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Gloria L. Howell 

THE ROLE OF BLACK CULTURAL ARTS EDUCATION IN STUDENT IDENTITY 

AFFIRMATION: A CASE STUDY OF THE AFRICAN AMERICAN ARTS INSTITUTE 

 

The purpose of this collective case study was to explore the ways in which cultural arts 

education is integrated into postsecondary classrooms and how that integration affirms Black 

students’ identities. I utilized the African American Arts Institute (AAAI), an entity housed on a 

predominately White Midwestern university campus that provides students opportunities to 

participate in performance ensembles for course credit, to showcase the importance of arts 

education centered in the Black tradition. The primary case, the AAAI, featured three embedded 

cases, the ensembles: IU Soul Revue, African American Choral Ensemble, and African 

American Dance Company. Broadly speaking, the arts in higher education contexts have not 

received the attention they deserve. In the literature review, I discussed the dynamic 

contributions of Black people to the arts, specifically music and dance, and provided historical 

and contemporary examples that highlight the importance of these art forms in Black life. I also 

detailed the significance of Black music and dance on college campuses, specifically historically 

Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). Taking a constructivist approach to this research, I 

sought to understand how ensemble members made meaning of their experiences in the AAAI. 

Seventeen individuals participated in this study. I interviewed 11 students and alumni members 

of AAAI ensembles. I also interviewed the founding Executive Director of the AAAI and five 

former and current directors of each ensemble. Ensemble members and alumni shared 

information regarding their experiences as related to identity affirmation, and faculty and 

administrators provided important historical context surrounding the establishment of the 

ensembles, their teaching philosophies and pedagogical styles, and ways that they facilitate 

identity affirmation for Black students. Findings indicated that the implementation of both 
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written and unwritten curricula influenced the ways that Black students experienced identity 

affirmation within the ensembles. The written curriculum included course content as conveyed 

by syllabi including objectives, texts, and repertoire. The unwritten curriculum included aspects 

that were byproducts of their classroom experiences including lessons on discipline and 

responsibility, accountability for themselves and each other, and other transferrable skills that 

they could apply to their other personal and academic endeavors. Finally, I offered implications 

for research and practice including the boundaries of diversity in particular campus environments 

and naming AAAI as a viable tool for retention of Black students. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
 

Ride on king Jesus.  

No man can a-hinder me  

Ride on king Jesus, ride on.  

No man can a-hinder me.  

No man can a-hinder me 

- Traditional Negro Spiritual 

 

 

Southern trees bear strange fruit 

Blood on the leaves and blood at the root 

Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze 

Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees 

- Billie Holiday, “Strange Fruit” (1939) 

 

 

 

Mother, mother, everybody thinks we're wrong. 

Oh, but who are they to judge us 

Simply 'cause our hair is long. 

Oh, you know we've got to find a way 

To bring some understanding here today. 

- Marvin Gaye, “What’s Going On” (1971) 

 

 
 

The movement is a rhythm to us. 

Freedom is like religion to us. 

Justice is juxtapositionin' us. 

Justice for all just ain't specific enough. 

One son died, his spirit is revisitin’ us. 

Truant livin' livin' in us, resistance is us. 

That's why Rosa sat on the bus. 

That's why we walk through Ferguson with our hands up. 

         - Common & John Legend, “Glory” (2014) 

 

 

The arts have historically represented important aspects of Black1 culture. From the 

institution of slavery to the more recent #BlackLivesMatter movement, music and dance in 

particular are powerful forms of creative expression that reflect both the trials and triumphs that 

Black people have experienced across time. For example, music and religion were saving graces 

for Black slaves who lived in a constant state of dehumanization on plantations with White 

masters. Through grueling work conditions, starvation, brutal beatings, and rape, White 

 
1 The term Black is all-inclusive in this work, representing those of African ancestry and across the Diaspora. The 

 term African American may also be used in an effort to remain true to some of the sources used in this dissertation. 
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slaveowners consistently reminded slaves that they were inferior to them. Although their White 

masters controlled their bodies, slaves were determined to keep their souls, minds, and spirits by 

singing traditional Negro spirituals like “Ride on King Jesus” that demonstrated their belief that 

someway, somehow, they would be free. Although they expressed optimism for freedom through 

song, Black people also used music to vividly depict the ugly truth of racism in America. In 

1939, renowned jazz songstress Billie Holiday popularized “Strange Fruit”, which originated as a 

poem written by Abel Meeropol, a Jewish high school teacher. After seeing a photo of the 

lynching of two Black men in Indiana in 1930, Meeropol penned “Strange Fruit”, capturing the 

grueling death that African Americans faced at the hands of White supremacists around the 

country (Lynskey, 2011). Although it was not the first protest song composed, “Strange Fruit”, 

specifically Holiday’s performances of the song, was the first to send an explicit message about 

racism in America. Over three decades later, Black artists were still committed to utilizing their 

platforms to illuminate the realities of racism and other forms of oppression that plagued Black 

life. In 1971, one of the most revered artists in the history of Black popular music, Marvin Gaye, 

released a concept album featuring “What’s Going On”, a powerful anthem that captured Black 

people’s frustrations with the conditions of society. Black soldiers were fighting a war abroad in 

Vietnam for a nation that failed to honor their rights as citizens at home. Unemployment rates 

increased, and many Black families found themselves struggling to survive in poverty-stricken 

neighborhoods. Igniting a change in national conversation, “What’s Going On” raised awareness 

of the unfortunate reality of Black people and forced many Americans to come face-to-face with 

the turmoil that was tearing the nation apart. In 2014, a new generation shouted “Glory” with hip 

hop artist Common and singer John Legend while reflecting on the resilience of activists who 

marched for voter equality in Selma, Alabama and protesting the killing of Black men and 
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women by White police officers in various cities across the United States. Although penned at 

different moments in history, these songs described the feelings of liberation, empowerment, 

hurt, and pain that Black people experienced as a result of what was happening in the world 

around them.  

Music and dance have provided a consistent means for cultural communication, a spoken 

and unspoken language that has transcended time and generations. An extremely salient feature 

of music and dance in the Black tradition is that they are conceptualized as participatory group 

activities (Maultsby, 2000). From formal concerts hosted by Black artists to small gatherings 

such as weddings and other celebratory events among families and friends, the belief is that 

everyone has a part to play when it comes to music and movement. The notion of communal 

involvement in music-making supports the presence of a strong collective identity among Black 

people. 

Considering the significance of the performing arts in Black culture, it is important that 

they are valued and appreciated in the places and spaces that influence, develop, and nurture the 

next generation of scholars: colleges and universities. Advocates of arts engagement in formal 

educational environments argue that students who participate in music, dance, painting, creative 

writing and other artistic activities experience a variety of social, academic, and behavioral 

benefits (Arts Education Partnership, 2004; Hanna, Patterson, Rollins, & Sherman, 

2011; Menzer, 2015). Winner and Hetland (2008) suggested that participation in the arts can 

support student development across a number of domains including persistence, creative 

expression, the ability to make connections between coursework and the outside world, 

observation, innovation through exploration, and the ability to engage in self-reflection. Oxtoby 

(2012) posited that if institutional leaders truly regard development of creativity as a core value 
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in education, then the arts must play a critical role in illuminating the various forms of the 

creative process.  

From Co-Curricular Activity to Black Studies Curriculum: 

 

The Establishment of the AAAI at IU 

 
The African American Arts Institute (AAAI) is an exemplary representation of a space 

where students experience several of the positive outcomes previously mentioned. AAAI leaders 

have demonstrated to students and the community at large the importance of African American 

cultural tradition through the creative arts. Featuring three dynamic ensembles (IU Soul Revue, 

African American Dance Company2, and African American Choral Ensemble3), the AAAI is 

situated on the campus of Indiana University (IU), a predominately White institution (PWI) in 

the Midwestern United States. As I contextualize the Institute’s location at a PWI, it should be 

noted that I approached this dissertation with a desire to center Black culture, Black performing 

arts, and Black students’ experiences while engaging in a Black-focused curriculum. 

Foregrounding these intentions, I will articulate the ways in which the formation of the AAAI 

was a form of resistance to White supremacy, specifically through the structure and 

implementation of the curriculum, thereby demonstrating why entities like the AAAI are 

necessary on White campuses. I will briefly discuss the tenets of White supremacy and how they 

manifest in higher education in chapter two.  

The story of the Institute’s development began in 1970 when Dr. Herman Hudson, IU’s 

first Vice Chancellor of Afro-American Affairs, founded the Department of Afro-American 

Studies, now known as African American and African Diaspora Studies (AAADS). Hudson 

envisioned a platform that would allow students to explore Black performance styles for course 

 
2 Also referred to as “Dance Company” 

3 Also referred to as “Choral Ensemble” 
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credit. His intent from the very beginning was to establish the performance ensembles as part of 

the larger intellectual enterprise that was Afro-American Studies. One impetus for the 

development of the AAAI was the student-led talent shows that Herman Hudson witnessed in 

campus residence halls (L. Dunlap, personal communication, October 25, 2017). Hudson desired 

to provide opportunities for these students to participate in the arts in an organized, institutional 

framework. He recognized that Black performance did not occur in a vacuum solely for 

entertainment purposes but could also formally reside in an academic body of knowledge that is 

Afro-American Studies curriculum. The existence of Afro-American Studies as a discipline 

made it possible for Black students to experience artistic cultural engagement from an 

intellectual perspective. The institutional commitment to the arts through the presence of the 

AAAI symbolized a responsibility taken by faculty and administrators, as opposed to only Black 

students themselves, to honor their cultural assets and create space for them in the classroom.  

Hudson’s determination in establishing a Black performance ensemble not only 

demonstrated the presence of Black talent on campus, but it also reflected the absence of 

academic spaces where students could continually cultivate that talent in the broader university 

context, including the Jacobs School of Music. As one of the premiere music schools in the 

world, Jacobs attracts the best and brightest students and faculty members. Before helping 

Herman Hudson lay the foundation for what would become the AAAI in 1971, Lillian Dunlap 

was a graduate student in Jacobs and worked in the School’s Black Music Center. The Center 

provided the opportunity for scholars to study the work of African American composers. In fact, 

Dunlap recalled that prior to the existence of the Black Music Center, a Jacobs student could “go 

through the whole curriculum and not run into anything Black” (personal communication, 

October 25, 2017). With the Black Music Center, however, still something was missing. The 
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Center was limited in genre, focusing only on classical music, which was largely influenced by 

White musicians and composers. So, there was a need, as Dunlap put it, to “draw attention to 

African American products” (personal communication, October 25, 2017). Thus, the IU Soul 

Revue, African American Dance Company, and African American Choral Ensemble as academic 

courses filled a void by providing an opportunity for the study and performance of Black popular 

music created by and for Black artists.  

Hudson’s vision of a Black performance ensemble course came to fruition in 1971 with 

the establishment of the IU Soul Revue. He appointed Portia Maultsby as the ensemble’s first 

director. Hudson actively recruited Maultsby while she completed her doctoral studies in 

ethnomusicology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He was on a mission to hire as many 

Black faculty members as he could for the newly created Department of Afro-American Studies. 

Maultsby, who was determined to complete her degree before taking a job, had a cover band that 

traveled around the country to perform. Due to performances in South Bend and Terre Haute, 

Indiana, she was unable to attend a recruitment dinner that Hudson initially planned to host in 

Chicago for prospective faculty members (P. K. Maultsby, personal communication, November 

3, 2017). When Maultsby informed Hudson that she could not attend because of her band’s 

engagement, he decided to postpone the recruitment meeting and attend her performance (P. K. 

Maultsby, personal communication, November 3, 2017). Hudson, who had a strong appreciation 

for the arts as a guitar player, was inspired by Maultsby’s band and her leadership within the 

band to organize a Black performance ensemble featuring Black students. (P. K. Maultsby, 

personal communication, November 3, 2017).  Hudson’s vision and Maultsby’s musical 

expertise led to the establishment of the ensemble. With the Godfather of Soul James Brown as 

her biggest influence, Maultsby called the ensemble the IU Soul Revue as her vision was for it to 
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be similar to Brown’s revue, which included multiple instrumentalists, vocalists, and dynamic 

stage presence (P. K. Maultsby, personal communication, November 3, 2017). The Soul Revue 

became the nation’s first collegiate performance-based ensemble offered for academic credit 

(African American Arts Institute [AAAI], 2017). 

Due to the influx of talented students wanting to audition for the Soul Revue, another 

ensemble, the Afro-American Dance Company, was formed in 1974 with Iris Rosa appointed to 

serve as its first director. That same year, the Afro-American Arts Institute (name changed to 

African American Arts Institute in 1996, along with the ensemble names changing accordingly) 

was established. In the proposal submitted to establish the AAAI, Hudson (n.d.) noted that the 

entity would comprise graphic arts; popular and classical music and instrumentation; traditional 

and modern dance; and oral literature, theatre and public address while embracing the following 

primary objectives: 

1. To conduct research and to develop instructional materials dealing with the history 

and impact of Black people. 

2. To disseminate for classroom use beyond the Bloomington campus the results of 

research on the history and cultural impact of Black Americans through workshops, 

lecture-demonstrations, live performances, and the distribution of course outlines, 

syllabi, bibliographies, and discographies. 

3. To serve as a facilitating agent for the exchange of information with affiliated 

colleges, universities, and other institutions within the state and surrounding region.  

4. To develop nuclei of undergraduate faculty and the essential resources to offer 

improved courses and degree programs in Afro-American Studies. 
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5. To offer opportunities for college students to refine and use their talents through live 

concerts and exhibitions. 

A year after the Institute became an official university entity, the African American 

Choral Ensemble emerged under the direction of Michael V.W. Gordon, rounding out the trio of 

academic-performance components as they exist today. I will share more details about the 

history and evolution of the AAAI throughout the dissertation. 

As previously mentioned, Herman Hudson established the Afro-American Studies 

Department in 1970. When he created the blueprint for this academic unit, Hudson intentionally 

implemented an arts and humanities focus. As such, music and dance ensembles were conceived 

as pivotal parts of the Afro-American Studies curriculum to be taught by tenured or tenure-track 

faculty members as opposed to extra-curricular, student-led organizations (Maultsby, 2002). 

Establishing a disciplinary connection between the performance ensembles and Afro-American 

Studies was a top priority for Hudson that ultimately reinforced the development of the AAAI as 

an intellectual enterprise. Maultsby recalled, “That was important for him, to situate those 

ensembles in the curriculum in a way that the University could not get rid of them, let's say, if 

money dried up” (personal communication, November 3, 2017). One could say that Hudson 

“began with the end in mind” because he was not only focused on establishing performance 

courses, but also sustaining them for years to come. 

The birth of the Department of Afro-American Studies not only represented Hudson’s 

strategic approach to sustaining Black performance ensembles, but it also, along with the 

development of other Black Studies programs and departments around the country, disrupted 

historical narratives around what is and what is not a valuable form(s) of knowledge in the 

academy. Historically, higher education as a social institution perpetuated a belief that the White 
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male elite controlled knowledge validation, thereby prioritizing their interests while suppressing 

other epistemological orientations (Collins, 2002). An epistemological framework “defines 

knowledge, determines how to assess knowledge, and determines who possesses knowledge” 

(Gusa, 2010, p. 475). Thus, knowledge validation, production, and dissemination are connected 

to systems of power relations as Collins (2002) described as “who is believed and why” (p. 52).  

Traditional scholarship in higher education is rooted in what Gusa (2010) called 

monoculturalism, or the idea that one scholarly worldview exists, and every individual should 

conform to that worldview as opposed to challenging it. Despite the historical suppression of 

Black voices in higher education and other societal institutions, the presence of Black Studies 

programs and departments on predominately White campuses promotes the idea that alternative 

forms of knowledge do exist, and Black people are the gatekeepers of that knowledge. 

Considering the AAAI performance ensembles, the Afro-American Studies Department provided 

a platform for knowledge about Black history and culture to be disseminated artistically to 

audiences that extended beyond campus residence halls into the broader community.  

Problem Statement 

 
Media and popular culture (e.g. music and dance) play important roles in young people’s 

lives and must be explored as a kind of alternative “lived” curriculum (Dimitriadis, 2009). In 

educational settings, however, the creative and performing arts are often neglected and 

considered too unorthodox because they veer far away from the traditional parameters of 

academia and are considered to be “frivolous add-ons to serious curriculum” (Catterall, 2002 as 

cited in Henry, 2002, para. 2). Considering public education, Giola (2008) identified the problem 

of inaccessibility to arts education in K-12 classrooms. In extreme cases of budget cuts in public 

schools, for example, arts classes are often the first to go (Pogrebin, 2007). Arts education has 
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become an “expendable luxury” that has unfortunately depended on the socioeconomic status of 

students’ families (Giola, 2008, p. 3). 

The most common argument made by policymakers and educators against arts 

curriculum at the K-12 level is that the alignment between the skills and outcomes that students 

gain as a result of taking arts-based courses and what future employers will deem important is 

not as evident as it is with core programs in liberal education (Oxtoby, 2012). In turn, the arts 

disciplines are marginalized on college campuses because they are not considered rigorous, 

critical needs areas such as science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields, 

nor do they result in lucrative salaries post-graduation compared to STEM areas (Oxtoby, 2012).  

Although many arts programs have been dismantled, several studies (Arts Education 

Partnership Report as cited in Henry, 2002; Champions of Change, 1999; Jeffery, 2005) have 

shown that participation in the arts positively influences academic performance. Despite this fact 

and other discoveries regarding the positive effects of participating in the arts, scholars who 

study music are still expected to defend the presence of music programs in schools (Phillips, 

1993). Supporters for music education continue to demonstrate to stakeholders that student 

exposure to music education courses is equally important as exposure to other subject areas. 

Very little research also takes into account various aspects of identity such as race and 

ethnicity, and how engagement in arts programs that celebrate these factors influence students’ 

experiences in higher education. The lack of research supports “a generalized perception that 

Black culture is not a useful measuring stick for addressing the needs of Black students” 

(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 206), resulting in the devaluing of Black students’ culture in the 

classroom, specifically those that attend predominately White institutions (PWIs). Uninformed 

assumptions regarding if and how these students are represented do exist and influence Black 
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students’ experiences in educational settings (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Adequate and accurate 

representation matters, and Black students have demanded this type of representation through 

activism since they were afforded opportunities to attend colleges and universities (Biondi, 2012; 

Pounds, 1987; Rogers, 2012; Rojas, 2006; Williamson, 1999). 

