She 
said reconciliation at Mohawk College 
should start with educating the stu-
dents about the name. 

“When I walked through the halls 
when I first started, I used to ask the 
students, ‘Where do you think the Mo-
hawk College name came from?’” Mc-
Carthy said. “And they thought it came 
because of the haircut, right? They had 
no idea that the word Mohawk actually 
means people.” 

“When we’re appropriating it and 
changing it and not explaining to the 
students who belong to the institution, 
where those names come from, that’s 
not conducive to a reconciliatory rela-
tionship with people,” McCarthy said.

Mohawk College has acknowledged 
the conversation surrounding its name 
on its website. Under a heading titled 
“The Name of the College comes from 
the Mohawk Nation”, a statement de-
tails the history of how and why the 
name was chosen in 1966 as well as 
recognizing the hurt the name selection 
caused. 

“Some (Indigenous people) feel that 
because there was no consultation, the 
use of this name perpetuates an imbal-
anced power relationship and advertis-
es permission to appropriate culture,” 
the website reads. “Reconciliation will 
require that we welcome discussion 
surrounding this controversy and pro-
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Mohawk College’s Fennell Campus opened in November of 1967 as one of Ontario’s nine new Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology.
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mote continued efforts to consult and 
seek consent as well as uphold and hon-
our “Mohawk Nation” values, belonging 
and participation at this institution.”

To the Bear Clan member, the recon-
ciliation initiative is not a passing fad. 

“It’s like the environment of post-sec-
ondary institutions right now. Every-
body wants to indigenize. They’re trying 
to throw it on there and talk about rec-
onciliation. And they want to be seen as 
reconciliation-friendly,” she said. 

“It means you have to actually listen 
to what we’re saying, and then change 
your behaviour. Reconciliation is about 
reconciling with yourself, the coloni-
al and racist crap that you have done, 
admitting it, bring it up to the surface, 
looking at it, and then changing your be-
haviour. Becoming an ally to actual In-
digenous people,” the Bear Clan mem-
ber said. 

Johanne McCarthy wants students to think 
about where the school’s name comes from.

MOHAWK COLLEGE
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Rick McLean:  How he’s crafting a  unique 
soundtrack for the crooked trail of life

S A M A N T HA  L AWS ON

Music has power. It can make you 
laugh, it can make you cry, and it can 
even serve as language when spoken 
words just don’t feel right. The melody 
can carry meaning without the need for 
a singer’s voice. And this is the value of 
music that Rick McLean wants to share. 

McLean is an Indigenous musician 
and professor of Indigenous studies at 
Mohawk College on top of running his 
own personal consulting business. He 
was also the former lead singer for a 
Rolling Stones cover band called Beast 
of Burden. 

More recently in his musical career, 
McLean has partnered with another 
Indigenous artist, Phil Davis, to form 
Crooked Trail. This act is exploring the 
fusion between rock and Indigenous 
music, a combination McLean had not 
often seen. 

“You know, there’s a lot of Indigenous 
blues artists, there’s Indigenous artists 
who’ve gone into country, but not real-
ly rock,” McLean said. “So, we decided, 
‘Yeah, why not rock then?’ Let’s explore 
moving, taking rock and roll and mix-

ing in either the issues that we want to 
talk about or like themes, sometimes 
language, sometimes including some 
of our traditional instruments with rock 
and roll.”

Although he had been on stage for 
years, McLean said that Crooked Trail 
allowed for a different type of perfor-
mance than that of playing “Beast of 
Burden.” 

“Your energy up there is different, 
you know, you’re very authentic, you’re 
vulnerable. You’re not as rehearsed,” 
McLean said. “You take your cues from 
the communities that you’re playing 
and because of that interconnected-
ness, you’re not just going in as a hired 
musician, you’re going someplace and 
you suddenly become family with the 
people in that community, which means 
you have responsibilities. 

“People have questions like if you’ve 
opened up thoughts in themselves or 
issues or anything like that, you have a 
responsibility to resolve that stuff. Or be 
accountable to it. Very, very different.”

McLean has always had music be a 
part of his life. McLean’s mother was 
the Canadian accordion champion 
three years in a row, and he said there 
was always music playing in the house.

“I was brought up with accordions and 
pianos and guitars and flutes and sax-
ophones and classical music and, you 
know, practicing a couple hours a day,” 
he said. 