The demand for representation by Black students points to an unfair expectation for them 

to assimilate into White spaces and culture. Because tenets of traditional curriculum are 

extremely pervasive, they are accepted as the norm and the inequities they perpetuate are 

camouflaged as “neutral” and “objective” (Auerbach, 2002, p. 93). These institutions are “White-

normed spaces” that are not only demographically White; they are White in their basic cultural 

components (Feagin, Vera, & Imani, 1996). This point aligns with a central philosophical 

problem that Karenga (2006) referenced in regard to understanding the African-American 

tradition. He posited that there is a tendency to “deny, diminish, and devalue the African aspect 

and pay exclusive homage to the American (White) aspect” (p. 259). As a result, Black people 

and other communities of color have combated the pressure of conformity by creating spaces for 

counter-discourses in their homes, churches, and informal cultural structures (Leonardo, 2004). 

Terminology 

Several frequently used terms are important for conceptualizing this study as it pertains to 

Black students’ experiences in the AAAI: pedagogy, culture, and identity. Multiple meanings of 

these terms exist, and I have chosen those that most closely align with this study. While their 

meanings are captured through the narratives of ensemble members and faculty, it is important to 

include definitions that can further contextualize an understanding of participants’ experiences.  

Pedagogy represents a “deliberate attempt to influence how and what knowledge and 

identities are produced within and among particular sets of relations” (Giroux & McLaren, 1989, 



 12 

p. 239). Specifically, pedagogy brings attention to the processes involved in knowledge 

production and transfer including curriculum content and design, classroom strategies and 

techniques, and assessment procedures (Giroux & McLaren, 1989). What happens as a result of 

this knowledge production and transfer as related to Black students’ development is of particular 

interest in this study. 

The foundation of this study is built upon the relevance of culture-infused pedagogy as 

represented in curriculum development and enactment. Milner (2010) defined culture as “the 

implicit and explicit characteristics of a person or group of people—characteristics developed 

through historic, sociocultural backgrounds, current experiences, knowledge, disposition, skills 

and ways of understanding” (p. 2). Culture provides a foundation for understanding how groups 

make sense of their shared attitudes, beliefs, values, and actions (Sealey-Ruiz, 2007). For the 

purposes of this study, I focus on Black music and dance as platforms by which Black students 

engage in Black cultural expression.  

Finally, this research investigates how culture and pedagogy in AAAI classrooms 

influence Black students’ experiences with identity affirmation. In general, identity includes 

multiple features and markers such as race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation and is often 

used to categorize individuals (Milner, 2010). Hall and Du Gay (1996) posited that identities are 

constructed “within, not outside, discourse”, and for this reason, identity development should be 

understood in “specific historical and institutional sites within specific discursive formations and 

practices” (p. 4). With this in mind, this study is framed around a belief that the discourse, 

curriculum content, and other elements of AAAI performance ensembles make them viable sites 

for identity affirmation. 
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Conceptual Framework 

Following the post-desegregation era, the rhetoric of “equal means sameness” was only 

attached to who could be educated and not inclusive of what they were being taught (Ladson-

Billings, 2000). Uninformed, inaccurate perceptions of African American students’ education 

comes as a result of the generic pedagogical models that are positioned as “culture neutral” when 

in reality they support a very monolithic approach to learning (Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 207).  

With this in mind, this study is framed by the concept of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995). As enacted in AAAI classrooms, CRP centers Black culture including 

students’ current experiences, knowledge, and socio-historical backgrounds in both a written and 

unwritten curriculum utilizing the arts. Recognizing the intersections of culture and identity, I 

interrogate how these classroom experiences affect the ways in which Black students are 

affirmed in their cultural identities.  

Ladson-Billings (2000) addressed the needs of African American learners in schools and 

how to prepare their teachers to provide them with quality education in the classroom. Although 

she primarily focused on Black students in K-12 classrooms, her work has implications for Black 

students in higher education. Ladson-Billings (2000) argued that the literature was silent on the 

issue of teaching African American students. As a result, the educational needs of Black learners 

are often delegitimized, and the discourse surrounding their educational experiences are 

constructed within a deficit framework. Instead of recognizing that African American students 

possess a distinctive culture, schools and teachers treat their ideas, values, and knowledge as 

second-class and believe it is their responsibility to rid them of any parts of their own culture 

(Ladson-Billings, 2000). Traditional curricular discourses are deficit discourses inclusive of a 

hidden (and not so hidden) agenda to distort, omit, and stereotype the experiences of students of 
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color, thereby maintaining structural inequality and functioning as a means of power for White 

students (Auerbach, 2002).  

Study Purpose 

 
While considering the importance of culture-infused curriculum, specifically in arts 

education, the purpose of this research is to understand how engagement in cultural arts 

education influences the ways that Black students are affirmed in their own identities. The 

majority of people who have attended college refer to that time as extremely life-changing 

(Torres, Howard-Hamilton, & Cooper, 2011). During this time of self-exploration and discovery, 

racially and ethnically diverse students who are underrepresented may experience feelings of 

isolation and question their ability to excel academically and socially in college. To prevent this 

marginalization and empower students, it is important that institutional leaders understand how 

they experience the identity development process as opposed to making overgeneralized 

assumptions about them (Torres et al., 2011). Identity development allows Black students to 

explore intersectionality and recognize connections between Blackness and other salient aspects 

of their identities such as gender, age and sexual orientation (Torres et al., 2011). The following 

questions will guide the research process:  

1. In what ways is Black cultural arts education formally integrated into AAAI 

classrooms? 

2. How does Black students’ involvement in the AAAI affirm their identities?  

While several colleges and universities allow students to participate in singing, dancing, 

instrumentation, poetry and other forms of art by way of extracurricular involvement such as 

student organizations, the AAAI is an example of an institutionalized form of cultural arts 

education. Students who represent a variety of majors can participate in music and dance 
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ensembles and enroll in them for course credit. Staff for each ensemble features a director, who 

also holds a faculty appointment in the AAADS department, as well as graduate students who 

assist each director as vocal coaches, choreographers, road managers and special assistants. The 

AAAI provides a space for students to cultivate talent and creativity through performance while 

engaging in meaningful dialogue that celebrates artistic influences within Black culture and 

across the African Diaspora. 

Very little research exists in regard to the AAAI ensembles. Previous research has 

focused on individual ensembles (IU Soul Revue and African American Dance Company) and 

unique aspects of culture, pedagogy, performance, and resistance as demonstrated within those 

ensembles (i.e. Alexander, 2006 & Dieter, 2017). My research is significant because this study 

focuses on identity affirmation as students experience these processes across all three ensembles. 

This study highlights the uniqueness of each ensemble as well as the components that they have 

in common as forming the AAAI. Additionally, the narratives from ensemble directors and 

Institute personnel provides important context for drawing connections between the historical 

foundations of AAAI such as the purpose of its establishment, curriculum, and contemporary 

experiences of students who participate in the ensembles. Although my study is conceptualized 

within higher education contexts, this work could also find its place in performing arts literature 

and create dialogue surrounding cultural affirmation through music and movement in racially 

and ethnically diverse communities.  

Study Significance 

 
 Colleges and universities are experiencing more racial, ethnic and cultural diversity than 

ever before (Strayhorn & Terrell, 2010). The American higher education system has evolved 

over time, and several groups of people who originally were not granted the opportunity to 
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pursue postsecondary education have now gained access. Despite an increase in enrollment for 

Black students, several studies (Benton, 2001; D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Fries-Britt & 

Turner, 2001; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1999; 

Patton, 2006; Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; Strayhorn & Terrell, 2010) have highlighted the 

challenges that they encounter on White campuses including subtle and overt acts of racism, 

stereotypes and microaggressions from peers and instructors, and a curriculum that does not 

reflect valuable aspects of their culture.  

While acknowledging previous research related to the challenges that Black students face 

on college campuses, this study is framed around a belief that, despite the challenges that Black 

students encounter, institutional leaders and students themselves have combatted these 

challenges by creating spaces that celebrate and affirm their culture. The social and cultural 

experiences of African Americans are vastly unique; yet they are often opposed, delegitimized, 

and viewed as counterproductive to Whiteness (Ladson-Billings, 2000). These cultural 

experiences are critical for culturally relevant classroom discourse and instructional practices. 

Giroux and McLaren (1989) suggested that “curriculum practices must be developed that draw 

upon student experience as both a narrative for agency and a referent for critique” (p. 149).  

As indicated by the presence of the AAAI, spaces of cultural affirmation and belonging 

are not limited to student organizations or groups that may be short-lived as students leave an 

institution. They are woven within the fabric of the institution and sustained through a solid, 

curricular framework and institutional support. The structure of the AAAI supports Milner’s 

(2010) assertion that students of color must engage in a curriculum that gives voice to their 

experiences. Seeing themselves in the curriculum results in underrepresented groups gaining 

access, empowerment and awareness (Milner, 2010).  
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Organization of the Dissertation 

 
 The following chapter will include a review of the literature relevant to this study. 

Following the literature review is chapter three in which I include the study’s methodology, 

specifically the research design, data collection summary, and my positionality statement as the 

researcher. Chapter four features narratives of study participants. I present findings from 

participant interviews in chapter five, followed by discussion and implications for research and 

practice in chapter six. 
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
As previously mentioned, I desire to center Black culture throughout this dissertation. 

With this in mind, I open this review of the literature by focusing on the strength and uniqueness 

of Black music and dance. Specifically, I identify particular artistic movements and historical 

events that illuminate Black people’s contributions to the arts. By highlighting the significance of 

these historical events, I also exemplify ways that Black music and dance have operated as forms 

of resistance to White supremacy. To demonstrate the need for spaces like the African American 

Arts Institute (AAAI) on college campuses, I include a historical analysis of Black people’s 

cultural and social experiences that have influenced their presence and participation in higher 

education. Specifically, I provide contextual information in regard to Black student enrollment, 

activism, and implementation of critical policies and entities at Indiana University (IU) in 

relation to the development of the AAAI. I then discuss the relevance of arts education followed 

by a reemphasis of culturally relevant pedagogy as a framework for understanding what takes 

place in AAAI classrooms Finally, I discuss identity affirmation, the experiences I investigated 

during this research. 

Black Music and Dance as Forms of Resistance 

Music and dance have provided a consistent means for cultural communication, a spoken 

and unspoken language that has transcended time and generations. The governing principle of 

musical performance is its ability to unite African Americans for a common purpose utilizing 

group participatory activity (Maultsby, 2000). From formal concerts hosted by Black artists to 

small gatherings such as weddings and other celebratory events among families and friends, the 

belief is that everyone has a part to play when it comes to music and movement. The notion of 
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communal involvement in music-making supports the presence of a strong collective identity 

among Black people. 

For centuries, various musical genres and techniques have shaped aspects of Black life. 

In fact, these components have evolved to form the basis of what is considered Black popular 

music. Neal (1999) posited that Black popular music, at its core, celebrates the authenticity of 

community building and parts of that community that were derived from the African American 

experience. During the institution of slavery, for example, music developed within a call-and-

response mechanism as an improvisatory performance style for communication among slaves 

(Maultsby, 2000). In its simplicity and application as a very integral part of Black performance 

today, call-and-response is a conversation that the performer initiates with the audience.  

During the post-World War II era, more secular forms of music flourished such as blues 

and soul, which reawakened Black consciousness. The messages found in songs like James 

Brown’s 1968 classic “I’m Black and I’m Proud” captured the spirit of the times as they 

promoted strong ties to Blackness when Blackness was not always recognized or appreciated. 

More diverse forms of Black popular music emerged in the 1970s, 80s and early 90s including 

funk, disco, and rap. From Chic’s 1979 hit “Good Times” to Lauryn Hill’s “Black Rage” 

recorded in 2014, these musical genres reflected both the trials and triumphs that Black people 

experienced over the years. 

Dance has always been an essential part of Black cultural tradition. When they were 

forced into slavery, Africans utilized dance to stay connected to their homeland. Just as they did 

before enslavement, Africans danced as a way to celebrate special occasions such as birth and 

marriage (“African American Dance”, 2015.). Dance was also an everyday activity that 

“affirmed life and the outlook of a better future” (“African American Dance, 2015, para. 2). 
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Although their slaveowners tried to prohibit them from dancing, African slaves resisted and did 

not let that stop them from finding ways to do so. For example, because lifting the feet was 

considered dancing, they incorporated foot shuffling and upper body movement such as rocking 

the hips (“African American Dance”, 2015).  

 Black dance migrated from the plantations to stages in the forms of minstrel shows in the 

1800s, and for the first time, Black dance was introduced to large audiences (“African American 

Dance”, 2015). Although Black people initially looked like caricatures with exaggerated facial 

features, they still managed to draw on their cultural traditions during minstrel performances 

(“African American Dance”, 2015). From the minstrel stage, they moved to even larger 

platforms including Broadway, where dance styles they created grew popular with White 

audiences (“African American Dance”, 2015).  

The first of these dances was the cakewalk, which originated on slave plantations. The 

cakewalk was a parody depicting White upper-class behavior: “dignified walking, bowing low, 

waving canes, doffing hats, and a high-kicking grand promenade” (Harer, 2006, p. 128). Couples  

would showcase their steps and movement, and the couple that was deemed the best received a 

cake as their prize (Harer, 2006). The participatory nature of the cakewalk competition meant 

that couples improvised their movement as they identified what the judges (i.e. audience) liked 

and disliked (Baldwin, 1981). If the audience liked the performance, they responded with 

applause and cheers (Baldwin, 1981). The cakewalk became extremely popular at the turn of the 

20th century as the highlight of minstrel shows and musicals (Harer, 2006). In later shows, White 

people began to coopt what was without question a “genuinely Black cultural product” (Baldwin, 

1981, p. 212) by dressing in Blackface and performing cakewalks. By incorporating the 
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cakewalk into minstrel shows, White people misappropriated Black culture and creativity, 

something that has frequently happened throughout history in regard to Black art forms. 

In addition to creating their own styles of dance, Black people disrupted the myth that 

they were incapable of performing certain dances, such as ballet, that were traditionally 

considered to only be for White dancers. In 1956, Arthur Mitchell, graduated from the School of 

American Ballet and joined the New York City Ballet upon graduation where he danced for 15 

years (“20th Century Black American Dance”, n.d.). In an effort to provide educational and 

cultural opportunities to Black children, Mitchell founded the Dance Theatre of Harlem in 1968 

(“20th Century Black American Dance”, n.d.). Another artist who was very instrumental in 

showing the diverse talent and ability of Black dancers was Alvin Ailey. Ailey was trained in 

ballet and founded the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre in 1958 (“20th Century Black 

American Dance”, n.d.). The purpose of his company was two-fold: to demonstrate pride in 

Black culture and to enrich American dance. Today, modern dance companies have expanded 

the definition of dance to include hip-hop movement and break dancing, two forms of dance that 

are recognized for their complexity and expressiveness (“African American Dance”, 2015). The 

following sections highlight historical events and institutions that showcased Black talent and 

exemplified how Black people collectively resisted White supremacy through the arts.  

Harlem Renaissance 

The 1920s and 1930s were an extremely critical time for Black artists who were a part of 

the Harlem Renaissance. The Harlem Renaissance occurred as a result of the Great Migration 

following World War I. Frustrated with conditions of life in the South due to racism and the 

climate of segregation supported by Jim Crow laws, Black people moved to northern cities in 

search of opportunity (Grant & Kee, 2013). Prior to relocating to these cities, Black people were 
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stripped of any involvement in artistic and intellectual life (Driskell, Lewis, & Ryan, 1987). 

Finding themselves in these new places served as the foundation for a hopeful feeling of 

“renaissance”. This resurgence of Black people helped shape a unique art tradition in Black 

America (Bearden & Henderson, 1993).  

Several northern cities, including Harlem, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Boston became 

hubs for Black thinkers, writers, and musicians. Harlem in particular drew many of these Black 

artists who were transitioning from the South to the North because of its intellectual and creative 

community (Grant & Kee, 2013). Social clubs in the city combined with music and dance were 

alive and exciting to Black and White New Yorkers (“20th Century Black American Dance”, 

n.d.). Many cultural critics consider the artists of the Harlem Renaissance among the first to 

honor and celebrate Black history and culture (Driskell, Lewis, & Ryan, 1987). The movement 

represented an “intellectual and spiritual rebirth for a people struggling with deep-rooted 

systemic inequalities” (Grant & Kee, 2013, p. 235). Sometimes referred to as “the outburst of 

Black people’s self-assertion against White supremacy”, the Renaissance was a manifestation of 

overlapping social and intellectual networks that were connected by a “common desire for racial 

self-definition in the face of white domination” (Roshanavand, 2013, p. 37). The Harlem 

Renaissance undoubtedly redefined how people all over the world understood Black culture.  

Although much of the literature emphasizes artistic movements in larger urban cities, it is 

important to note the presence of these movements in other cities, particularly those in the 

Midwestern region of the United States. The Harlem Renaissance had a profound impact on 

Black students enrolled in PWIs including the University of Kansas, University of Iowa, 

University of Nebraska, and University of Minnesota (Breaux, 2004). Giants of the Harlem 

Renaissance like Langston Hughes and Claude McKay often visited these universities and 
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presented their poetry to large audiences at events sponsored by Black student organizations, 

namely Black sororities and fraternities (Breaux, 2004). Black students created a space for Black 

intellectualism on their respective campuses. In fact, the very presence of Black students at these 

institutions reinforced their desire “to demonstrate, consciously or unconsciously, that they were 

whites’ intellectual equals” (Breaux, 2004, p. 149).  

Celebrating their culture and history through artistic expression came with a very 

important responsibility for Black artists. They were charged with reclaiming a cultural past 

rooted in the African tradition that had been mythologized by White Americans who considered 

Black people and aspects of Black life culturally inferior. For Black students at the Midwestern 

institutions mentioned above, the mission was to challenge institutional racism by disrupting 

mainstream literature and culture and creating a variety of intellectual opportunities for 

themselves (Breaux, 2004).  

Fisk Jubilee Singers 

For Black students who did not attend PWIs, it was equally important to cultivate their 

passion for different forms of artistic expression at historically Black colleges and universities 

(HBCUs). The origins of HBCUs collectively represented a desire to “transform the American 

racial order by providing educational opportunities to groups largely excluded from the arena of 

higher education and the promise of social mobility” (Jewell, 2002, p. 9). HBCUs addressed in 

some way the following goals: (a) educating Black youth, (b) teacher training, and (c) the 

continuation of the missionary tradition by educated Blacks (Ogden et al., 1905 as cited in 

Jewell, 2002).  “HBCUs educated the teachers, lawyers, doctors, ministers, and other 

professionals who built a distinctive Black culture and Black communities around the country 

where Blacks received the equal treatment denied them in White society” (Lomax, 2006, p. 7).  
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While they provided traditional classroom instruction to Black students, historically 

Black colleges nurtured an appreciation for music in their own way. They created dynamic 

singing ensembles called “jubilees”. The term “jubilee” embodies several different meanings. 