When approached to take part in the 
reconciliation initiative, McLean said he 
felt it was his responsibility to say yes. 

“I think as a human if somebody is 
asking me for help and I can help, then 
that’s great,” he said. “I don’t insert my-

self in places unless I’ve been asked be-
cause I find that that’s being respectful 
of people’s experience.”

“And, because this has to do with rec-
onciliation,” he added, “then probably 
I’m able to share some perspectives 
with the circle that can help with the 
creative content.” 

Not only does McLean feel he has 
something of value to offer, he said he 
is also eager to see what the students 
can teach him. 

“These musicians, and I don’t refer to 
them as students, I mean, we talk about 
everybody’s equal, I’m going to learn a 
ton of stuff from them,” he said. 

“What an honour to be able to do that 
and to absorb some of that youthful 
energy they have and that excitement,” 
McLean said. “They’re excited about life 
and in an opportunity, ready to create 
a powerful message and just see what 
that’s going to be. So, this is fantastic. 
And I don’t want to take up this space.”

Rick McLean was the lead singer of Beast of 
Burden playing a Mick Jagger character with 
several different signature moves to perform.

Rick McLean sees music students as equals.

BOB SHIELDS

LORNE TONTEGODE

The rocker says teaching at Mohawk College was never something he planned for

Rick McLean (centre) performs a mix of rock and indigenous music alongside Phil Davis (left) as their newest ensamble Crooked Trail.
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Music students gain new perspectives 
through multicultural collaboration 
Working alongside Indigenous artists has allowed Mohawk music students to learn valuable lessons 

A group of Mohawk College’s 
music students will have the 
chance this spring to collaborate 
on a performance with Indigenous 
artist Rick McLean as well as the 
Six Nations Women Singers. The 
cultural engagement project will 
allow students to explore different 
cultures through music and their 
own instruments.

Jadon Haughton, Mohawk Col-
lege music student and drummer 
in the ensemble, says working on 
music in a group setting is very dif-
ferent from composing alone.

“It’s more of a vulnerable and 
open experience for everyone,” 
Haughton said. “Working togeth-
er, problem solving, challenging 
one another and supporting each 
other. It’s a collective experience 
based off of our own individual experience coming together 
to enhance each other.” 

Haughton says that individual practice is essential for 
growth and for discovering who you are as an artist, but col-
laboration is where you learn even more.

“Both are essential and [you] cannot have one without the 
other,” Haughton said.

Collaboration matters in everything we do, according to 
Mohawk College music student and banjo player Penny Mar-
tindale.

“Making music with other people is opening yourself up to 
not only being heard but hearing and responding to others,” 
Martindale said. “Music is best enjoyed when participating 
with others, I think. Individual music making has its own 
place and its own benefits but there is nothing quite like play-
ing music with a group of people and kind of losing yourself 
for a bit.”

Mohawk College music students will be mentored by, and perform with, Indigenous musicians.

JA R R E T T  M AT T H E WS

Martindale explained that this initiative will allow students 
to gain a new perspective and educate themselves on rec-
onciliation efforts, something she hopes can spread beyond 
the Music program.

“I’m sure there are a lot of ways to incorporate a wider 
range of Mohawk [College] programs.” Martindale said.

The ensemble’s guitarist, Calvin Mulder, says all his class-
mates enjoy working in group settings. He says it allows 
them to create a unique bond of trust and friendship. 

“It’s a special form of communication beyond words,” 
Mulder said. “Having a multiplicity of brains working togeth-
er [can] create something [that’s] very inspiring.”

“Everybody has different strengths: we all play different in-
struments, and we all have different musical backgrounds,” 
Mulder said. “Beautiful things can be done when everyone is 
doing their job … or contributing in their own way.”

All the musicians agree this is an incredible opportunity for 
them to learn new things and to inspire change while meet-
ing other musicians.

“This whole thing is very open-ended,” Mulder said. “And I 
have no idea what to expect, but if I can come out of this as 
a wiser [or a] more culturally aware individual, who has taken 
the time to listen, learn, and show respect, then I think it will 
be worth it … My hope is that I can gain a deeper understand-
ing of Indigenous culture, so that I might be less ignorant 
than I am right now.”

Haughton also hopes other Mohawk College programs can 
participate in the movement.

“It would also be amazing to include people from the Busi-
ness department,” Haughton said. “Marketers, event plan-
ners and such to really help our incredible platform reach
and touch more lives as well.”Drummer Jadon Haughton calls the initiative a collective experience.