The term has been used to signify special celebrations, spirited songs representative of freedom, 

and sacred or secular song narratives depending on the performance style and ensemble 

(Jackson, 2014). In this case, music scholars believe the “jubilee” was coined by Fisk University, 

a historically Black institution, to celebrate the freedom Blacks gained as a result of formal 

emancipation (Lornell, 1988). After emancipation, reformers were met with the challenge of 

educating several million newly freed slaves. Northern White philanthropists and religious 

organizations responded by developing colleges and universities where Blacks would be 

educated (Lornell, 1988). The American Missionary Association of New York founded seven 

higher education institutions including Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee in 1866 (Lornell, 

1988). 

Like many other HBCUs that developed at this time, Fisk experienced financial troubles 

early on. Within four years of the institution’s founding, finances were extremely limited, and 

the institution was on the verge of filing for bankruptcy (Jackson, 2014). Administrators turned 

to the treasurer George White, who served the Union in the Civil War and was previously 

affiliated with the Freedmen’s Bureau in Nashville (Darden, 2004). White originally volunteered 

to teach music at Fisk but took on the treasurer position as well when the institution was 

chartered (Darden, 2004).  

As a music teacher, White quickly discovered that many of his students were extremely 

talented; so, he selected some of his best students to undergo intensive vocal training (Darden, 

2004). In 1869, he began to carefully choose venues for students to perform including concerts in 
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Memphis, Tennessee and a show for the National Teachers’ Association of the United States 

convention in Nashville (Darden, 2004). Some of the convention attendees were appalled to see 

an all-Black singing group perform, but others insisted that they perform at all of the opening 

sessions (Darden, 2004). White began to view these performances as a way to promote and 

market the institution, which in turn, would generate revenue (Jackson, 2014). The 

students continued to tour in the United States and later performed internationally in Europe; the 

group became known as the Fisk University Jubilee Singers (Jackson, 2014).   

Repertoire of the Jubilee Singers was diverse in nature but heavily consisted of spirituals 

(Jackson, 2014). These arrangements derived from three distinctive musical sources: call-and-

response of African American folk singing, African American barbershop quartet and 

harmonized singing of jubilee choirs that had Western influence (Jackson, 2014). The 

harmonization was an essential element as each singer’s part was distinctly articulated but 

without the domination of one voice over another (Abbott & Seroff, 2013). The talent, 

intricacies, and perfection of the craft are indicative of the variety and abundance of formal vocal 

music training for Black people that cultivated a “socio-cultural experiment” (Abbott & Seroff, 

2013, p. 4). Nineteenth century writer James Trotter observed the distinctive qualities of the 

Jubilee’s musical performances:  

They possessed in themselves a peculiar power, a plaintive, emotional beauty, and other 

characteristics, which seemed entirely independent of artistic embellishment. These 

characteristics were, with a most refreshing originality, naturalness, and soulfulness of 

voice and method, fully developed by the singers, who sang with all their might, yet 

with most pleasing sweetness of tone (Darden, 2004).  



 26 

The Fisk Jubilee Singers was the most renowned university quartet of the early 

20th century (Graham, 2001). Their popularity was instrumental in keeping Fisk University 

opened. Income from their concerts provided financial stability for the university, fame for 

singers in the group, and acknowledgment of the spiritual as a unique African American genre 

(Jackson, 2014). Their singing tours also generated revenue necessary for sustaining the 

university and funded the construction of Jubilee Hall, the first permanent structure built for 

Black higher education in the South (Abbott & Seroff, 2013).   

The Fisk Jubilee Singers experienced much commercial success and undoubtedly 

popularized Negro folk music with some of the greatest recordings in history including “Swing 

Low, Sweet Chariot” in 1909 (Darden, 2004). They were the first performing ensemble to bring 

Black music to the concert stage for the American public (Brooks, 2000). Their presence on 

commercialized platforms helped to dismantle previous conceptions of Black talent and 

performance inaccurately portrayed through minstrel shows.   

 The Fisk Jubilee Singers broadened their influence not only to performance but to higher 

education. An Illinois music instructor expressed his sentiments regarding the group to 

the Nashville Globe, a local Black newspaper:  

The talent, especially musical and vocal, possessed by the young men and women of 

Nashville, is sought after by some of the best educational institutions in the country. It is 

known that the majority of the young people who pursue and finish their musical training 

are immediately employed…and they are pursuing their chosen profession in some 

distant state (Abbott & Seroff, 2013).  

 The success of the Fisk University Jubilee singers represented an enduring legacy that 

impacted the development of quartets on other college campuses including Hampton Institute in 
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Hampton, Virginia; Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana; Straight (now Dillard) 

University in New Orleans Louisiana; Utica Institute in Mississippi; Morehouse College in 

Atlanta, Georgia; Tuskegee Institute in Tuskegee, Alabama; and Wilberforce University in 

Xenia, Ohio (Jackson, 2014). Situating jubilee singing within the university setting provided the 

foundation for connecting spiritual and religious artistry to Black education.   

The growth of jubilees influenced the infusion of religious material and spiritual 

repertoire in minstrel performances, prompting a shift in the traditional performance format 

employed by minstrels of the 1870s (Darden, 2004). Their repertoire now consisted of folk 

spirituals, hymns, jubilee songs and classical compositions (Jackson, 1995). Black minstrels 

began to perform spirituals in the “classic” manner, utilizing a call-and-response format, 

alternating soloists and chorus, and using repetition (Darden, 2004).   

The prominence and prosperity of jubilee singing groups resulted in an influx of 

American entrepreneurship and commercialization of the art form (Lornell, 1988). By the turn of 

the century, both minstrel and college quartets were powerful musical influences of the day. At 

the end of the nineteenth century, every minstrel show and vaudeville troupe began to feature 

African American jubilee singers (Jackson, 2014). Despite the stylistic changes of minstrel 

performances based upon the growth of jubilees, each brought unique characteristics to popular 

entertainment. “University jubilees provided the model for close four-part harmony 

a capella singing style, and sacred repertoire” (Jackson, 2014, p. 78). Other significant 

performance elements, however, including humor, showmanship and entertainment, are more 

connected to the minstrel tradition (Jackson, 2014). Be it minstrel or university jubilee, quartet 

music quickly gained momentum, recognition and adoration from Black and White audiences 

alike. Black quartet singers successfully immersed themselves into the realm of popular 



 28 

entertainment, a world that previously excluded them (Jackson, 2014). The institutionalization of 

Black performance at an HBCU launched the university singing movement and further justified 

its presence and sustainability on college campuses.  

Marching Bands 

In addition to serving as a platform for popularizing Black music on a university stage, 

HBCUs provide arguably the hallmark of Black college football. Biddle University (now 

Johnson C. Smith University) and Livingstone College played the first Black college football 

game in December 1892 in Salisbury, North Carolina (“History of African American Marching 

Bands”, 2016). Although fans were in the stands proudly cheering for their respective teams, 

something was still missing. That is, what many students, alumni, and supporters of Black 

colleges today deem the staple of HBCU football games: marching bands. Some Black college 

football fans assert that the game is nothing without the “fifth quarter”, or halftime, the break in 

football action when the bands take the field to perform (“History of African American Marching 

Bands”, 2016).  

It is believed that the first HBCU band was formed at Tuskegee Normal and Industrial 

Institute (now Tuskegee University) in Tuskegee, Alabama, followed by bands forming at other 

Black colleges including Alabama State’s “The Marching Maroon and White”, Kentucky State’s 

“Thoroughbred Marching Band”, and Florida A&M University’s “Marching 100” (“History of 

African American Marching Bands”, 2016). Black marching bands first developed as part of the 

military as musicians served as drummers, trumpet players, and pipers in militias during the 

Colonial era (“History of African American Marching Bands”, 2016). The precision in 

movement can be traced back to Black military generals who introduced foot-stomping and 

melody convergence into tempo that ultimately altered the traditional Western marching routine 
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(“History of African American Marching Bands”, 2016). During the Civil War, each all-Black 

regiment had its own band and instrumentation and performed in parades and other events, 

which was a form of recruitment for the Union army (“History of African American Marching 

Bands”, 2016). By World War I, marching bands had become an important part of American 

society. Many Black musicians who served went on to become faculty in music departments at 

HBCUs (Lewis, 2003). By the 1960s, the style of HBCU marching bands had collectively 

created a unique performance tradition that was extremely different from their counterparts at 

predominately White schools (Lewis, 2003). These institutions also began to experience growth 

in their music programs as choirs, jazz ensembles, concert bands and other groups formed on 

their campuses (Lewis, 2003).  

The showmanship of Black marching bands is largely influenced by 13th century West 

Africans who played instruments and danced during funeral processions (Lewis, 2003). Today, 

the showmanship and pageantry of marching bands are characterized by both the music and 

choreography they display on the field. The drum major opens the half-time show by high-

kicking to midfield and doing a trademark back bend that gets the audience on their feet (Hurd, 

2003). Then, the marching band struts into position with impeccable instrumentation and 

intricate formations that gets fans all over the stadium up and moving (Greenlee, 2012). Black 

female dance squads in dazzling apparel, such as the Dancing Dolls at Southern University and 

the Prancing J-Settes at Jackson State University, accompany the band with precise and elaborate 

choreography sure to keep the attention of fans. Black marching bands not only make halftime 

one of the most popular traditions at HBCUs, but they showcase a distinctive Black performance 

tradition unlike their band counterparts at PWIs (Lewis, 2003). In the following sections, I 

contextualize the presence of the AAAI on a predominately White campus. 
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Black Student Movements 

 
Most PWIs have histories marked by limited access and exclusion of students of color 

(Harper, B.E., 2019; Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009; Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & 

Allen, 1998), who often have extremely different perceptions of the campus racial climate 

compared to their White counterparts (Strayhorn, 2012; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Rankin & 

Reason, 2005). Despite the increase in African American student enrollment in PWIs in the 

1960s, administrators were still ill prepared to adequately support students upon their arrival 

(Patton & Hannon, 2008). Black students felt isolated and alienated from the rest of the campus. 

Colleges and universities in every aspect including curriculum, extracurricular activities, and 

facilities could easily be divided into “theirs” and “ours” (Huggins, 2007, p. 322). 

White institutional leaders expected Black students to assimilate into the existing 

institutional culture, which only resulted in racism, discrimination and oppression (Patton & 

Hannon, 2008). As a result of their disdain, disgust, and frustration, Black students organized 

and participated in protest demonstrations on nearly 200 campuses in the late 1960s, and then to 

a lesser extent in the early 1970s (Biondi, 2012). By this time, the foundation had been laid for 

mass student participation in direct action that would influence change at higher education 

institutions (Rosenthal, 1975). 

According to public opinion polls administered for a short time during the 1960s, the 

most significant concern for Americans was campus unrest (Altbach & Cohen, 1990).  

Black student movements on campuses in the late 1960s were a result of students becoming 

increasingly frustrated with not only how they were treated on their respective campuses, but 

also critical events that occurred on a national and international scale. Students were adamant 

about embracing a new approach to racial reform, and education emerged as the ideal domain for 
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this transformation to take place (Biondi, 2012). Black students expressed their dissent for the 

Vietnam War, specifically the reality that Black Americans were sacrificing their lives abroad for 

a country that did not honor their freedom at home (Altbach & Cohen, 1990). Additionally, civil 

rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in 1968, and his death took a toll on 

the direction of the movement for freedom. Several colleges and universities were integrated in 

name only, and Black students sought to disrupt the notion of intolerance and blatant disregard 

they were experiencing on various campuses. These circumstances combined left Black people 

feeling angry, hurt, and prepared to embark upon what many referred to as a “Black Revolution” 

(Biondi, 2012, p. 14).  

The growth of revolutionary rhetoric within the higher education landscape was largely 

influenced by the concept of Black Power. Renowned Black writer Richard Wright first utilized 

the term “Black Power” as the title of his 1954 nonfiction piece on liberation for the West 

African Gold Coast (Peniel, 2009). The term was popularized in 1966 by Stokely Carmichael, 

prominent leader of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), during a 

demonstration held in Greenwood, Mississippi by civil rights leaders in response to the shooting 

of James Meredith who waged a one-man “March Against Fear” four years after he integrated 

the University of Mississippi (Peniel, 2009). Carmichael embraced a perspective of Black Power 

that called for the “preservation of the racial and cultural personality of the Negro community 

while simultaneously carrying on the fight for freedom” (Rosenthal, 1975, p. 124). The Black 

Power Movement challenged traditional forms of racial liberalism, and at its core was an 

uncompromising attempt to impact change socially, economically and politically (Peniel, 2009). 

The Movement celebrated Black empowerment through self-determination, representation and 
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solidarity as advocates desired to expose White supremacy that had been camouflaged as 

universalism (Biondi, 2012).  

The primary organization that was a proponent of Black Power was the Black Panther 

Party founded by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale in 1966. The organization initially focused on 

combatting police brutality but quickly embraced other causes including a call to end the war in 

Vietnam, advocating for free health programs, and educational equality for Black college 

students (Biondi, 2012). Students admired the Black Panthers, and many of them joined the 

ranks. They demanded that their culture be infused into the curriculum, which led to the 

development of Black Studies programs and departments at higher education institutions across 

the nation (Biondi, 2012).  

Black Studies Programs 

Considering the primary case for this study, it is impossible to discuss the AAAI 

ensembles without including Black Studies, as the AAAI was conceptualized as part of the Black 

Studies curriculum at IU. The institutionalization of Black Studies programs is one of the most 

visible and lasting accomplishments of the 1960s-70s Black student movement. Nowhere else in 

the academy is a systematic study of the Afro-American experience available than in Black 

Studies programs (Rojas, 2007). The very existence of these programs represented an act of 

resistance against White supremacy. Gusa (2010) and Leonardo (2004) contend that White 

supremacy is one of the most prominent characteristics associated with predominately White 

institutions (PWIs). Curriculum, traditions, and everyday practices at these institutions are both 

implicitly and explicitly grounded in Whiteness (Beasley, Chapman-Hilliard, & McClain, 2016). 

Students who attend higher education institutions bring with them a diversity of identities and 

worldviews. Differing perspectives in this regard is not the problem, as these perspectives 
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enhance students’ learning experiences. The problem arises, however, when one ideology or 

worldview dominates another (Gusa, 2010).  

The institutionalization of Black Studies is supported by the fact that Whiteness has 

supremely dominated both higher education curriculum content and the ways in which that 

content is delivered. Proponents of Black Studies programs of the 1960s and 70s argued that 

America’s educational system was in need of a drastic transformation that would be inclusive of 

African American culture, history, and fight for social justice that should be explicit in higher 

education curriculum (Joseph, 2003). As it stood, higher education curriculum was almost 

exclusively focused on Westernized culture within the traditional liberal arts framework (Rojas, 

2007). The social, cultural, and historical experiences of Black people and other racial and ethnic 

minorities were hardly ever featured in the curriculum. The knowledge and content area that 

forms a foundational understanding of Black Studies has been accessible to scholars for several 

generations, but it was not until the Black consciousness movement of the 1960s that the absence 

of Black history and Black people’s contributions to the world became recognized as a critical 

issue to contend with in formal education (Rojas, 2007). Black people were seeking interest in 

new interpretations of the Black experience, primarily fueled by the Black Power Movement 

(Bailey, 1973).  Black student organizations at PWIs facilitated efforts to institutionalize this 

new Black perspective by ensuring that it be integrated into the college curriculum (Bailey, 

1973). With this mandate, they placed pressure on administrators to provide an educational 

experience that met the needs of Black students, resulting in the development of Black Studies 

programs (Bailey, 1973).  

For many Black people, the solution to the problem was to restructure college curriculum 

by providing courses that spoke to the Black experience from global perspectives of culture, 
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history, literature, and other areas (Huggins, 1985). Supporters of Black Studies sought to 

challenge the idea that traditional, Eurocentric values were superior to their own. Black Studies 

provided a “practical and political education” for African American students and even those who 

were not necessarily a captive audience (Joseph, 2003, p. 182). These programs simultaneously 

promoted community building and mobilization, Black consciousness, educational opportunity 

and restructuring, and job development (Joseph, 2003). The primary aim of Black Studies 

programs during the early years of their inception was to “utilize the classroom as well as 

extracurricular activities for raising the consciousness and heightening the group pride of Black 

students so that they would be transformed from “Negroes” anxious to be integrated, into 

“Blacks”, convinced that “Black is beautiful” and ready to struggle for Black Power” (Cross, 

1973, p. 268). 

Black students were frustrated with not only the absence of their culture and values in the 

curriculum, but the lack of support services available to them on White campuses (Astin, 1982). 

Institutions were essentially divided into “theirs” and “ours”, but Black students had barely 

anything to claim as their own (Young, 1984). Because they missed that sense of belonging and 

ownership, Black students often deemed the college experience as a threat to their ethnic 

identities and quest for self-discovery (Huggins, 1985). They believed that a need for defining 

Blackness was critical on White campuses because interactions with professors, administrators, 

counselors, and other leaders who looked like them were rare, if they occurred at all (Drake, 

1979). In addition to a lack of Black faculty and administrators, culture centers and other support 

mechanisms that could aid Black students in self-discovery were not present at PWIs. The 

absence of resources made the institutionalization of Black Studies even more necessary.  
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Black Arts Movement 

 
The first Black Studies Program was founded at San Francisco State University in 1968. 

The program was directly linked to the Black Arts Movement as it was founded by a group of 

artists including Sonia Sanchez and Amiri Baraka who were very instrumental in the Movement 

(Gordon & Gordon, 2015). Despite its powerful role in history, the Black Arts Movement has 

unfortunately been overshadowed by other major developments and disappeared as if it did not 

exist at all (Gordon & Gordon, 2015). The Black Arts Movement of the 1960s and 70s is a true 

testament to the fact that an aesthetic within Black culture is not a new phenomenon, as a variety 

of art forms have existed as means of creative expression and even survival within the 

community. The Movement paved the way for the birth of “a Black aesthetic” by initiating a 

“radical reordering of western values” (Neal, 1968, p. 1). The Black aesthetic is a “cultural 

ideology that developed from Black thought and tradition alongside the Civil Rights Movement 

in the 1960s and promoted Black separatism in the arts” (Williams-Jones, 1975, p. 374). Hall 

(1993) described the Black aesthetic as “the distinctive cultural repertoires out of which cultural 

representations were made” (p. 110). The Black aesthetic was considered crucial to the 

development of an African American identity during a revolutionary moment in American 

politics and called for artists to remain connected to Black communities (Neal, 1968). The Black 

aesthetic supports the belief that Black culture is far from monolithic but instead, multifaceted 

and comprised of diverse components that collectively represent the Black experience.  