BOB SHIELDS

JADON HAUGHTON
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Music is an important aspect of many 
lives and can connect to people in ways 
words can’t.

This aspect of telling stories is one of 
the many things that Mohawk College’s 
Applied Music department is trying to 
showcase through Musical Sharing: An 
Indigenous Artists and Mohawk Col-
lege Student Cultural Engagement and 
Exchange Initiative.

Educator and musician Bob Shields 
set up the initiative with several ideas 
in mind. 

“The idea to have a cultural engage-
ment and exchange initiative between 
music students and Indigenous artists 
emerged as a result of my research and 
talking to Indigenous people from dif-
ferent walks of life,” Shields explained.

 “I learned that many local Indigenous 
creative practices, experiences, and 
representations resist commodifica-
tion through these talks,” he continued. 
“I’m saying that the intrinsic values and 
meanings of creative processes linked 
to individual and social wellness can be 
greatly diminished when commodified. 
The ability for anyone’s’ creativity to 
contribute to their health and wellness 
is also diminished when reduced to its 
exchange value.”

“Simply put,” he summed up, “the 
most wonderful gifts of music and the 

arts, things like community building, re-
lational justice, egalitarianism, patience 
and compassion, resist reduction, es-
pecially economic reduction. This in-
itiative is about rebalancing priorities 
towards a more sustainable worldview, 
one contributed to by many voices.”

The event aims to accomplish a mean-
ingful act of reconciliation through the 
cultural exchange between Indigenous 
artists and students from the college’s 
music program. 

A group of students is working with 
Indigenous artists over a six-week pe-
riod. The mentorship aims to bring a 
sense of togetherness for the students 
and artists.

“It goes without saying it [music] is 
a language,” Indigenous artist Rick 
Mclean said. “Language, you know, can 
even be universal, you don’t necessari-
ly have to speak the language that the 
lyrics are written in to understand the 
themes of songs. Some songs impact 
us, and they have no lyrics in them. It’s 
just a fantastic form of communica-
tion.”

The students say they are hoping to 
grow both musically and personally 
through the shadowing process. 

“I would really like to sort of just meet 
as many people as I can,” guitarist Cal-
vin Mulder said. “I know, at the end of 
the semester, we’re actually going to 

New initiative aims at reconciliation
Mohawk College’s music students are gaining experiences through Indigenous artist mentorships

Drums are just one of the many instruments being used by student performers for the initiative with Indigenous musician mentors.

the reserve, and we’re going to be play-
ing there. And so I’m really excited for 
that, to just meet people and sort of 
be less ignorant than I am right now, I 
guess, more culturally aware.” 

Introductions with the Indigenous art-
ists were made through Zoom meet-
ings with in-person practices planned 
for later in the semester 

Shields said he was hoping to hold the 
event on Six Nations territory but Covid 
restrictions might prevent it.

“All these are ongoing issues,” Shields 
said. “And they’re COVID-related be-
cause if we go off site,  if the COVID 
protocols don’t match, that can be a 
problem. The college won’t allow stu-
dents to be in those spaces.” 

Despite the challenges  Shields says 
he believes that it’s important that the 
event take place.

“Okay, so there may be all this frustra-
tion on the way,” Shields said, “but when 
I’m dealing with the students, or the 
artists or the coordinators, things are 
great. You know, it couldn’t be better, 
it’s just red tape, COVID and technolo-
gy, accessibility and navigation ability.”

The event will be held in April and the 
performance is planned to take place in 
the Six Nations Community. If COVID-19 
guidelines won’t allow this, the event 
will be livestreamed from the Arnie on 
Mohawk College’s Fennell campus.

M AT T H E W  M AST ROM AT T E O
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Drumming student excited about a new learning experience at Mohawk

All the members of a student ensem-
ble taking part in a unique mentorship 
with Indigenous artists are first-year 
students, except one. 

Jadon Haughton, 23, is a third-year 
Applied Music student at Mohawk Col-
lege, majoring in drums and percussion.

Haughton says being mentored by 
artists like The Six Nations Women 
Singers and Rick McLean, while work-
ing with other young likeminded musi-
cians, is “remarkable.”

“For me, that is just such a healthy re-
minder of why I got into music,” Haugh-
ton said.

While Haughton has had a variety of 
mentors during his studies, he says 
this project offers a lot for students 
on their learning journey, looking to 
try new things and learn more about 
themselves.

The ensemble will spend the current 
term meeting as a group with the Indig-

enous artists, using an unconditioned 
creative space as a model for cultural 
engagement and exchange. 

Professor Bob Shields, the event or-
ganizer, said he picked Haughton to 
participate because he is adaptable, 
social and a fast learner.

“Jadon is a real nice, sociable per-
son. He knows how to handle himself 
in new and unfamiliar environments,” 
Shields said.

This was important when the profes-
sor was picking students to participate 
in the project for the first time.

“I remember in one of our first meet-
ings Bob said he picked us because he 
likes the way we view music, and that 
was something very impactful,” Haugh-
ton said.

First-year music student Arend Tig-

“It just takes a sense of 
openness and vulernability.”

chelaar said that meeting Haughton 
and building a friendship made school 
more fun.

“I don’t think [Shields] could have 
picked anyone better,” Tigchelaar said, 
“he’s a very passionate musician. And 
I think that’s exactly the type of person 
you need for something like this.”

Haughton said learning in this way 
forces students out of their comfort 
zone, but it is essential.

“It just takes a sense of openness and 
vulnerability,” Haughton said.

“Sometimes we don’t put ourselves 
in other people’s shoes – and that line 
between apathy and empathy, I’ve seen 
in my own life and for people in my life, 
can be very thin if you don’t become 
aware of these thoughts,” he added.

This is a project that involves active 
reconciliation, which Haughton said 
needs to be ongoing and says he looks 
forward to taking part.

J E S SIC A  M AXW E L L

Third-year Applied Music  student is keeping the beat for the new Indigenous  music initiative

ALEX PEDHERENY CLAUDIA

Haughton says the Applied Music program at Mohawk has al lowed him many opportunit ies to collaborate with 
l ike-minded art ists and he hopes that init iatives l ike this one can help lead to reconcil iation.



Mohawk College music students bond with 
Indigenous artists through shared experiences
Collaboration in music is one simple way we can take another step toward true reconciliation 

JA R R E T T  M AT T H E WS
This spring, Mohawk College music students are working 

on a collaborative initiative with Indigenous artists called the 
Cultural Sharing: Indigenous Artists and Mohawk College 
student cultural engagement project. The initiative involves 
a concert performance using unconditioned creative spaces 
both at Mohawk College and on Indigenous territory.

Educator, musician and leader of the initiative, Bob Shields, 
says learning from first-hand experiences with cultures oth-
er than your own can be extremely beneficial and expand 
your understanding of other ways of life.

“Students should know creative intelligence should not 
be limited to the actualization of products tied to capital,” 
Shields said. “But to the actualization and transcendence of 
the self as something interconnected and interdependent 
with all other life.” 

Shields says shared spaces for cultural engagement are 
spaces of community building.

Bob Shields has been in the music industry for over 30 years and has toured 
Canada, Europe and Japan.

According to Mohawk College, there are over 30,000 Indigenous people living in the area it services.

“Music students, readers, educators and administrators 
may find value in this initiative for the same reason journal-
ists may find value in reporting on this initiative,” Shields 
said. “Shared creative spaces facilitate a safe space to dis-
cuss differences and provide access to and appreciation for 
unfamiliar ideas.”

Mohawk College music student and drummer for the ini-
tiative, Jadon Haughton, says the path to complete 
reconciliation can be tough and for the most part is 
portrayed as bleak, but he’s excited to take another 
step in the right direction with this opportunity.

“Music, historically, socially, and at its core is a col-
lective experience which is always best shared to-
gether,” Haughton said. “That is where true, organic 
growth and development happens. This can also be 
summed up by one of my favourite quotes ‘If you 
want to go fast, go alone. If you want to far, go to-
gether’.” 

Calvin Mulder, a guitar player and Mohawk College 
music student participating in the initiative, says he 
would like the initiative to involve more programs 
within the college.

“Creativity is a healing act,” Mulder said. “What’s so 
great about this ensemble is that through creativi-
ty we get to form bonds with members of the First 
Nations community by simply letting the music do 
the talking. Music is the universal form of communi-

cation that transcends language and bias. It heals and con-
nects people.”

Shields says there is more than one way to exist and thrive 
in the world and more than one way to be of value to others.