The central argument of the Black Arts Movement was that art influences the “symbols 

by which people appear in the world—and how people appear has great political consequence” 

(Gordon & Gordon, 2015, p. x). The architects of the Black Arts Movement believed that Black 

artistry served a critical purpose, primarily the “political liberation of Black people from White 
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racism” (Gates, 1997, p. 4). Black Power demanded the control of images that portrayed Black 

people; the artists and intellectuals of the Black Arts Movement attempted to respond to that 

demand (Gordon & Gordon, 2015). Deeply rooted in the idea that African Americans must 

challenge Eurocentrism, the social function of art, and traditional values of writers, the call for 

reevaluation and emergence of a cultural aesthetic was directly associated with the Black Power 

concept (Neal, 1968). A primary tenet of Black Power was the necessity for African Americans 

to “define the world in their own terms” (p. 1). Because they opposed any concept that separated 

an African American from their community, artists considered it their personal obligation to 

respond to the cultural and spiritual needs of their people (Neal, 1968). This strong attachment to 

community represented the pride that Black people embraced in regard to their collective cultural 

identity.  

The fact that the push for Black Studies on college campuses was ignited by a group of 

artists who also founded the Black Arts Movement further solidifies the arts as part of the 

intellectual enterprise that is Black Studies curriculum as discussed in chapter one. The Black 

Arts Movement was the collective force that publicly displayed to the world the critical need for 

the arts in societal institutions, particularly colleges and universities. Thus, the Movement is in 

large part why entities like the AAAI exist today.  

Establishment of the Office of Afro-American Affairs at IU 

 
The activism that birthed the Black Arts Movement and its connection to Black Studies 

and the collegiate environment are critical in understanding the development of the AAAI at IU.  

While educational opportunities were available to Black students, enrollment numbers at the 

institution did not reflect the progression. Of the more than 26,000 students enrolled at IU, only 

600 of them were Black students, comprising two percent of the total student population 
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(Wykoop, 2002). Additionally, by the end of the 1960s, the university had hired only ten Black 

faculty members and no Black administrators (Capshew, 2012; Clark, 1977). The racism enacted 

by White supremacists on the IU campus and in the broader Bloomington community only 

heightened Black students’ strong commitment to ensuring that campus leaders met their needs. 

Black students persistently demanded an increase in Black student enrollment and Black faculty, 

which they deemed could only occur through Black representation in positions of authority 

(Bottoms, 2017). As a result of their persistence and demands that the institution take action, 

university President Elvis Stahr established the Office of African American Affairs (OAAA) in 

1968. The OAAA was created for two purposes: 1) provide academic and social support for 

Black students through institutionalized programs and initiatives, and 2) establish a Black 

Studies program (Bottoms, 2017). The goal of organizing this institutional support was to 

positively influence the recruitment and retention of Black students and faculty. The OAAA 

would be the first of its kind at a major, state university (Wynkoop, 2002).  

The OAAA witnessed one of their primary objectives come to fruition in the fall of 1970. 

Vice Chancellor for Afro-American Affairs, Dr. Herman Hudson, developed the Afro-American 

Studies program (now African American African Diaspora Studies) and served as its first chair. 

During protests and other demonstrations, Black students consistently advocated for course 

offerings that highlighted their own literature, history and culture (Wynkoop, 2002). The purpose 

of the Afro-American Studies program was to “develop in students a programmatic awareness of 

Afro-American heritage and destiny” (Hudson, 1972, p. 297). Students who majored in Afro-

American Studies would be expected to exemplify knowledge of Afro-American literature, 

music and history; a general familiarity with methodological techniques that allowed for a 

thorough assessment of Afro-American issues; and practical linkages between the classroom and 
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the Black community (Hudson, 1972). The Department of Afro-American Studies would become 

the academic home of the Afro-American Arts Institute.  

Black Culture Centers 

 
Black Studies programs were not the only institutionalized structures demanded by Black 

students. Another common demand that Black students submitted to university administrators 

was for a place where they could assemble together and call their own. Place was and still is 

critical to understanding Black students’ experiences in higher education, a societal institution 

that was essentially not created for them. Sociologist Thomas Gieryn (2000) interrogated the 

issue of place, specifically being concerned with how places emerge and how they matter for 

social practices and historical change. Gieryn (2000) asserted that named places are remarkable 

and identified by those who occupy them based upon their own understandings or experiences. 

Gieryn (2000) noted, “Places are made as people ascribe qualities to the material and social stuff 

gathered there: ours or theirs; safe or dangerous; public or private; unfamiliar or known; rich or 

poor; Black or White; beautiful or ugly; new or old; accessible or not” (p. 476).  

Black culture centers (BCCs) developed as a result of students desiring that their culture 

be “recognized and integrated in the social, academic and administrative functions of 

universities” (Patton, 2006, p. 628). Embracing “Black Power” as the guiding foundational 

principle, students wanted affirmation and validation that their cultural experiences mattered 

(Patton, 2006). BCCs served as venues for workshops, lectures, literary events, musical and 

theatrical performances, and other events hosted by Black students and faculty, in addition to 

headquarters for Black student organizations (Williamson, 1999).  

Exclusion from mainstream campus activities, lack of financial resources, and limited 

access to academic networking opportunities that were afforded to their White peers combine to 
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create a negative depiction of campus climate for African American students (Love, 2009). 

These experiences lead to disengagement, feelings of marginalization and isolation, and in some 

cases, withdrawal from the institution. BCCs provide Black students with a space to create 

programming and initiatives that pay homage to Black culture and satisfy their need for inclusion 

on White campuses (Patton, 2006).  

Even decades after their inception, BCCs continue to play pivotal roles in the experiences 

of Black students. In her study of one institution’s BCC, Patton (2006) found that, based upon 

students’ responses, the BCC positively impacted their experiences at the institution and 

contributed to their leadership development, involvement, community consciousness and pride in 

their history and culture. For the purposes of this study, it is important to note that the AAAI at 

IU is housed in the Neal-Marshall Black Culture Center (NMBCC). Formerly known as “The 

House”, the NMBCC was established during an era of campus unrest and activism in the late 

1960s. According to the NMBCC website, Black students participated in a series of marches and 

demonstrations in spring 1968, and in response, then IU President Joseph Sutton requested that 

students document their grievances and demands. This list included increasing the number of 

Black faculty in academic departments, an increase in Black student enrollment and the 

development of Black Studies programs (“Neal-Marshall Black Culture Center”). By 1969, the 

university’s Faculty Council approved the document, and Herman Hudson spearheaded the 

development of the “Black House”. Designed to support the institution’s broader mission of 

research, teaching and service, the Black House cultivated a positive social environment for 

Black students, faculty and staff alike (“Neal-Marshall Black Culture Center”). In 1972, the 

Black House was relocated to a former fraternity house and renamed the Black Culture Center; 

25 years later, it became known as the African American Culture Center (“Neal-Marshall Black 
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Culture Center”). In 2001, the Center moved to its current location on the IU campus, and the 

following year, it was renamed the Neal-Marshall Black Culture Center in honor of the 

University’s first Black male and female graduates: Marcellus Neal, who earned his Bachelor of 

Arts degree in 1895, and Frances Marshall, who earned her Bachelor of Arts degree in 1919. 

Students who visit and utilize the resources provided by BCCs often have a heightened 

sense of self and keen awareness of their Black identity (Patton, 2006). As physical structures 

(i.e. places), BCCs are part of an important narrative of historical and social change in higher 

education. Since their inception, BCCs have taken on characteristics and roles that Whitaker 

(1996) ascribed to important physical social structures in his research on place. That is, BCCs 

create patterns of face-to-face interaction that result in the formation of networks and collective 

action, and they embody and secure cultural identities, norms and memories that would 

otherwise be intangible, manipulated or forgotten (Whitaker, 1996). Through the lens of 

sociological research, attachment to a place comes as a result of “interactive and culturally 

shared processes of endowing rooms or buildings with an emotional meaning” (Gieryn, 2000, p. 

481). From “The House” to “The Center”, Black students at IU have become attached to the 

NMBCC as it functions as a resource for them both academically and socially. Situated on a 

PWI, the NMBCC serves as a place where Black students can see, hear, feel, smell, and even 

taste aspects of their own culture and be certain that every part of it matters.  

The NMBCC has and continues to be inextricably linked to the AAAI. In fact, the 

proposal to establish the Center submitted in 1981 included space allocation for the performance 

ensembles. Specifically, the proposal called for a performing arts area with a large sound-proof 

rehearsal studio; three smaller sectional rehearsal areas for the IU Soul Revue and the Afro-

American Choral Ensemble; a dance studio for the Afro-American Dance Company and related 
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classes; costume design; construction and storage area; instrument/equipment storage area; and a 

dressing room/restroom with shower facilities (“Neal-Marshall Black Culture Center”, 1981).  

Today, the Institute’s administrative offices are located on the third floor of the building, and the 

ensemble rehearsal spaces, including dance and vocal studios, are on the second floor. I will 

share the significance of utilizing the space from students’ perspectives in the findings chapter.  

Relevance of Arts Education 

 
As previously mentioned, research regarding the arts and arts education in postsecondary 

contexts is extremely limited. One of the aims of this research is to bring the arts to center stage 

and highlight the importance of arts education in postsecondary classrooms. Creative and 

performing arts fall under the umbrella of liberal arts curriculum. Liberal arts education has 

received immense attention as institutional leaders emphasize the desire to ensure that students 

graduate with broad, diverse experiences that nurture creativity and help them acquire the 

transferrable skills they need to be successful on the job market. For example, the Association of 

American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) launched the Liberal Education and America’s 

Promise (LEAP) initiative in 2005. Developers of the LEAP initiative support a framework for 

quality learning experiences that address students’ career aspirations and their development as 

informed, engaged citizens who can make valuable contributions in the world (“The Leap 

Challenge,” n.d.). 

Despite these and other claims, both performance and creative arts tend to stay on the 

margins, if they are present at all (Oxtoby, 2012). Oxtoby (2012) argued, however, that the same 

emphasis that is placed upon other subjects such as math, science, history and literature should 

be given to the arts. In fact, he asserted that the same expectations we have for students to 

critique, challenge and question in these subjects are applicable to arts disciplines.  
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Jeffrey (2005) posited that some mainstream educational practices and polices place too 

much emphasis on transferring a fixed knowledge base through rigid means of instruction and 

assessment, inhibiting creativity and treating students as mere consumers of information and not 

learners. Arts education is beneficial for other reasons, some related to creativity and others not. 

For example, arts education exposes the individuality that sometimes goes unnoticed and 

becomes insignificant in history. In other words, the arts challenge universal notions and ideas 

and allow individual histories to be illuminated and understood (Vendler, 2010). A certain 

authenticity exists within the arts. Vendler (2010) posited that “the arts are true to the way we are 

and were, to the way we actually live and have lived” (p. 8). Giola (2008) shared similar 

sentiments regarding the necessity of arts education, noting, “some truths about life can only be 

expressed as stories, or songs, or images” (p. 4). Considering the culture neutrality that Black 

students are often exposed to in classrooms, arts education can be instrumental in uncovering 

historical narratives that contextualize and bring meaning to their past and present experiences. 

The arts are not dispensable nor are they temporary add-ons used to accessorize a student’s 

academic journey. Arts education serves the purpose of “creating complete human beings who 

are capable of leading successful and productive lives in a free society” (Giola, 2008, p. 3).  

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

As established in chapter one, the AAAI performance ensembles are academic spaces 

where faculty members enact culturally relevant pedagogy [CRP] (Ladson-Billings, 1995) 

through an espoused curriculum. Ladson-Billings (1995) emphasized school responsibility in 

facilitating and maintaining academic success of African American children and other groups 

that have been underserved by public schools in the United States. CRP features the following 

propositions: academic success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness while 
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challenging the status quo (Ladson, Billings, 1995). Specifically, Ladson-Billings (1995) posited 

that culturally relevant pedagogy supports the development of students who can perform well 

academically and demonstrate cultural competence while evaluating the current state of society.  

Asante (1990) noted that Black people seek place and center themselves in the midst of 

their own history and culture. In her research on teachers who implemented CRP in their 

classrooms with African American students, Ladson-Billings (1995) emphasized some effective 

techniques that teachers employed that showed students their cultural experiences mattered. For 

example, one instructor Patricia Hilliard, merged her love for poetry with her second-grade 

students’ love for rap music by creating a lesson that integrated lyrical content with figurative 

language and meaning as well as technical aspects of poetry (Ladson-Billings, 1995). The 

infusion of culture into pedagogical practices supports the idea that people are “storied beings” 

who bring experiential knowledge into the classroom environment that needs to be woven 

throughout the curriculum (Auerbach, 2002, p. 1371).  

Pedagogical strategies that AAAI instructors utilize in their classrooms are shining 

examples of culturally relevant pedagogy in action. This study demonstrates how ensemble 

directors within the AAAI engage students in experiences that allow them to explore salient 

aspects of their history, culture, and community. They challenge students in areas that extend 

beyond executing the right choreography or singing on the right key. Instructors challenge 

students to assess the conditions of the world (both past and present) and their own realities 

while engaging in performing arts. Ladson-Billings (1995) not only addressed academic 

achievement but the culturally relevant approach she proposed helps students to “accept and 

affirm their cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that 

schools and other institutions perpetuate” (p. 469).  
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Race Salience in CRP 

 Brown-Jeffy and Cooper (2011) noted the importance of considering race in the 

implementation of CRP. Ladson-Billings (1995) further emphasizes the inclusion of race and 

race-consciousness in multicultural classrooms, describing them as spaces where race and culture 

are often decentered, dismissed and ignored. Thus, I deem it important to establish the 

significance of race in CRP enactment for AAAI classrooms, which have historically included 

students of various cultural backgrounds.  

Leonardo (2010) argued that Whiteness constitutes a “hidden curriculum” that saturates 

academic institutions, and one of the first steps to articulating the features of this hidden 

curriculum is acknowledging the specific modes of discourse by which it is delivered (p. 144). 

For White students, the hidden curriculum includes the ways that they are taught to rationalize 

and normalize their dominant position in society (Leonardo, 2010). Through an emphasis on 

colorblind rhetoric, White students are taught to utilize their privileged positions to obscure the 

inequities that occur as a result of White supremacy (Leonardo, 2010). Positing that academic 

institutions perpetuate racist practices and ideals, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) argued for a 

critical race theory of education to analyze these inequities The tenets of CRT include: (1) 

racialized power; (2) the permanence or centrality of race; (3) counter storytelling as a legitimate 

critique of a master narrative; (4) interest convergence; and (5) a critique of liberalism (Brown-

Jeffy and Cooper, 2011, p. 70). CRT interrogated the roles of schools, school structures, and 

school processes in perpetuating systems of racial, ethnic, and gender discrimination (Solorzano 

& Yosso, 2000). 

While Ladson-Billings and Tate’s (1995) conceptualization of CRT has primarily focused 

on K-12 education polices and practices (Patton, Hayes, Harris, & Ivery, 2014), Patton (2016) 
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extended CRT scholarship to higher education, explicitly identifying the effects of racism and 

White supremacy on college access, curricular structures, and institutional policies. To further 

explicate the ways in which educational inequity permeates postsecondary spaces, Patton (2016) 

offered the following propositions: (1) The establishment of U.S. higher education is deeply 

rooted in racism/White supremacy; (2) The functioning of higher education in the U.S. is 

inextricably linked to capitalist and imperialist systems marked by the intersections of race, 

oppression, and property; and (3) Higher education institutions continue to support the 

production of formal knowledge rooted in racism and White supremacy.  

Patton’s (2016) explanation of the ways in which Whiteness/racism permeates knowledge 

production in higher education further constitutes a need for spaces like the AAAI. Racism is 

alive and well on college campuses, including college classrooms as embedded in curriculum 

and design. To not acknowledge both the subtle and explicit ways that racist practices and 

ideologies are upheld through curriculum and other institutional structures is a blatant disregard 

of the experiences, narratives, and ideas of non-White students. Through the curricular structures 

at play in the classroom environment, AAAI ensembles provide students with opportunities to 

disrupt Whiteness and prioritize Black culture. Positioning Black culture in this way allows 

Black students to not only embrace a collective appreciation for Black people’s contributions to 

music and dance, but also consider how their learning experiences connect to the ways in which 

they develop their identities and are affirmed in them.  

Identity Development and Affirmation 

 
To understand students in college contexts, one must have an understanding of identity 

(Jones and Abes, 2013). Researchers have developed several models in regard to how different 

groups construct their identities, taking factors such as race and ethnicity into consideration (e.g. 
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Cross’ Nigrescence Model, Helms’ White Identity Development, Phinney’s Ethnic Identity 

Development). As the number of racially and ethnically diverse students on college campuses 

increases, dialogue surrounding the identity development process within and among groups has 

become extremely necessary (Torres, Howard-Hamilton, & Cooper, 2011). Diverse student 

populations are making it a priority to become more connected with their homeland, and they 

seek to express this connection through aspects of their racial and ethnic identities (Torres et al., 

2011). This study is needed to investigate how Black students utilize music and dance of the 

Black tradition to make these connections while strengthening and affirming their identities.   

 It is important that college and university leaders understand how Black students 

experience the identity development process as opposed to making overgeneralized assumptions 

about them (Torres, Howard-Hamilton, & Cooper, 2011). Instead of thinking of identity as an 

“already accomplished fact”, it is necessary to think of identity as a “production that is never 

complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation” (Hall, 

1990, p. 222). The identity development process is layered and very complex. “Focusing on 

those identities that are salient and the experiences that contribute to that saliency can help 

faculty and student affairs professionals better support student development” (Hurtado, 

Alvarado, & Gullermo-Wann, 2015, p. 129).  

 Two processes have marked the social history of African Americans: deracination (the 

attempt to get rid of Black consciousness) and nigrescence (the struggle for attaining Black self-

awareness) (Cross, Parham, & Helms, 1998). One of the nigrescence models that has received a 

great deal of attention in educational literature was developed by Cross (1971). His model 

included four stages, which were characterized by self-concept issues that influenced an 

individual’s feelings, attitudes, thoughts, and behaviors (Richardson, 1998). The first stage, pre-
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encounter, is a belief that Black people are inferior and must internalize Eurocentric values and 

ideas. Encounter is the second stage in which there is a shift from anti-Black sentiments and a 

move toward pro-Blackness that brought about by an event that challenges the Eurocentric 

perspective in the previous stage. Thirdly, immersion occurs in which there is complete 

engagement in the Black experience, specifically participation in activities and organizations 

with the purpose of improving the conditions of life for Black people. The final stage in Cross’ 

model is internalization/commitment. When individuals reach this stage, they are deeply 

grounded in social activism and efforts to eliminate systemic oppression.  

Although Cross’ model is widely cited in African American identity development studies, 

his work contains some weaknesses. Stokes, Murray, Chavez, and Peacock critiqued Cross’ 

conceptualization of the word “nigrescence”, interpreting it as reflecting a sense of helplessness 

in Black people and a claim that they “role play in White America” (as cited in Jones, 1998, p. 