“Western society tends to over-deliberate before acting,” 
Shields said. “This initiative shows us that an intuitive or im-
provised approach to life in general provides the balance we 
need for holistic wellness. This initiative shows us that life is 
pretty much improvised, as opposed to a linear, determined 
process.”

BOB SHIELDS

JARRETT MATTHEWS
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Indigenous musicians mentoring experiential learning 

Experiential learning at Mohawk       
College comes in many forms. This 
winter term some music students are 
getting a brand-new learning experi-
ence.

Music professor Bob Shields devel-
oped the music initiative as a new op-
portunity within the Applied Music pro-
gram at the college. 

Over the course of the semester, a 
group of six students will be mentored 
by local Indigenous artists Rick McLean 
and the Six Nations Women Singers in 
an “unconditioned creative space” with 
a culminating performance at the end of 
the term. 

“I thought that if I could show my stu-
dents through firsthand experience the 
value of the social capacity of music, its intrinsic values 
linked to individual, communal and societal well-being,” 
Shields said, “then I can give them knowledge they can use 
to make informed, independent decisions on paths they 
may want to take.”

Mohawk College has been offering experiential learning 
for students as a core component of program delivery for 
over 50 years, Cebert Adamson,  Mohawk’s vice president 
of Students, International and Alumni said.

Examples of this include news publications like Ignite 
News and the campus radio station Indi 101.5, which are 
spaces where media students can obtain real work experi-
ence in their field of study.

“By giving students their opportunities to be able to par-
ticipate through these kinds of hands-on experiences, it 
really gives them a good birds-eye view of what they’re 
going to be experiencing in the real world of work,” Adam-
son said.

“It also gives students an opportunity to begin to devel-
op their work skills, their work ethics and the opportuni-
ties to collaborate with diverse organizations and people,”               

Adamson added.
As a part of this experiential learning initiative, students in 

the music ensemble have weekly mentorship sessions with 
the Indigenous artists in a collaborative environment. 

Shields modeled the learning experience with a focus on 
what will be organically created in a learning space without 
strict learning objectives and incorporating diverse knowl-
edge from the Indigenous community.

“I wanted to give my students a space in which more knowl-
edge from different voices can inform their decision-making 
processes,” Shields said, “to give them a multi-perspective 
understanding of the world they live in, rather than a single 
viewpoint.”

Indigenous Education consultant Johanne McCarthy, who 
helped Shields organize the initiative, said the model for this 
experiential learning is reflective of how Indigenous educa-
tion operates. 

“It is so important to have Indigenous people in systems of 
education because fear is conditioned in the culture of edu-
cation,” McCarthy said.

“You get the wrong answer, you fail, right? That’s how your 
school system is set up,” she said. “Indigenous education is 

not set up that way. [Indigenous people] 
are experiential learners, which means 
that we create those safe spaces and 
that opportunity to experiment and to 
learn, and to develop, through making, 
trying, practicing making mistakes, cor-
recting mistakes.”

Using this model for the initiative is 
also a way to open students and edu-
cators up to discussions on meaningful 
acts of reconciliation. 

“It’s interesting how this project really 
is powerful at showing not just how to 
reverse the narrative and do reconcilia-
tion in a good way,” McCarthy said, “but 
also those subtle lessons that teach us 
about letting things organically evolve.”

J E S SIC A  M AXW E L L

Mohawk College Applied Music students are taking part in a unique hands-on approach to performance

Kaci Alvarez is a third-year journalism student and has been able to take part in 
experiential learning through anchoring at the college radio station Indi 101.5.

Per formances  by  mus ic  s tudents  l i ke  d rummer  Jadon  Haughton  show how 
l ea rn ing  hands -on  is  a  key  component  o f  many  p rograms a t  the  co l lege .



McLean are hoping to teach new per-
spectives.

“My approach is collectivist,” McLean 
said. “So, you know, I don’t have any 
predetermined notions about what 
I’m going to teach them. And for me, 
we’re all equals. These are some 
amazing musicians, young musicians 
that I’m going to have the honour of 
working with. So I’m not really sure. I 
think that I’ll be able to share Indige-
nous perspectives and maybe some 
themes and culture and stuff like that. 
I think that’s what they’re going to 
want for the creative process.”

McLean isn’t only interested in 
teaching his students but also in hav-
ing his student mentees teach him.