126). Additionally, Cross (1971) utilized stages in his model of identity development. Stages 

represent a particular linear sequence and do not take into account that Black people experience 

the identity development process differently despite possible shared encounters. The stages of 

Cross’ model present limited and prescribed ways that an individual should behave, think, and 

feel in regard to race (Stokes et al. as cited in Jones, 1998). Despite Cross’ work and other racial 

identity development models that have been constructed, very little research has been conducted 

on racial identity salience as an outcome (Hurtado, Alvarado, & Gullermo-Wann, 2015). The 

goal of this project is to contribute to the research in regard to how Black students’ participation 

in cultural arts-based curriculum influences their identity affirmation. 

Robinson and Biran (2006) posited that identity anchors a person to a cultural reality, and 

that it is what creates and sustains motivation for academic success. In order for students to 
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"excel in an environment, they must have a sense of who they are or a cultural base to orient 

themselves to prevent becoming lost or discouraged" (Robinson & Biran, 2006, p. 51). Cultural 

influences, however, are not static or consistent across particular groups of people. Specifically 

considering cultural identity, Hall (2014) contended that its development constituted a process of 

“becoming as well as of being” (p. 225). Tierney (2000) challenged the belief that culture is 

fixed and determined by stating that: 

…if all people act in one fashion then we do injustice to the rich fabric of individuals and 

groups that exists in any one culture at a given time…to ignore the very real cultures that 

we step into and out of in our daily lives and in our organizations suggests that 

individuals are free to make of life whatever they want regardless of history, culture, or 

social context (p. 4).  

Unfortunately, many underrepresented students find themselves subverting their identity 

and becoming involved in the mainstream campus or assimilating as they struggle to maintain a 

strong cultural connection (Taylor & Howard-Hamilton, 1995). As opposed to encountering an 

environment that pressures them to trade in parts of their cultural identity for acceptance, these 

students must be encouraged to view their cultural backgrounds as catalysts for success.  

Coining the term “cultural integrity”, Tierney and Jun (2001) emphasized the importance 

of implementing programs and pedagogical practices that refer to students’ racial and ethnic 

backgrounds in a positive way. Cultural integrity indicates that aspects of culture are not 

considered neutral or negative but as a “critical ingredient for acquiring cultural capital and 

achieving success” (Tierney & Jun, 2001, p. 211). To support their belief in engaging in cultural 

integrity, Tierney and Jun (2001) conducted a 3-year research study on the Neighborhood 

Academic Initiative (NAI). Established in 1990, the NAI program serves low-income urban 
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minority adolescents in grades 7 through 12 whose chances of attending college are extremely 

slim without adequate resources. The program is housed on the University of Southern California 

campus and focused on college readiness and positive educational outcomes (Tierney, 1999). 

Program leaders affirm students’ cultural identities by highlighting their cultural backgrounds 

and local contexts (Tierney, 1999). Their efforts are very intentional as they ensure that those 

whom the students encounter operate from a pedagogical perspective that celebrates and 

validates the aspects of identity that accompany a student when they enter the program. 

Researchers at both the pre-college and postsecondary education levels have investigated 

the role that students’ identities play in their academic success (e.g. Hurtado & Carter, 1997; 

Nieto, 1992; Tierney, 1999). Students who are secure in their cultural background and traditions 

tend to be more academically successful (Tierney & Jun, 2001). Tierney (1999) asserted that if 

colleges and universities would make concerted and meaningful efforts to affirm students' 

cultural identities, their success would extend beyond the classroom and post-graduation. African 

American students must reject society’s negative views of Blackness and consciously construct 

an identity that celebrates and validates who they are in racial contexts (Ward, 1990). 

Chapter Summary 

As campus environments become more diverse, race remains a salient factor among 

today’s college students (Hurtado, Alvarado, & Guillermo-Wann, 2015). Yet, much of the 

literature disregards the uniqueness associated with the experiences of African American 

students in particular by compressing them with all non-White groups in the category of “other” 

or “people of color” all in the name of multicultural education (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Many 

researchers who propose multicultural models rarely consult or conduct ethnographic studies of 

specific minority cultures (Ogbu, 1992). Although these models are beneficial in some regards, 
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institutions sometimes utilize multiculturalism to create a “one size fits all” remedy to challenges 

surrounding access and success that may be consistent across several underrepresented racial 

groups. Fundamental differences in culture exist between the majority and minority cultures, but 

more significantly, differences are evident from minority to minority (Ogbu, 1992). Entities and 

programs like the AAAI acknowledge these cultural differences by illuminating the uniqueness 

of Black creativity and cultural products through the arts.  

 This literature review provided a foundational understanding of historical context and 

preliminary rationale for theoretical and methodological decisions that are important to this 

study. As the primary conceptual framework, culturally relevant pedagogy is critical to 

understanding pedagogical practices demonstrated by ensemble directors and other aspects of the 

AAAI classroom experience. By examining curricular components in addition to student and 

AAAI personnel narratives, I analyzed how engagement in cultural arts education influenced 

Black student identity affirmation. The following chapter includes a description of the proposed 

research methods.  
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CHAPTER III: STUDY METHODOLOGY 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between Black students’ 

participation in cultural arts education and their identity affirmation. In the following sections, I 

provide my positionality statement as the researcher followed by rationale for the qualitative 

research paradigm and case study methodology that I employed. I provide a description of the 

research design including the case that is at the center of this study. I also discuss data collection 

and analysis processes in addition to how I established trustworthiness in this study. I include a 

reflexivity section to articulate the ways in which my positionality and experiences informed the 

data collection and analysis. Finally, I offer some ethical considerations and study limitations. 

Through this research, I addressed the following questions: (1) In what ways is Black cultural 

arts education formally integrated into AAAI classrooms? (2) How does Black students’ 

involvement in the AAAI affirm their identities? 

Researcher Positionality 

 
Researchers often have a story to convey about themselves through the work they 

produce (Ladson-Billings, 1995). As identity is at the center of this study, reflecting upon the 

intersections of my own identities is a continual and necessary process for me to engage in while 

conducting the research. As I hope to convey through this work, salient identities of students 

should be recognized, and they should not be forced to strip themselves of those identities or 

mask them for acceptance or approval. I strongly reinforce this concept for myself as the 

researcher. My membership in a marginalized racial or cultural group and other shared 

experiences with the population I studied have cultivated my passion in researching Black 

students and cultural performing arts. As a Black woman who was born and raised in the Deep 

South, Black popular music was a staple in my household. From family reunions to funerals, 
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there was not a function where music and/or dance did not appear on the agenda. Whether the 

occasion was exciting, somber, or bittersweet, music and dance always brought my loved ones 

together.  

Additionally, as a former employee of the AAAI, I recently worked directly with 

personnel and ensemble members. I had the opportunity to connect with students in my 

professional role as road manager for the IU Soul Revue. As I spent time with students helping 

them prepare for performances or answering questions regarding a student organization or course 

they were taking, I was able to develop mentoring relationships with some of them that are still 

in tact today. I have engaged in countless conversations with students ranging from their love for 

music and dance to academic interests to childhood experiences. Considering everything that I 

learned about students during these interactions, the passion for music and their unapologetic 

appreciation for Black culture were always evident. Because I have witnessed firsthand how 

students engage in cultural performing arts within the AAAI, I am extremely vested in 

highlighting why the arts can be a critical tool for student development.  

Considering my identification as a Black woman researcher, I reflected on Patricia Hill 

Collins’ (2002) Black Feminist Thought (BFT) in which she situates the experiences of Black 

women as valuable sources of knowledge. She articulated four propositions that ultimately 

inform the research methods I have chosen: (1) Concrete experiences operate as a criterion of 

meaning. “Individuals who have lived through the experiences about which they claim to be 

experts are more believable and credible than those who have merely read and thought about 

such experience” (Collins, 2002, p. 257). (2) Dialogue can be used to assess knowledge claims. 

Knowledge claims are informed by dialectical relationships; meaning making occurs collectively 

as opposed to the voice of only one authority being present. (3) An ethic of care exists, resulting 



 53 

in the “articulation of a greater sense of commitment to what scholarship and/or pedagogy can 

mean in the lives of people” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 474). (4) An ethic of personal 

accountability points to the fact that “individuals’ commitments to ideological and/or value 

positions are important in understanding knowledge claims” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 474). As 

a Black woman, I am extremely familiar with cultural norms and meanings that those who 

participated in my study have experienced. BFT allows me to contextualize the experiences of 

members of my community while understanding how my own identity becomes a part of the data 

collection process.  

Research Design 

 
Several characteristics of this research align with a qualitative research paradigm. Cassell 

and Symon (1994) noted that qualitative research encompasses reliability on interpretation rather 

than quantification; emphasis on subjectivity as opposed to objectivity; flexibility in the research 

process; an orientation towards process rather than outcome; and a strong belief that context is 

inextricably linked to experience. Qualitative researchers engage in research involving human 

participants and are in search of meaning from the perspective of those being studied (Hesse-

Biber & Leavy, 2006). The focus of a qualitative approach allows for more descriptive data 

concerning people’s lives, experiences, and behaviors (McDougal, 2014). In this study, I sought 

to understand how students experience identity affirmation and how and why participation in 

performing arts is important in these processes.  

I approached this research from a constructivist paradigm. Constructivists claim that truth 

is relative and varies based upon one’s perspective (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Baxter & Jack, 

2008). With a constructivist approach, the ways that individuals and groups make meaning of the 

spaces they occupy is very much linked to their identity development (Patton, Renn, Guido, & 
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Quaye, 2016), the primary component of this study. Considering the data sources for this 

research, I anticipated participants sharing their own unique points-of-view related to how they 

experience identity affirmation through their involvement with the AAAI. To address the 

research questions, I conducted a multiple, or collective, case study. Patton and Applebaum 

(2003) described the purpose of the case study as "uncovering patterns, determining meanings, 

constructing conclusions and building theory" (p. 67).  Specifically referring to case studies in 

African-centered research, McDougal (2014) posited that the primary goal of conducting a case 

study is to produce a rich, detailed description of the complexities of an entity within particular 

contexts. Case studies are usually selective and focus on one or two specific elements critical to 

understanding a larger system (Kohlbacher, 2006). The case study methodology provided a 

holistic view and multidimensional perspective of the process that is under study (Patton & 

Applebaum, 2003).  A multiple-case study in particular allows the researcher to analyze 

differences within and between cases in hopes of literally or theoretically replicating findings 

among them (Yin, 2009). The evidence that emerges from a multiple-case study is considered 

reliable and robust (Baxter & Jack, 2008). By utilizing qualitative case study methods, I sought 

to honor the integrity of students’ voices as they shared their experiences related to identity 

affirmation while participating in the ensembles.  

The primary case, the AAAI, features three embedded cases, the ensembles: IU Soul 

Revue, African American Choral Ensemble, and African American Dance Company. Each 

ensemble features undergraduate and graduate students from various departments and programs 

across campus; graduate students who serve as associate instructors (vocal coach, dance 

assistant, rhythm coach, and horn coach) and road managers. In order to enroll, students must 

audition for a panel of judges that includes the ensemble director and associate instructors. These 
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auditions usually take place twice during the academic year allowing students who may not have 

been able to participate during one semester due to scheduling conflicts or not being selected the 

opportunity to participate another semester. Whether or not a student was a member of an 

ensemble in a previous semester, they still have to audition.  

Once enrolled and classes begin for the semester, each ensemble meets twice a week for 

class, or rehearsal. Students who are vocalists with the IU Soul Revue must attend vocal 

rehearsals once a week in addition to the group class times. If an ensemble is approaching a 

performance, the director may call additional rehearsals to prepare. The ensembles perform in 

Bloomington for campus and community events, neighboring cities and states in the Midwestern 

region, and internationally. For example, the African American Dance Company performed in 

Cuba in 2017, and the African American Choral Ensemble traveled to Germany to perform the 

same year. Developing a partnership with the Stax Music Academy and historically Black 

college LeMoyne-Owen, the IU Soul Revue performed in Memphis, Tennessee, in 2014 and 

2015 and in Minneapolis, Minnesota, in 2015. Additionally, each ensemble hosts a concert 

during the spring semester and other annual events. For example, the IU Soul Revue hosts “A 

Soulful Holiday” at the end of the fall semester each year. The African American Dance 

Company hosts their annual studio concert. The African American Choral Ensemble hosts a 

Black History Month concert each February in the IU School of Education. During the fall 

semester, the AAAI hosts the Potpourri of the Arts. Created in 1993, the Potpourri embodies the 

spirit of African American tradition and culture by featuring performances from each ensemble. 

During the finale of the show, all three ensembles take the stage together and perform. More 

information about each ensemble will be provided in chapter four.  
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Data Collection 

 
For this research, I was particularly drawn to Yin’s (2011) perspective regarding case 

study design. He placed emphasis on substantive evidence but most importantly allowing 

participants to direct the interpretation of the evidence and illuminate their experiences without 

getting lost in other elements of the research design. In this case, I focused on students’ 

experiences with identity affirmation. Because I am also interested in setting and place (i.e., the 

AAAI), students’ voices could easily be overshadowed by the historical and structural 

components of the Institute itself. Yin’s work helped me to situate students’ voices at the 

forefront while using the Institute’s history, placement and design to contextualize the meaning 

of their experiences. Additionally, Yin (2011) provided critical advice for maintaining rigor in 

case study research while staying true to the work, which is sometimes difficult to do in 

comparison to quantitative research methods. He recommended the following: 

1. Checking and rechecking the accuracy of the data; 

2. Making the analysis as thorough and complete as possible rather than cutting corners; 

3. Continually acknowledging the unwanted biases imposed by your own values 

when analyzing the data. 

To hold myself accountable and acknowledge the contributions of study participants, I 

kept a reflection journal to document my thoughts and experiences during the data collection 

process. 

 The benefit of a case study is "its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence—

documents, artifacts, interviews, and observations" (Yin, 2003, p. 8). Using multiple sources of 

data results in triangulation of evidence and an increased level of trustworthiness of the data and 

data collection process (Tellis, 1997). The data sources for this research included semi-structured 
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interviews and course syllabi. 

Sampling 

I utilized individual interviews as the primary data sources for this study. I contacted five 

former and current ensemble directors, three of which were founding directors, and the former 

executive director of the AAAI and requested their participation. I utilized purposive sampling to 

select AAAI students and alumni to participate in the interviews. This process involved 

“choosing people or documents from which the researcher can substantially learn about the 

experience” (Polkinghorne, 2005, p. 139). I gained access to participants by consulting past and 

present rosters in the AAAI database and contacted them using the email addresses listed (See 

Appendix A). All of the individuals I contacted agreed to participate in the interview process. I 

was extremely pleased with the interest that participants expressed in this project. The current 

and former AAAI staff I approached were thrilled that the AAAI was the subject of a research 

endeavor because its story is unique and a very integral part of IU and higher education broadly. 

Additionally, current students and alumni were excited to reflect and reminisce on their 

experiences as members of the ensembles including memorable performances, the classroom 

environment, and connections they fostered with fellow members and their directors. 

Student and alumni participants included 11 individuals who were enrolled in the 

ensembles between the years of 2013 and 2017. (Appendix E provides a breakdown of course 

enrollment for each semester from 2013 to 2017). I chose this particular time period because I 

wanted to focus on students who were currently participating or only recently removed. To 

participate in the study, subjects must have self-identified as Black/African American. 

Participants must have been enrolled at IU and in one or more AAAI ensembles for at least one 

semester between the fall 2013 and spring 2017 semesters. I was also intentional in selecting a 
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diverse group of students and alumni with various majors, hometowns, and personal 

backgrounds in relation to their connection with the arts. Snapshots of the participants including 

the ensembles with which they were affiliated, number of semesters they were enrolled, and 

other information can be found in Table 1.  

All participants were over 18 years of age and available between November 1, 2017 and 

February 1, 2018 for an interview that lasted 60-90 minutes. I conducted an in-depth, semi-

structured interview with each student in order to extract detailed narratives from a variety of 

perspectives regarding how students develop their identities and how they are affirmed. Through 

multiple interviews, I was able to synthesize important information that appeared across the 

interviews and recognize variations in how the identity affirmation process occurred.  

Interviews 

The constructivist approach that I took as the researcher supports the fact that individuals 

construct and understand reality in different ways contingent upon the social context (Crotty, 

1998). Participating in interviews provided ensemble students with the opportunity to share their 

own experiences from their own unique vantage points. The semi-structured nature of the 

interviews allowed for more freedom, flexibility and conversational tone beneficial for both the 

researcher and the participants as opposed to the rigidity that comes with structured interviews 

(McDougal, 2014).  

As the primary conceptual foundation for this study, the culturally relevant pedagogy 

(CRP) framework was utilized to construct interview questions for one current and four previous 

ensemble directors. As part of CRP, Ladson-Billings (1995) noted the importance of language 

that illustrated a synergistic relationship between a student’s cultural background and 

experiences they have in educational settings. She asserted that culturally relevant pedagogy is 
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culturally responsive, meaning these practices do not connote accommodation of the student’s 

culture to the mainstream culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Her claim speaks to the significance 

of understanding students’ cultural backgrounds and influences outside of the classroom. 

Because I was interested in how students participating in the AAAI engaged in the process of 

identity affirmation, I asked questions that allowed ensemble directors to address the curriculum 

of their respective ensembles and how they integrated cultural relevance into their own 

pedagogical philosophies when teaching AAAI students. Ladson-Billings (1995) argued that 

very clear intersections exist between teaching and culture. The questions provided to Institute 

personnel addressed these intersections to understand how they influence student outcomes 

related to identity affirmation. Considering the research questions for this study and the 

culturally relevant framework, student interview questions addressed their cultural interests and 

experiences prior to and during college that relate to identity affirmation and how these 

influences are valued and expressed as they participate in AAAI ensembles. Interview protocols 

for all participants are included in Appendix B. 

Content Analysis 

Physical evidence can also be valuable sources of data for research. For this study, I 

considered physical evidence through content analysis, which allows one to “systematically 

analyze the hidden and visible content in messages” (McDougal, 2014, p. 164). Text can be 

found in multiple forms of media including books, articles, photos, and official documents. 

Content analysis is beneficial because of its transparency and flexibility, making it possible for 

researchers to replicate findings and conduct subsequent studies (McDougal, 2014). 

 The AAAI ensembles are classes taught by faculty in the African American and African 

Diaspora Studies (AAADS) department. As courses, they feature components that one would 
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find in any other class, including syllabi and study materials. An important data source that I 

analyzed was course material, specifically syllabi, ensemble directors distributed to students. I  

examined the syllabi from the five current and former ensemble directors that I interviewed, 

which included syllabi from semesters that student interviewees were enrolled. Documents that 

serve as data sources are particularly important because they are usually stable, consistent and 

repeated, and they contextualize aspects of a given case (Tellis, 1997). Course syllabi accurately 

named components of the course including goals and objectives and provided the instructor’s 

roadmap and vision for the semester/academic year. I drew evidence from the syllabi utilized by 

ensemble directors to understand if and how they explicitly and intentionally integrated 

activities, repertoire and other important elements that supported student identity affirmation.   

Data Analysis 

 
All interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed by a third-party, and stored using 

online data analysis software, NVIVO, that was password protected. Within NVIVO, I was able 

to track each narrative in an organized way and engage in multiple readings of them.  

Additionally, I stored the data on an external hard drive, my IU Box account, and personal 

DropBox account that I created for storage of dissertation information. Each of these storage 

devices and interfaces were always in my possession and ensured that my data was safe and 

secure at all times.   

I coded all of the interview data into themes. This process took place continually 

throughout data collection so that I could make necessary adjustments to interview questions, 

archival searches, and other data sources to ensure that the information I gathered was relevant 

and useful.  To address the research questions, I conducted a cross case analysis, which involved 

“aggregating findings across a series of individual studies” (Yin, 2009, p. 156). By utilizing this 
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process, I was able to identity patterns across all three ensembles. Different influences were 

present within each ensemble, and students who participated experienced these influences 

differently in regard to identity affirmation.  

To analyze the data, I consulted Yin’s (2011) five phases of analysis and their 

interactions: (1) compiling, (2) disassembling, (3) reassembling (arraying), (4) interpreting, and 

(5) concluding. The steps in this cycle of analysis are nonlinear, meaning one can move back and 

forth from one phase to another. The first phase, compiling, includes simply assessing what data 

I collected and configuring the initial organization of the data. Yin compared this to creating a 

“database” in quantitative research. Compiling allows the researcher to refamiliarize themselves 

with the data collected and easily access the information (Yin, 2011). I revisited the interviews 

and transcriptions of the interviews and organized data I collected alongside my field notes. This 

system helped to create order and consistency, particularly when considering the language 

utilized by interviewees. I used particular words or phrases multiple times in my field notes in 

reference to two or more different interviews. For example, several participants consistently 

mentioned family, brother, sister, home, and comfort, referring to the AAAI environment and 

connections they cultivated with other ensemble members and staff. Documenting recurring 

instances like this during the compiling phase alleviated potential challenges during subsequent 

stages of analysis (Yin, 2011). As Yin (2011) recommended, I reflected upon some important 

questions while compiling including consideration of distinctive features of my study: What sets 

this work apart from other similar research? How did the data I collected relate to the original 

research questions I posed? What, if any, new insights developed as I analyzed the data? 

During the second phase, disassembling, I coded the data for themes that were consistent 

across them. Coding included assigning labels, or codes, to certain words, phrases or chunks of 
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data in the database that I created in the compiling phase. I made level one codes by analyzing 

interview transcriptions for specific themes. Level two coding, a higher level of coding, included 

another analysis of interviews and grouping the level one codes into broad categories based upon 

on the terms or phrases I analyzed. For example, I attached the broad category, “unwritten 

curriculum” to recurring themes and phrases like “discipline”, “accountability”, and “more than 

just a place to come jam out”. I placed phrases such as “It was like our little family”, “it’s home”, 

and “my dance brothers and sisters” into a broad theme called “fictive kinship”. As I created 

categories, I anticipated recognizing patterns that pointed to the larger meaning of the data. To 

ensure that I had saturated themes, I constantly revisited and reflected upon the themes I created 

and added new ones as I began the reassembling phase.  

Yin (2011) noted that reassembling essentially means to “play with the data” (p. 212). He 

suggested several ways to play with the data in an organized fashion.  This process involves 

altering and realtering arrangements of themes until the researcher is satisfied with that 

arrangement (Yin, 2011). My approach to the process included creating mini concept maps with 

each broad category and the specific themes that belonged in each category from the 

disassembling phase. Although the reassembling process was seemingly successful, I 

experienced some challenges when attempting to place codes into particular categories. 

Specifically, some of the items I coded for did not connect to my initial research questions; 

therefore, they did not fit into the thematic sequence I created for other codes. For example, 

participants provided robust historical context about Herman Hudson’s vision for the AAAI and 

other Black entities at IU, all of which could not be included in my findings. I grappled with 

where to include this information because one of the goals of conducting this research was to tell 

the AAAI story. I felt that negating to include these important historical pieces would 
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compromise the integrity of this work. With the help of peer debriefers, I found ways to include 

the historical context throughout earlier chapters in the dissertation set the stage for what 

participants would discuss in the findings.  

The fourth phase, interpreting, reinforced the fact that analysis of the data was a non-

linear process that allowed me to revisit other phases, particularly disassembling and 

reassembling. Interpreting, along with the final phase, concluding, brings the entire analysis 

together with themes that create the basis for understanding the study (Yin, 2011). Yin (2011) 

recommended several modes of interpretation, and the mode I utilized for this study is 

explanation. The purpose behind this phase is to “explain how or why events came about or why 

people were able to pursue certain courses of action” (p. 237). Considering the research 

questions I posed, the event I sought to explain was identity affirmation through engagement in 

cultural arts education. In a multiple case study, one objective is to “build a general explanation 

that fits each individual case, even though the cases will vary in their details” (Yin, 2014, p. 

148). In this study, I generated explanations of the influences of cultural arts engagement for 

students in each of the three ensembles. Although all participants shared ways in which they 

developed and were affirmed in their identities through their involvement in the AAAI, how they 

arrived at and navigated these processes differed across ensembles. Participants’ accounts of 

their experiences with identity affirmation will be featured in the following chapter.    

Because very little literature surrounding cultural arts education in postsecondary 

institutions exist, the interpretation of the data in this study built new strength for future research 

on the topic. This was the beginning of the concluding phase, which involved determining the 

study’s overall significance and making inferences from the research (Yin, 2011). One critical 

piece of the concluding phase in qualitative research is challenging the basic premise for 
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generalization. For researchers who study racially and ethnically diverse populations, supporting 

this claim through our work is extremely important. A major contribution of qualitative research 

has been “to reveal the existence of more diverse conditions than have been recognized by 

previous research because qualitative inquiry offers the chance to deal with nonmainstream 

cultures and social conditions” (Yin, 2011, p. 222. In this study, I argued that Black students 

enter higher education with a unique set of cultural capital that looks different not only in 

comparison to White students but other racially diverse populations. Through this work, I desired 

to demonstrate how cultural arts education is a space where students can display that cultural 

capital to their benefit.  

Trustworthiness 

 
 Throughout the data collection and analysis processes, case study researchers strongly 

recommend the usage of multiple strategies to ensure reliability and validity (Yin, 2009). To 

make sense of my findings and assess my interpretations of them, I engaged in peer debriefing. 

This process helped establish that my findings and interpretations were “worthy, honest, and 

believable” (Spall, 1998, p. 280). Each peer debriefer I consulted with during the research 

assisted in different ways. My faculty advisor, Professor Lucy LePeau, challenged me to think 

deeply about the themes I extrapolated from participant interviews and was very instrumental in 

helping me frame some of the analytical components of the reassembling phase. As a peer 

debriefer, Professor LePeau posed questions that helped me better understand how my 

perspectives and values influenced my findings, which helped to minimize bias during the data 

analysis process (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). This process was critical considering my insider 

position through involvement with the AAAI. I will discuss in more detail how I navigated my 

insider position as well as others connected to this study further in this chapter.  
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 Guba and Lincoln (1989) noted that, in addition to methodological support, a peer 

debriefer can provide mental and emotional support and help the researcher deal with the stress 

that often accompanies fieldwork. As a peer debriefer, my friend and colleague Quinton Stroud 

served in this role. Quinton is specifically interested in arts education policy and creating 

opportunities for the arts to reside in academic spaces. Due to our shared interest in the arts, 

specifically Black music, I knew that he could provide some valuable insight and critique as I 

completed this dissertation. Specifically, Quinton always reminded me to revisit the communal 

and cultural aspects of my research and why I chose to engage in this work. As both a researcher 

and an artist, Quinton encouraged me to maintain my own creative lens throughout the research 

process. I applied his suggestions in several ways such as including my favorite song lyrics into 

the dissertation; utilizing the names of renowned Black musicians and dancers as pseudonyms 

for participants; listening to the songs that participants mentioned in their interviews as I 

analyzed the data; and working on my dissertation in the NMBCC Library or study rooms while 

the ensembles rehearsed so that I could hear them as I engaged in the research.  

Since I studied how students experience identity affirmation, two processes that are very 

personal and introspective, it was important to establish trust among students I interviewed. 

Participants should understand that their narratives are valuable sources of knowledge that will 

not be discounted or dismissed. To dismantle the notion that the researcher operates with a 

certain level of intuition and automaticity, I allowed participants to be involved in sensemaking, 

ensuring accurate individual interpretation and critique (Ladson-Billings, 1995). This process 

took the form of member-checking during which I provided participants with accounts of the 

findings for confirmation and validity (Creswell & Miller, 2000; McDougal, 2014). For example, 

I confirmed with participants that my interpretation of their statements, attitudes, and behaviors 
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during interviews were accurate and properly recorded by sharing a summary of them and 

requesting feedback from each participant. For example, when I asked questions that had several 

parts to them, particularly those related to how participants experienced identity affirmation 

within the ensembles, I often repeated back to participants their responses to the questions and 

my interpretations of their thoughts. I was careful when articulating my interpretations to ask 

participants to explicitly confirm or deny those interpretations as I wanted to accurately 

document them in this study.  

Reflexivity 

 
 From the beginning, I approached this work with a desire to tell the AAAI story by 

projecting the voices of the students who participated in the ensembles. Their narratives needed 

to remain at the forefront as I conducted this research. Prioritizing their stories and the 

transmission of those stories with their own voices, I wanted the data collection process to reflect 

the oral tradition, or storytelling, that has historically characterized Black culture. Storytelling is 

acknowledged as one of the most important traditions among African/African American people 

(Banks-Wallace, 2002). Historical contexts, cultural norms, and social and physical 

environments affect the way that we create and share stories (Banks-Wallace, 2002). From a 

research perspective, Strauss and Corbin (1988) emphasized the importance of locating a 

phenomenon embedded in these conditions. Considering this study, I argue that the contextual 

elements of the AAAI classroom environment (e.g. curriculum) connect to the cultural identity 

affirmation experiences of Black student participants, two phenomena that can and should be 

understood through their voices.  

 As previously mentioned, I constantly reflected upon my position as a researcher while 

completing this dissertation, particularly during the data collection process. Identity took center 
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stage in this work as I sought to understand how student participants experienced identity 

affirmation while participating in performance ensembles. I deemed it necessary to not only 

reflect upon my positionality, but to further contextualize this dissertation as connected to some 

personal experiences that strongly influenced how I approached the research. While I have 

always been a lover of Black music, it was during this research process that I seriously reflected 

on the value of the art form in relation to the ways in which I conceptualized my own racial 

identity. Growing up in a small Mississippi town, I attended Pleasant Grove Missionary Baptist 

Church with my family, the only place of worship that was considered a “Black church” within 

miles of seven other churches that had predominately White congregations. Although I attended 

a predominately White elementary, middle, and high school, I knew that on Sunday morning at 

worship service, Monday night at choir rehearsal, and Wednesday night at Bible study, my 

Blackness was significant and represented a set of shared experiences within my community. 

From the participatory nature of the worship service to the meals we shared in the church 

fellowship hall, every aspect of our experiences in the church authentically aligned with our 

traditions and values as Black people. Thus, my experiences in church were integral to me 

developing a sense of pride in my Black identity. Recognizing that the Black church was 

incredibly instrumental in my racial identity development and connected me to the Black 

performance tradition through music, I was interested in learning about pre-college experiences 

and environments that informed ensemble participants’ connections to Black culture and their 

desire to perform Black music and dance. I incorporated questions around these ideas, and 

several participants specifically mentioned the church as the place where they were introduced to 

Black performance. I will share more details about participants’ experiences and how they 

influenced them to join the AAAI ensembles in the next chapter.  
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 Because I sang in my church choir, I knew that I wanted to join the choir at my 

undergraduate institution, the University of Mississippi. Even today, I credit my experiences in 

the University of Mississippi Gospel Choir (UMGC) for developing my leadership abilities and 

generating my desire to focus on Black performance within an academic setting as my 

dissertation topic. Having served as graduate advisor to UMGC, I witnessed firsthand how 

influential the environment was for students who participated. UMGC featured a diverse group 

of students, the majority of them identifying as Black or African American, who represented 

various academic departments. Students often told me that had it not been for UMGC, they 

would not have finished their undergraduate tenure at the university. These sentiments mirror 

those of students in the AAAI, which further convinced me that something existed within these 

types of artistic environments, whether academic (like the AAAI) or extracurricular (like the 

UMGC), that retained students and ultimately pushed them to graduation.  

 When I arrived to IU in 2013 as a doctoral student, I obtained a graduate assistantship as 

road manager with the IU Soul Revue and served in this position until 2015. Additionally, I 

served as writer and editor for the AAAI during the 2014-2015 academic year. I was excited 

about these roles because they afforded me the opportunity to do similar work that I had engaged 

in with UMGC including administrative tasks, making itineraries for performance engagements, 

and choosing wardrobe. When I met the ensemble members, I was instantly reminded of my 

UMGC students. They had the same drive and passion for Black music and had similar 

backgrounds including the church cultivating their interest in performing arts. Like the majority 

of the UMGC students, most of the students in the Soul Revue were not music majors.  

After attending the first class meeting for the Soul Revue, I knew that the ensemble was 

nothing less than transformative for anyone who occupied the space, particularly students who 
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performed. I also valued the moments I spent with students outside of class when we traveled to 

performances or when I met with them one-on-one to discuss their other classes, post-

undergraduate plans, interest in joining a particular student organization, or to simply have some 

“life conversations” that cultivated mentoring relationships with some of them. These 

interactions ultimately birthed this research idea. Students often shared with me how their 

experiences in the Soul Revue differed from those in other classes due to the connections they 

made with ensemble members and directors and the opportunity to learn about Black history and 

culture. Having recalled this as I developed my research protocol, I was intentional in asking 

students to share specific examples that illuminated the differences between the ensembles and 

their other courses. 

Although I transitioned to a new role in a different department on campus in 2015, I 

remained connected with AAAI staff and students. In the spring semester of 2018, I experienced 

the AAAI in different way: as an ensemble member. I moved from backstage as a road manager 

for the Soul Revue to a second row seat in the alto section as a member of the Choral Ensemble. 

When I worked for the Soul Revue, I had the opportunity to visit Choral Ensemble rehearsals 

and, although the repertoire was more diverse, I was reminded of my time singing in my church 

choir in Mississippi. Additionally, Professor Raymond Wise consistently encouraged me to join 

the ensemble. His persistence, kindness, and genuine investment in my well-being as a student 

and as a human being only heightened my interest in becoming a member. By this time, I had 

collected data for my dissertation; so, I was excited to experience from a student’s perspective 

what many of my study participants mentioned in their interviews. These interactions and 

experiences comprise the unwritten curriculum that I discuss in detail in the findings chapter.  
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Ethical Considerations 

 
My identities and connection with the Institute as a former employee resulted in me 

having what Banks (1992) and Padilla (1994) call a “native” perspective, or an insider’s view. 

For this study, I considered my insider’s view to be an asset. Several of the AAAI students were 

exposed to my research interests when they were first developing through informal conversations 

with them about my work as a doctoral student. Similarly, AAAI staff was extremely supportive 

when I proposed the idea of conducting research on the Institute and some areas that have not 

been explored in relation to the AAAI (i.e. curriculum and identity). I was afforded several 

opportunities and access to valuable resources that ultimately helped me substantially frame my 

initial ideas. For example, the AAAI celebrated its 40th anniversary in 2014, and I was serving as 

writer/editor as a graduate assistant. To prepare for this milestone, I had to draft press releases 

and an abbreviated history of the Institute for the Potpourri of the Arts concert, an annual event 

that features performances from all three ensembles. I interviewed Dr. Lillian Dunlap, the first 

Executive Director of the Institute. The conversation I had with her was incredibly enlightening 

and further convinced me that I needed to do this work. These and other experiences were 

integral in shaping my research topic.  

Although I viewed my native perspective as an asset, I recognized that because of it, my 

work may be considered biased or somewhat skewed. Acknowledging my own biases, 

assumptions and beliefs was extremely important for establishing validity. Creswell and Miller 

(2000) emphasized the importance of researchers reflecting upon the “social, cultural and 

historical forces that shape their interpretation” (p. 127). In addition to my own insider status, 

two of my dissertation committee members were closely connected to the AAAI; one faculty 

member was the department chair for African American and African Diaspora Studies, the 
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academic unit that housed the AAAI ensemble courses; the other has served as Executive 

Director of the AAAI for almost thirty years. I considered their respective roles and connections 

to the AAAI as extremely beneficial. In particular, the Executive Director allowed me to conduct 

archival research for the AAAI’s image collection project as part of IU’s Bicentennial 

celebration. Like several other experiences I had working with the AAAI, this opportunity 

affirmed my interest in telling the AAAI story.  

A desire to highlight the positive attributes of the AAAI was very important in the initial 

stages of approaching this research. While I knew that this study afforded me the opportunity to 

focus on positive aspects of the ensemble experience, I grappled with challenges during the data 

analysis phase in regard to articulating portions of participants’ narratives that were not always 

positive. The critique that ensemble members and alumni shared were largely connected to the 

identity affirmation questions that I explored during data collection. Revisiting my research 

questions and reminding myself that discussing students’ identity experiences took priority 

helped alleviate the pressure and uneasiness of disclosing students’ critiques of certain 

components of the AAAI. Furthermore, my decision to conduct interviews with students and 

alumni was a commitment to amplify their voices and make room for their experiences in higher 

education. To negate sharing their critique and what could possibly be opportunities for growth 

for the Institute would dishonor them and perpetuate what I aim to disrupt through this study.  

Having identified the aforementioned ethical considerations, I constantly reflected upon 

how they influenced the research I produced. I maintained a reflective journal to keep track of 

my personal thoughts and rationale for the decisions I made throughout the data collection and 

analysis processes. To ensure that proper research protocol was followed, I submitted the study 

to the Indiana University Institutional Review Board for approval.  
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Study Limitations 

 
As with any study, some limitations existed, and it was important to identity those early 

in the research process. First, the use of purposive sampling ran the risk of not securing 

participants desired for interviews. Although I did not have challenges securing participants, 

which I credited to my familiarity and insider position with the AAAI, purposive sampling meant 

that several individuals who could potentially provide rich perspectives were not included in this 

study. Hundreds of students have participated in AAAI ensembles over the years, but I 

specifically chose to focus on students who participated from 2013 to 2017. As a result, the 

experiences of alumni ensemble members from earlier decades were not included but could have 

been utilized to compare and contrast with those students who currently or recently participated 

in the ensembles.  