“Oh, my goodness, am I ever looking 
forward to doing some creative stuff, 
with some other musicians and they 
are young musicians,” McLean said. 
“So that’s doubly fun for me, because, 
you know, I’m an older guy. And when 
I jam with the other older guys, some-
times we don’t have a lot of energy. 
So I’m looking forward to just really 
being invigorated and learning stuff 
from them.” 

For those involved one thing is clear: 
they are all moved to be taking part.

Personal growth is something every-
one can achieve. Whether it’s growth in 
a field or as a person it’s something we 
all strive to accomplish.

For students, professors, and musi-
cians involved in Musical Sharing: An 
Indigenous Artists and Mohawk Col-
lege Student Cultural Engagement and 
Exchange Initiative the growth is made 
through music. 

Students who volunteer to be part of 
the initiative get the chance to shad-
ow Indigenous artists. Through this 
process, students are hoping to learn 
and cultivate a multi-perspective un-
derstanding of musical meanings and 
values, and more broadly, the world 
around them. 

“I think I’m just looking to grow as a 
person, grow as a musician, grow as 
a writer, arranger and producer, all the 
sort of facets that I am,” drummer Ja-
don Haughton said.

“But the big thing that I’m hoping to 
learn is to grow with people and just 
become more aware, just playing mu-
sic again with a purpose and to learn 
more about, you know, our culture in 
our country,” Haughton added.

Indigenous mentors such as Rick 

“I feel honoured to be a part of that,” 
guitarist Calvin Mulder said. “I feel re-
ally lucky. That’s really special. And 
so I’m just going to be giving it my full 
effort and, and show up and bring my 
best out of respect for what it stands 
for. And what it will be.”

During the the mentorship process 
and a final performance and reflec-
tion day, the overall goal is to create 
long-lasting, meaningful connections 
that aid in reconciliation and help 
everyone involved grow as people 
and musicians.

Students will perform using a variety of instruments as part of the event including guitar, bass, drums, banjo and vocals

Students learn growth through music and Indigenous mentorships as part of the spring event  

In addition to the mentorship sessions, the 
ensemble meets in-person each week with 
initiative coordinator Bob Shields.

Mohawk College initiative creates growth

PEXELSS
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Culture is not a synonymn for “society”
While society identifies a group, culture refers to the meanings and values attached to creativity

Musical Sharing: An Indigenous Artists and Mohawk College Student Cultural Engagement and Exchange Initiative was created 
as a movement for reconciliation, and to create a space where students can learn .

The initiative uses music as a shared and 
connecting platform for reconciliation,    
helping to create an environment of healing 
by sharing a cultural medium that can be ap-
preciated by all who are involved.

Music students at Mohawk College 
are engaging in acts of diversity and 
cultural sharing this semester as they 
participate in a novel cultural engage-
ment project.

The young musicians will be shadow-
ing Indigenous artists as they prepare 
for an event showcasing the project 
and the work being done towards rec-
onciliation.

Through the project and the event, 
both students and artists hope to pro-
vide learning opportunities about cul-
ture. One of the lessons is that culture 
is not a synonym for society. Johanne 
McCarthy, a teaching and learning con-
sultant for Indigenous Education at Mo-
hawk and a member of the Beaver Clan 
of Six Nations territory, breaks down 
the difference between the two.

“Society is the group, and culture is 
like the dominant behaviour of that 
group,” said McCarthy. “If the dominant 
behaviour of that group is imperialistic, 
which means they want to categorize 
into hierarchies and they want to see 
themselves as the top of the hierarchy, 
then you can see a small percentage of 
the society dictating the culture.”

Shields says Western culture is built 
on an imperialistic mindset, and that 
mindset links directly to the hierarchal 
roots of the word. 

“Culture is a term that can be traced 

E M M E T T  ST E E L E
to Eurocentricity and classification of 
people according to the things they 
make and produce,” said Bob Shields, a 
teacher at Mohawk College and the co-
ordinator for the cultural engagement 
and exchange initiative. “It has conno-
tations of high society being equivalent 
to a European, white male society, so it 
has some Eurocentric baggage to it.

 In a post-Eurocentric world, culture 
would simply mean the value attached 
to the things that we create, whether it’s 
a story or a song. That’s culture.

 A culture is not a people, it’s the stuff 
we make and attach value and meaning 
to.”

Uniformity is something Western cul-
ture has created and attached meaning 
to, leading to the idea that to be differ-
ent is to be wrong, according to Shields. 
While more champions for diversity are 
emerging, the idea of being “the same” 
is still a deeply-rooted problem.

“Western culture very much likes to 
unite people by similarity,” said McCa-
rthy. “In Indigenous culture, the big dif-
ference is that everything in our culture 
is valuing diversity. If you look at our 
clan system, we inherit our clanship 
through our mother’s line.”

“I’m Beaver Clan,” explained McCar-
thy, “I inherited my Beaver Clan heritage 
through my mother’s line. I could mar-
ry my partner because he’s Bear Clan, 
he has different skills and different tal-
ents. That would link our families in a 
unity linked by diversity. Our society is 
set up to really revere and respect rela-
tionships of diversity over relationships 
of similarity.”

The cultural engagement initiative will 
be hosting a performance day event 
during the first week of April where stu-
dents and Indigenous artists involved 
in the project will perform music and 
engage in discussions. Details for the 
event will be released as they become 
available.

BOB SHIELDS
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T r u t h .  A n d  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n

Un-prescribed learning
Students aren’t the only ones gaining knowledge from the cultural engagement initiative

E M M E T T  ST E E L E

This year at Mohawk College, students 
in the Applied Music program are en-
gaged in a cultural sharing initiative. Stu-
dents and staff are working alongside 
Indigenous artists and members of the 
Six Nations community to prepare for 
an event showcasing the project and the 
work being done towards reconciliation. 
   While the students have been studying 
Indigenous music and cultures, organ-
izers and partners for the initiative have 
been learning a lot as well. Bob Shields 
is the initiative’s coordinator. He says 
the biggest lesson has been the logis-
tics of making an event like this happen. 
   “It’s one thing to think, ‘Oh, it would be 
nice to get together and play some music 
with some people,’” said Shields. “But al-
lowing that to happen with the freedom 
it requires to become a teaching oppor-
tunity within an educational institution 
is a lot more difficult than it may seem.” 
   “For example, I decided I want to doc-
ument the story,” Shields continued. 
“Okay, now I have to approach the Jour-
nalism department, the Broadcasting 
department, the Graphic Design de-
partment and maybe the MSA. I guess 
that requires a budget - some of these 
people need to be paid, and what if we 
need food for the event, need to pay 
for that, or pay for a venue that’s not in 
the college? Now we need that budget 
approved, which means going through 
administrative hurdles which can – and 
have - taken weeks or months. Then, I 
thought about asking Indigenous art-
ists to come and play with our musi-
cians. Simple in theory, but in practice, 
that too had a series of hurdles set out.” 
   When Shields needed help he reached 
out to Johanne McCarthy, a teaching 
and learning consultant for Indigenous 
Education at Mohawk College and a 
member of the Beaver Clan of the Six 
Nations. With McCarthy’s help, Shields 
has been able to take his idea to play 
some music and turn it into an opportu-
nity for learning and reconciliation.

One lesson that McCarthy has learned 
is the value that a genuine ally can have 
in elevating an important cause.

“I learned that there’s a power in      

Johanne McCarthy has been working at Mohawk College to bring about change that will
 increase student awareness of Indigenous culture and society.

finding allyship,” McCarthy said. “For 
a really long time at Mohawk College, 
I’ve been trying to initiate changes as 
an Indigenous woman. It really is an 
eye opener how slow my progress has 
been, when you find a non-Indigenous 
male ally and then changes happen so    
quickly.”

McCarthy believes that some-
times, the most impactful way to 
have non-Indigenous people be more 
accepting and open-minded is to 
have a non-Indigenous person in-
troduce them to Indigenous culture. 
 “That means we need to create 
healthy allies, and what I hope to do 
working in post-secondary [educa-
tion] is create allies,” McCarthy said. 
 According  to  Shields,  the  most 
important lesson to be learned for 
both students and organizers of 
the initiative is to be present-fo-
cused and keep an open mind. 
 “Keep a spirit of learning, humble-
ness, openness, modesty, multi-per-
spectivity,” Shields said. “Maintain-
ing these states of being are the only 
way to respectfully engage with a 
people who have been oppressed 
and need to be reconciled with.” 
 As McCarthy, Shields and other organ-

izers of the initiative continue to create 
an environment of education and rec-
onciliation, so too will these lessons 
continue to emerge, creating learning 
opportunities for everyone involved.

Organizer Bob Shields says he has learned 
as much as the students taking part.

BOB SHIELDS
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