Additionally, memory and the act of remembering were critical parts of the data 

collection process as I asked participants to recall certain events and experiences. Some 

participants were alumni members of the ensembles and directors who had served several years 

prior to my interviewing them. As a result, they may have forgotten aspects of those experiences 

and provided partial accounts of them. To explain the process of forgetting, psychologists 

propose a theory of memory decay. This theory posits that the passage of time causes memory to 

fade; therefore, individuals are less likely to have access to information for later retrieval 

(Wickelgren, 1972). I was able to account for the natural process of forgetting and memory 

decay in this study through purposive sampling as I chose students and alumni who were current 

ensemble members or were involved within a four-year period prior to the data collection for this 

project began. Although some former ensemble directors who participated served in their roles 

during the early years of the AAAI’s establishment, they were able to recall pivotal 
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performances and aspects of the classroom environment in ways that were extremely helpful. 

They also preserved their own archives from their time with the AAAI and referred to them to 

confirm information, particularly dates, locations, and names.  

 Considering limitations, I continually reflected upon every step of the data collection and 

analysis process to ensure that all components stayed connected to the original research 

questions I posed. In the following chapter, I provide more information about the AAAI and its 

three performance ensembles in addition to narratives for all study participants.  
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CHAPTER IV: CASE OVERVIEW AND PARTICIPANT NARRATIVES 

 

In this chapter, I provide an overview of each case that is the focus of this study: the IU 

Soul Revue, the African American Dance Company, and the African American Choral 

Ensemble. Next, I discuss the personal and artistic experiences of the participants in this study. 

Specifically, I provide information about the 11 study participants from the ensembles including 

their artistic interests, pathways into higher education, and affiliation with the African American 

Arts Institute (AAAI). For ensemble directors, I include a brief description of their artistic 

backgrounds and experiences, their connection to the AAAI, and their teaching philosophies as 

related to directing their respective ensembles. By including narratives of each participant, I 

acknowledge the significance of personal stories and how they inform participants’ experiences 

in the AAAI. Thus, these narratives provide important context for understanding the findings 

featured in the next chapter.  

IU Soul Revue 

 Established in 1971, the IU Soul Revue performs post-World War II Black popular music 

from an array of genres including blues, soul, funk, R&B, neo-soul, and hip hop. The ensemble 

holds auditions twice during the academic year (beginning of each semester) for vocalists, 

instrumentalists, and spoken word artists. The entire ensemble class meets twice a week for two 

hours each day, and vocalists meet an additional day for two hours rehearsing songs and 

choreography. The performance resume for the Soul Revue is extensive and features 

performances all over the United States at various functions including campus programs, 

community and charity initiatives, academic conferences, and several other types of events. 

According to the AAAI website, the Soul Revue has performed with and opened for several 

world-renowned artists including Bootsy Collins, James Brown, the Temptations, After 7, 
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Patrice Rushen, and Kenneth “Babyface” Edmonds. Notable alumni of the ensemble include 

current director James Strong, former music director for LL Cool J and Mariah Carey; Kevon 

Edmonds and Keith Mitchell of After 7; and Crystal Taliafero, multi-instrumentalist with Billy 

Joel (African American Arts Institute [AAAI], 2019).  

African American Dance Company 

 The African American Dance Company (AADC) was established in 1974. Students in the 

Dance Company celebrate and tell the story of Black life through dance of the African American 

and African diaspora. The Company’s repertoire features original choreography with an array of 

dance styles including contemporary, modern, jazz, hip hop, and other cultural forms. The 

Company holds two auditions, one at the beginning of each semester, and the class meets twice a 

week for two hours each day. They have performed in various venues for choreographic projects, 

conferences and workshops across the United States. The Company has also recently performed 

on the international stage in Cuba, Jamaica, and China. Dance Company members have also 

participated in master classes with some of the world’s most renowned dancers and companies 

including Alvin Ailey, Ballet Hispanico, and Evidence Dance Company (AAAI, 2019). 

African American Choral Ensemble 

 Rounding out the triad of AAAI ensembles, the African American Choral Ensemble 

(AACE) was formed in 1975. The Choral Ensemble honors the history and legacy of African 

American choral music through a broad repertoire including spirituals, folk music, and 

traditional and contemporary gospel. Like the other two AAAI ensembles, the Choral Ensemble 

holds auditions at the beginning of each semester and the class meets twice a week. The Choral 

Ensemble has performed at various venues around the country and traveled to Germany for its 

first international performance in 2016. Notable alumni of the ensemble include Angela Brown, 



 76 

internationally acclaimed American soprano, and Justin Johnston, who was a member of the 

original cast for the Broadway production of Rent (AAAI, 2019).   

Although each ensemble is unique, they collectively represent the power of Black artistry 

and performance while underscoring the rich history of the AAAI. The following sections of this 

chapter include narratives of ensemble members4, directors and staff who were study 

participants. I provide information regarding each ensemble member’s academic interests and 

previous artistic experiences that may have influenced their decisions to join their respective 

ensembles. Following the ensemble members’ narratives is information about the directors who 

participated in this study, including their academic backgrounds, affiliation with the AAAI, and 

their teaching philosophies.  

Alvin 

 Alvin is a native of Indianapolis, Indiana. He joined the African American Dance 

Company his freshman year, giving him three consecutive semesters as a student in the 

Company. As an Indiana 21st Century Scholar, Alvin received funding that would cover his 

tuition for four years at IU, resulting in him choosing to pursue a bachelor’s degree at the 

institution. Prior to his arrival to IU, Alvin participated in his high school band as a color guard 

and wanted to continue that as an IU student. Because IU did not have color guards, Alvin 

decided to search for the next best thing. He was undecided about the major he wanted to pursue. 

So he saw the Dance Company as his only opportunity to further develop his passion for dance.  

Having missed the initial auditions for the Dance Company, Alvin spoke with his 

academic advisor who referred him to another student who was a member of the Company. That 

student advised him to quickly contact the Dance Company Director, Professor Iris Rosa, 

 
4 Pseudonyms are used in place of ensemble members’ names.  
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regarding his desire to audition along with previous experiences in dance to show that he was 

serious about taking the course. Professor Rosa allowed him to audition during class, and he was 

chosen to be a member as a first semester freshman. Alvin’s remarkable experience during his 

first semester kept him coming back to the Company: 

As long as I can fit it into my schedule, this is going to be it. On top of that, after I did the 

first semester, I completely fell in love with it. I liked Professor Rosa, the environment of 

it, the learning. I was like, "I'm hooked.” This is exactly, I feel like, what I needed at that 

time. 

Alvin eventually declared contemporary dance as his major and was completing the first 

semester of his sophomore year at the time of this interview.  

Donnie 

 Donnie is originally from Winston-Salem, North Carolina. Having grown up in church, 

Donnie has been singing since he was in elementary school. His passion for singing led him to 

consider auditioning for the Jacobs School of Music at IU, one of the most renowned music 

schools in the country. Because of the caliber of students and faculty affiliated with the Jacobs 

School, Donnie feared that he would not be accepted and decided not to audition. Despite the 

decision to not pursue a music degree, Donnie was determined to find a space where he could 

showcase his gift. His diligent search for a choir that did not require him to be a Jacobs’ student 

and a chance encounter with a member of the IU Soul Revue ultimately led Donnie to the 

African American Choral Ensemble. He recalled: 

I found a clip of the Soul Revue. And I was like, oh, that’s cool. It was nice hearing them 

sing and stuff like that on YouTube. But I still wasn’t sure I was going to join, but then I 

went to my orientation here at IU, and there was a girl named Teena, and she was like a 
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really beautiful singer. So I looked her up, and she was part of Soul Revue also. So I got 

more into it. When I went to the website, I found two other groups, Choral Ensemble and 

the Dance Company. And I was like, “Oh cool. This is really nice.” I just found it by 

accident pretty much … it’s the best decision I’ve made while attending IU.  

Donnie is majoring in arts management and was completing his first semester at IU at the 

time of this interview. 

Helen 

Helen is a native of Indianapolis, Indiana. She has always had a passion for singing and 

performance. She grew up singing in the church and also participated in show choir while in high 

school. During her senior year, she applied for admission into IU and was accepted into the 

Groups Scholars Program. Established in 1968, the Groups Scholars Program was created to 

increase undergraduate enrollment for first-generation, underrepresented students who were 

Indiana natives and provide a network of support services that result in degree completion. When 

she arrived to IU the summer before her first semester, the Choral Ensemble performed and 

distributed marketing materials promoting their auditions. Helen did not think she could join the 

ensemble and focus on her academics at the same time. So, she did not give the auditions much 

thought again until the fall semester began when her friend, who was also a member of the 

ensemble, convinced her to audition. Helen recalled: 

I didn't think about it at the time. I was like, well, you know, I'm a biology major and 

everything. I might not have time to have rehearsals and do all that. And then, so I let that 

go. I was like, no, I'm not gonna try out. But then, it was brought up again by one of my 

friends, who ... he's also in the choral ensemble. He said, "Hey, you need to try out." He 

said, "That would be perfect for you." And so, I was like, "Okay." 
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Helen successfully auditioned for the Choral Ensemble and was completing her first  

 

semester as an IU student at the time of this interview. 

 

Katherine 

 A native of Atlanta, Georgia, Katherine has been a dancer all her life. In middle school, 

she organized a hip-hop dance team, which won several competitions. She was a member of the 

marching band in middle and high school and participated in the praise dance ministry at her 

church.  

In her search for doctoral programs, Katherine visited IU as part of the “Getting You Into 

IU” recruitment program hosted by the University Graduate School. The purpose of the program 

is to recruit underrepresented students to IU to pursue graduate degrees by bringing them to 

campus and allowing them to meet current graduate students, faculty, and staff in their 

prospective departments, attend a graduate level class, and explore the IU campus and city of 

Bloomington. The following summer, she visited the city to secure housing and attended some 

informal gatherings with current graduate students whom she had met during the “Getting You 

Into IU” program. Overwhelmed by the support she received from other Black graduate students, 

Katherine was positive that IU was a good fit for her.  

Like many graduate students, Katherine looked for ways to be involved on campus aside 

from research and coursework. She discovered the Dance Company when she was attending the 

first meeting of the IU Black Graduate Student Association. She recalled:  

As I was introducing myself, I think I was asking, "Are there any dancers?" And so they 

was like, yeah. I found out it was Chrisette5. She was a dancer that was in the meeting. I 

said, "Girl let's just get together one day and just dance." So, Chrisette and I … we 

 
5 Pseudonym  
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connected, and she said, "You know what, there's a dance audition coming up." And I 

said, "Really?" She was like, "Yeah." So, she informed me about it, so I looked into it. I 

said you know what, I'm gonna come try out.  

They decided to audition together, and both were selected. Katherine was completing the 

first semester of her doctoral program in the School of Public Health at the time of this interview.  

Kierra 

 Kierra is a native of Evansville, Indiana. Kierra inherited a love for diverse music genres 

from her father who owned a recording studio. She was exposed to music a lot as a kid and 

eventually joined the band and choir at her school. When deciding which college she wanted to 

attend, Kierra’s guidance counselor told her about IU and the Groups Scholars Program. Drawn 

to the financial assistance and other support services she could receive through Groups, Kierra 

chose to attend IU. She joined the Choral Ensemble in the fall of her sophomore year and was a 

member for six consecutive semesters. Her participation came by way of her friend (also a 

member of the ensemble) who saw the group perform at the IU School of Education during an 

annual Black History Month Concert. Kierra recalled: 

My friend saw the Choral Ensemble perform. She sent me a Snapchat and was like “We 

have to join … listen to them!” So I was like, okay, we have to join immediately so after 

that semester freshman year, we joined AACE and we’ve been in ever since. 

Majoring in community health, Kierra was completing the first semester of her senior 

year at the time of this interview.  

Marvin 

 Marvin is a native of Indianapolis, Indiana. He joined the IU Soul Revue his freshman 

year as a vocalist and remained a member of the ensemble every semester. His love for music 
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came at an early age as he recalled listening to Michael Jackson with his mother as a kid. As he 

got older, he developed his own musical style by listening to R&B and neo-soul artists like 

Usher, Chris Brown, and Ne-Yo. Despite having a passion for singing, Marvin was reluctant to 

perform for anyone except his mother and sister. His audience of two expanded when his mother 

began telling the rest of the family that he had a real talent. He would sing at reunions and other 

family events. When he got to high school, friends and mentors encouraged him to continue to 

develop his singing talent by joining show choir. His stage presence and singing ability would 

often lead audience members and friends to compare him to Usher, the very artist that he 

imitated as a kid.  

When it was time to determine what his plans would be after completing high school, 

Marvin was not really interested in attending college. His high school guidance counselor, 

however, recommended him for the Groups Scholars Program and convinced him to visit the IU 

campus. The summer before the fall semester begins, Groups Scholars come to the IU campus to 

take courses and get acclimated to the collegiate environment. During this time, they have the 

opportunity to interact with other students who were also in the program and experience other 

activities and events that are happening on campus. Despite being told that he could his college 

education paid for as a Groups Scholar, Marvin was still not completely convinced that he 

wanted to attend. His skepticism disappeared when he witnessed an IU Soul Revue performance. 

He recalled:  

I was just like, “What is this?!” It was nuts. They had all this crazy choreo and it was like 

… wow. Then, someone said, “This is the IU Soul Revue. This is a group, and this is also 

a class”, and I was like “Okay. Well, I’ll come and just learn how to do that.” I did 

Groups, and the whole time I had been telling people, “Yeah, I’m going to be in this 
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group,” because I had forgotten it was a class. I kept saying I was going to be in this 

group called IU Soul Revue when the school year started … 

Marvin was completing his last semester at IU as a telecommunications major at the time 

of this interview.  

Pearl 

Pearl is a native of Gary, Indiana. Pearl’s love for music started in fifth grade when she 

joined her school’s orchestra. She wanted to challenge herself by playing a relatively large 

instrument that usually was not the instrument of choice for many students in the orchestra. With 

this in mind, she chose the double-stringed bass. Another goal Pearl set was to learn to read 

music. She compared reading music to learning a new language and enjoyed the thrill of looking 

at scores and notes in hopes of creating beautiful sounds.  

Pearl also had a great affinity for dance. In seventh grade, she joined the praise dance 

ministry at her church and later tried out for her high school dance team. Although she did not 

make the team, she was persistent in finding a space to enhance her dancing abilities and do what 

she loved. She joined a local dance studio where she was able to perform modern African dance 

along with learning traditional dance techniques.  

When it was time to determine what college she wanted to attend, Pearl knew that she 

wanted to attend IU. In fact, she called it her “dream school” and had several relatives who 

received degrees from the institution. So when she was accepted, she knew that would be her 

home. Her experience in the dance studio in Gary along with some advice from her cousin who 

was an alumnus of the African American Dance Company convinced Pearl to audition. She 

recalled: 
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I had a little insight because my cousin was in the Dance Company prior to me. I got to 

see her videos and things like that and I was like, man, that's something I wanna do. And 

then when I actually auditioned, it reminded me so much of my home studio. I was like, I 

really hope I get this.  

Pearl auditioned as a freshman student and remained a member of the Dance Company  

 

until she graduated from IU. At the time of this interview, she had graduated the semester before  

 

with a bachelor’s degree in health administration. 

 

Richard 

Richard was born in Kentucky and raised in Indianapolis, Indiana. His love for music 

grew through his involvement in the Church of God in Christ (C.O.G.I.C.), the largest 

Pentecostal organization in the world. His church sponsored a plethora of activities to keep the 

youth in the congregation busy, including attending conferences and music workshops. While 

honing his musical craft, Richard met a fellow musician who was a member of the IU Soul 

Revue and later served as the rhythm couch. He encouraged him to participate in a summer 

program at IU called Camp S.O.U.L. (Students Obtaining Unique musical Levels), a week-long 

residential experience that allows talented high school students from all over the country the 

opportunity to study Negro spirituals, blues, jazz, gospel, soul, R&B, funk, and hip hop. 

Established in 2004 by former IU Soul Revue director and current faculty member, Tyron 

Cooper, Camp S.O.U.L. integrated academics and artistic expression and ultimately served as a 

recruitment tool for the university. Camp S.O.U.L. participants had constant contact with AAAI 

students and staff in addition to the Institute’s campus partners such as the Office of Admissions, 

Office of Community and School Partnerships, Groups Scholars Program, and the Hudson and 

Holland Scholars Program (a scholarship and support program for high-achieving 
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underrepresented minority students), which provided them with resources and valuable insight 

for preparing for college. While participating in Camp S.O.U.L., students interacted with IU Soul 

Revue members who not only helped them learn music and choreography, but also served as 

counselors for the week and shared their perspectives and experiences regarding college life. 

Richard credited his experience during Camp S.O.U.L. for his enrollment at IU. He stated: 

Camp Soul was the engine that brought me here. It was that particular ensemble, Soul 

Revue, that drew me in because it showed me that I could still do music while I was 

actually in college.  

As an undergraduate student, Richard was a keyboardist with the Soul Revue every 

semester and sang in the Choral Ensemble during his senior year. As a graduate student, he 

served as the rhythm coach for the IU Soul Revue. At the time of this interview, he was a 

second-year master’s student in African American and African Diaspora Studies. 

Samuel 

 Samuel is a native of Richmond, Virginia. The son of a pastor, Samuel received many 

opportunities to sing in church as a kid. He also participated in musical theatre and the Richmond 

Boys’ Choir while taking piano lessons. His musical interests continued throughout his teenage 

years, and Samuel decided to pursue music in college. When he graduated with his bachelor’s 

degree, he worked as an elementary music teacher for six years. He wanted to go back to school 

to obtain a master’s degree and applied to the Jacobs School of Music at IU to study vocal 

performance. Upon completion of his master’s degree, Samuel transitioned into the doctoral 

program. 

 Samuel joined the Choral Ensemble after being encouraged to participate by two of his 

graduate student colleagues in the Jacobs School of Music; one of them was the vocal coach for 
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the ensemble at the time. As a graduate of a historically Black university (HBCU) Samuel was 

excited to be a part of an ensemble that reminded him of the HBCU experience. He stated: 

It was nice to have that escape and to come to a place that felt closer to the HBCU 

concert choir life that I was used to living.  

 Samuel sang in the Choral Ensemble for one year and was then approached by the 

director to serve in his current positions as a musician and the rhythm coach. Samuel was a first-

year doctoral student in the Jacobs School of Music at the time of this interview. 

Teena 

 Teena is a native of Gary, Indiana. She grew up in a family that included multi-talented 

performers who sang and played instruments in church. In addition to singing in church with her 

family, she attended afterschool programs and community events that were focused on the arts. 

For Teena, affiliation with the AAAI was a family affair. She had two older siblings who were 

members of the IU Soul Revue. Her brother was an instrumentalist in the ensemble and became 

the rhythm coach as a graduate student. Her sister was an undergraduate vocalist and served as 

the vocal coach during the 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 academic years. Like several of her IU 

Soul Revue colleagues, Teena attended Camp S.O.U.L. as a high school student. Her experience 

in Camp S.O.U.L. as well as having two older siblings attending IU at the time exposed Teena to 

student life at the institution. When her brother served as the rhythm coach for the Soul Revue, 

Teena had the opportunity to visit the class, which at that time, was directed by Professor Tyron 

Cooper. Cooper was very familiar with Teena’s work ethic and talent from when he directed 

Camp S.O.U.L. Teena recalled: 
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I experienced Camp Soul. Then, Dr. Cooper helped me get admitted in the college, and I 

was in Soul Revue because of it. I just auditioned. I felt like I needed to, I had to, it was 

something I always wanted to do. 

Teena joined the IU Soul Revue as a vocalist during her first semester and remained a 

member of the ensemble for all four years of her college career. In addition to being a member of 

the Soul Revue, Teena became an events and marketing assistant for the AAAI and created the 

first undergraduate marketing internship team for the Institute. At the time of this interview, she 

was a senior majoring in arts management. 

Whitney 

Whitney is a native of Indianapolis, Indiana. She began singing at a young age, primarily 

gospel music in church, and participated in her middle school and high school choirs. During the 

fall of her senior year in high school, Whitney and two of her friends visited IU for the first time. 

Prior to the visit, Whitney had no idea where she wanted to attend college, but her visit 

convinced her that IU was where she needed to be. She fell in love with the campus, decided to 

apply, and was accepted. Knowing that Whitney loved to sing, a friend encouraged her to learn 

more about the Soul Revue when she arrived to campus to start classes. Although she loved to 

sing, Whitney did not think she would be selected to join. She recalled: 

Yeah. I just wanted to sing, and everybody's like, "Well, this is the group that you go to 

when you sing." So I was like, "Okay." Then again, I wasn't used to singing that kind of 

music. I made a bet with my friend. She said, "You gon’ get in." I was like, "No, I'm not." 

I was so nervous.  

Whitney auditioned during her first semester and was selected as a vocalist for the Soul  

 

Revue. She remained a member for five consecutive semesters. At the time of this interview,  
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Whitney was a senior majoring in social studies education. 

 

Mellonee Burnim 

Dr. Mellonee Burnim directed the African American Choral Ensemble from 1976 to 

1982. Her areas of specialization include African-American religious music, music of the 

African diaspora, and Black music aesthetics and performance. Burnim was completing her 

master’s degree at the University of Wisconsin-Madison studying ethnomusicology with a 

concentration in African music when Herman Hudson approached her about developing the 

Choral Ensemble. Growing up in rural Texas, Burnim had been conducting choirs since the age 

of 12. By the time she arrived at IU, she had acquired valuable work experience as a core music 

director in the public school system. The opportunity to develop the Choral Ensemble aligned 

with both Burnim’s professional experiences and her future goals for pursuing a doctoral degree 

at IU to complement her African music focus, as IU had a very strong Black Studies program 

that had been established in 1970.  

When Hudson and Burnim envisioned the Choral Ensemble in 1975, nothing like the 

ensemble existed on predominately White university campuses. In fact, Burnim recalled that 

Black students were usually members of large collegiate gospel choirs, which they ran 

themselves. Her intentions with the Choral Ensemble were to build upon the musical foundation 

that students had obtained from the church and provide them with the opportunity to develop 

their musical identities while embracing the full range of the African American choral music 

tradition. She explained: 

Students were expected to have some degree of musical acumen recognizing that there 

were particular gifts that they had developed in their church context, as in their ability to 

learn by ear, or the oral tradition in Black churches. What we wanted the students to 
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experience was the breadth and depth, and beauty, and understanding of the music, but 

within the tradition of the institution of higher learning. It was not about replicating a 

religious experience for the students, but creating an understanding of the cultural 

meaning and depth of the musical tradition, so that students understood not only what 

they were doing musically, but also what its implications were in terms of the African 

American culture and African American history.  

Prior to her retirement, Burnim served as Professor in the Department of Folklore and 

Ethnomusicology and Adjunct Professor in the Department of African American and African 

Diaspora Studies at IU. She also served as director of the Archives for African American Music 

and Culture at IU from 2014 to 2016. 

Tyron Cooper 

Dr. Tyron Cooper served as director of the IU Soul Revue from 1999 to 2005 and from 

2012 to 2016. His areas of specialization include African American popular music and gospel 

music, religious belief and identity, live recording productions, and performance practice. As a 

master’s student in the IU Jacobs School of Music, Cooper became connected with the AAAI by 

way of the Choral Ensemble, where he served as an associate instructor under the leadership of 

Dr. James Mumford. His teaching philosophy and classroom strategies reflect aspects of his 

personal background including family structure, growing up in the church, and attending 

Bethune-Cookman University, an HBCU in his home state of Florida. Cooper noted that the 

constant within each of these environments was love, which forms the foundation for how he 

works with his students. He explained:  

When I think about students, I think about human beings with souls. People who have the 

ability to learn, but, you know, most importantly, they are human beings that can impact 
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the world. You gotta, as a teacher, understand, you gotta pull that potential out of them. 

You can only do it if you love them, because love makes you assess them in a very 

truthful way, and love makes you, even when it's hard, move to address their issues in a 

way that makes them move forward in their destiny. Students know when you are really 

with them, and when you're not. They've got that sixth sense. 

Cooper is currently an Assistant Professor in the African American and African Diaspora 

Studies Department and director of IU’s Archives for African American Music and Culture. 

Portia Maultsby 

Dr. Portia Maultsby was the founding director of the IU Soul Revue from 1971 to 1980. 

Her areas of focus include African American popular music, the music industry, and Black 

aesthetics and performance. A highly acclaimed ethnomusicologist, Maultsby was completing 

her doctoral studies at the University of Wisconsin-Madison when Herman Hudson recruited her 

to create a Black popular music student ensemble that would provide the arts component of the 

newly created Black Studies program. When directing the IU Soul Revue and teaching other 

courses in Black Studies and Ethnomusicology, Maultsby believed it was important to empower 

students and help them to become independent thinkers: 

My philosophy was to get students to understand that they had something to contribute to 

knowledge, rather than just accept the knowledge being passed on to them in a noncritical 

way. I was interested in helping them develop a critical mind and not just going along 

with what they're being told, without an understanding of the meaning of what they're 

absorbing.  
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Maultsby was the founding director of the Archives for African American Music and 

Culture at IU in 1991 and remained director until 2014. She is Professor Emerita in the 

Department of Folklore and Ethnomusicology. 

Iris Rosa 

 

Professor Iris Rosa, affectionately known by her students as “ProRo”, was the founding 

director of the African American Dance Company in 1974 until her retirement in 2017. She and 

her family were immigrants from Puerto Rico who relocated to East Chicago, Indiana. Rosa 

attended a racially and ethnically diverse high school where she met her mentor, Mildred Ball, 

who was a graduate of IU. Ball started a dance group called Top 20 where Rosa was introduced 

to various aspects of dance as an art form including performance, professionalization, etiquette, 

and creativity. She studied dance as an undergraduate student at IU and then completed a 

master’s degree. Like Burnim and Maultsby, Rosa was recruited by Herman Hudson to develop 

the Dance Company. When he recruited Rosa, she had returned home to East Chicago and was 

working with the school system. Hudson convinced her to interview for the founding director 

position. She secured the job and served in this role for 43 years. 

Having taught several generations of students as director of the Dance Company, Rosa 

discussed the importance of flexibility as the types of students enrolled changed from year to 

year. She explained: 

I think your pedagogy changes your approach, because students come with different type 

of backgrounds through the years. That's one level. Another level is that at the beginning, 

the students didn't come with dance background like that. But, as things changed through 

the years, let's say maybe the last 10, 15 years, I got more students that said, "Oh, you 
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know I went to Dee Dee's Dance Studio…” People were actually being exposed to dance 

more.  

Rosa is Professor Emerita in the Department of African American and African Diaspora 

Studies at IU.  

Raymond Wise 

Dr. Raymond Wise was appointed director of the African American Choral Ensemble in 

2012. A fourth generation musician, Wise grew up in a family that worked in the gospel music 

industry in its formative years. At the age of three, he joined the family group, the Wise Singers, 

which he described as a “gospel Jackson 5” that performed at concerts and other events across 

the country. In addition to traveling with his family group, Wise was involved in multiple forms 

of artistic performance including dance, theater, opera, and acting. Wise continued to develop his 

performance skills by participating in cultural arts programs and learning from other musicians 

and mentors in his home city of Baltimore, Maryland. All of these experiences influenced his 

decision to pursue a career as an artist.  

Wise studied music on the collegiate level and quickly realized that he not only had a gift 

for performing music but teaching it as well. As a professor, he would often receive job postings 

and send them to former students he had taught or mentored who were on the market. One day, 

he came across a posting from the AAAI seeking a director for the Choral Ensemble that 

immediately captured his attention. Wise was extremely familiar with former ensemble directors 

Portia Maultsby and Mellonee Burnim and thought the Institute would provide him with a 

tremendous opportunity to work with these and other music scholars while combining his love 

for music and education. He applied for the position and is now entering his sixth year as 
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director. As director, Wise embraces a teaching philosophy that is based upon relevance, results, 

reach, and respect. He explained:  

I want the students to have a great experience, and to leave equipped with the skills to be 

successful at doing whatever their gift or talent may be. I’m not always looking for the 

very best people, and the people who already have the gift. I’m looking for whoever 

wants to come and who is willing to learn. Results…having excellence, and then I have 

reach, expanding their reach in terms of not just doing one style of music and respecting 

the students and the gifts that they bring. Sometimes it’s a little more challenging because 

you’re starting people from the very beginning. But, if you never give people the chance 

to get into the path, they would otherwise never have an experience.   

In addition to directing the Choral Ensemble and being Professor of Practice in the 

African American and African Diaspora Studies Department, Wise has served as associate 

director of the AAAI since 2014.  

Lillian Dunlap 

 

 Dr. Lillian Dunlap became the associate director of the AAAI in 1979. She worked very 

closely with Herman Hudson to execute his vision for the Institute. Prior to working full-time 

with the AAAI, Dunlap served as the assistant director of the Jacobs School of Music Black 

Music Center. When Portia Maultsby was developing the IU Soul Revue, she was still a doctoral 

student at the University of Wisconsin-Madison and travelling to Bloomington on the weekends 

to work with the ensemble. Dunlap played a major role in ensuring that logistics for rehearsals 

and performances were taken care of during the week prior to Maultsby’s arrival. Dunlap 

recalled the conversations she had with Hudson about creating the AAAI and the experience they 

wanted to provide for students: 
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What we were creating was, and Herman knew this from the beginning, so much more 

than ensembles that brought African American artistic creative products to life for a lot of 

people. We're really developing these incredible students, moving them from where they 

were to where they were supposed to be. 

In 1980, Dunlap left the AAAI to complete her doctoral studies and later continued some 

of the same work that she did with the Institute at IU campuses abroad in Shah Alam, Malaysia 

including establishing a performing ensemble called “The Bangles”. Dunlap retired as Professor 

of Journalism at the University of Missouri and the Poynter Institute for Media Studies in          

St. Petersburg, Florida.    

Chapter Summary 

These narratives of participants’ experiences provide context for understanding how these  

experiences influenced their decisions to become affiliated with the AAAI. Although these 

descriptions did not capture every aspect of participants’ lives, I highlighted events, interactions, 

and experiences that in some ways connected to their time with the Institute. Each participant has 

a unique story, but some similarities exist, particularly for ensemble members. For example, all 

of the current and former ensemble members who participated in this study had strong 

connections to some form of artistic experience prior to arriving to IU. Having a desire to 

continue developing their talents and gifts not only led them to the AAAI but also for some, led 

them to pursue higher education. Additionally, the majority of the ensemble members had 

interactions with other members and/or alumni who influenced their decisions to join. Finally, 

with the exception of ensemble members who were in their first semester at IU, all participants 

had spent more than one semester in an ensemble. Other aspects of participants’ narratives 

focused on their experiences as students in the AAAI will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I provide a comprehensive analysis of the themes that emerged from 

participants’ interviews. Building upon the narratives shared in the previous chapter, I begin by 

providing more insight into the ensemble members’ interest in Black performing arts and why 

they are an integral part of Black culture. Next, I discuss participants’ perspectives of the 

uniqueness of the AAAI classrooms, followed by specific examples of how students experienced 

both the written and unwritten curricula, and how participants developed fictive kinship 

as a result of their classroom experiences. I then present participants’ perspectives regarding how 

they experience identity affirmation within the ensembles. Finally, I discuss participants’ 

perceptions of their roles in the AAAI positioned in the broader university context. 

“If something is going on with Black people, music is right there”: Importance of the Arts 

in Black Culture 

In their 1975 hit, “I Love Music”, legendary R&B group, the O’Jays, declared: Music is 

the healing force of the world. It’s understood by every man, woman, boy and girl.  These lyrics 

capture a lot of the participants’ feelings about music and other forms of the arts. Marvin, who 

shared his aspirations of becoming a recording artist, compared the importance of artistry to that 

of medicine. From his perspective, artists who created magic through music were just as 

necessary to the world as medical doctors. He explained: 

I mean, just the same way you want more doctors to benefit the world, we need more 

artists that are going to do the same. Music gets us through the day. I just don’t think 

people take the time to think about that. Everything uses music…everything.  

Donnie spoke about the uniqueness and power of African American music and the 

emotional response it evokes from listeners: 
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I think the amount of attention that African American music draws is really important and 

special because a lot of genres don't have the same effect on people I feel like African 

American music has. It's rooted in and has so much history, and a lot of it comes from 

pain, but the goal of it is to bring joy. So I think that people get that message.  

 Like Donnie, Richard passionately reflected on the strong influence of music from a 

historical perspective, considering it a vehicle for understanding the complexities of Black 

people and their experiences: 

We learn how to understand Black people for who they are, as opposed to understanding 

them as one thing. We learn about many time periods. So we’re spinning all of these 

different things going on in America. Think about it. Music is right there with the 

movements. There's really no separation. If something is going on with Black people, 

music is right there. Literally, you're getting a history lesson and learning about the 

people… 

Bobby went on to speak of “movement” in a different way (dancing) and passionately  

 

described the feeling one gets when they hear Black music: 

When you listen to a piece by Earth, Wind & Fire, you don't just hear that tune, but you 

feel it! You really can't help but dance when you hear “September”, or when you hear 

“Love’s Holiday”. That's your first response. It's your first response to the music…It's 

what the music is rooted in … that Black experience. 

Participants demonstrated a strong affinity for the arts. They conceptualized Black music 

and dance as unique cultural art forms defined by strong connections to history, emotion, and 

social consciousness. The AAAI operated as a space for participants to further explore these 

connections within an academic framework.  
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“Anytime I go to class, it’s a good feeling”: The Uniqueness of the AAAI Classroom 

Experience  

Participants expressed that the AAAI ensembles offered dynamic learning experiences 

that differed from what the ensemble members were exposed to in their other academic courses. 

Ensemble directors considered the AAAI as a unique opportunity for students to explore and 

celebrate their culture in an academic environment. Professor Portia Maultsby stated: 

The presence signifies an investment and an appreciation for African American culture, 

and that it recognizes its role in supporting Black students on campus. And, providing 

opportunities for them to further engage with their culture and develop their 

talents…providing opportunities that may not necessarily be available in the traditional 

classroom.  

Whitney expressed similar sentiments. As a former Soul Revue vocalist, she articulated 

that, as a space for Black students to showcase their artistic gifts, the AAAI was a tangible 

representation of the university’s appreciation for Black people’s contributions to the arts: 

We’re good at the arts. That’s our thing. The fact that they have different ensembles for 

Black people to dance and sing, things that we’re naturally capable of doing...and that we 

love to do is really important.  

To Whitney, the AAAI reserved space for the talents and gifts that she and her Black 

peers possessed. Her emphasis on the arts being “our thing” and “things that we’re naturally 

capable of doing” reflected ownership of particular forms of cultural expression for Black people 

(i.e. singing and dancing). The AAAI honoring that ownership for Black students meant a great 

deal to Whitney and other ensemble members as indicated in their interviews. 
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One important opportunity that Professor Raymond Wise mentioned was for students in 

the AAAI to merge intellect and creativity through performance. Students did not have to choose 

one or the other. The AAAI provided them a space in which they could be challenged 

academically and be innovative at the same time. Professor Wise explained: 

Well, it's arts based, and it's performance based. So, it means that you're getting to think 

in a different way, you're getting to experience the course and music or the arts in a 

different way, and you actually get to perform. So here, you've got the academic sense 

that it's a course, but it's also fun. It's not just intellectual and focusing on what's in your 

head. You get to deal with your heart. That's what makes it different. You get both of 

those things kind of happening all at once. You don't get to experience all of those in 

every class. That's what you get to do here. 

This unique experience that Professor Wise described is what drew several participants to 

the AAAI ensembles. As a first semester freshman, Donnie was excited about spending every 

Monday and Wednesday afternoon in Choral Ensemble class: 

Anytime I go to class, it's a good feeling. It's honestly my favorite class of the week. It’s 

my favorite part of the day, and my favorite part of the week is going to rehearsal.  

Donnie consistently looked forward to attending Choral Ensemble rehearsal because it 

was unlike any other class he was taking at the time due to the level of hands-on participation 

and instruction he experienced in the ensemble. He also considered the Choral Ensemble a 

course that yielded immediate rewards based upon how audiences responded to their 

performances. He explained: 

I think the outcome of what we have learned and what we put into it…it’s just amazing to 

see other people enjoying your voice and the choir’s voice, because you know how much 
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we put into it, how many hours. Even like rehearsals and things, after class we have voice 

help…like if we have a hard time learning the song and stuff like that, or like solos. I’ll 

stay after class to learn my solos. I think that’s just really cool.  

“You walk in this building and there's history on the walls, literally”: Significance 

of classroom space. 

 When participants discussed their experiences in AAAI classrooms, they also mentioned 

the significance of the physical space that houses the Institute, the Neal-Marshall Black Culture 

Center (NMBCC). The AAAI offices are located on the third floor, and students rehearse in the 

building as well. Established in 1969 as the Black House, the NMBCC was just as significant 

then as it is now for Black students who attend IU. Professor Mellonee Burnim remembered how 

the presence of the NMBCC affirmed Black students on campus in the 1970s: 

This was a place where students could come, and have a sense of refuge, and a sense of 

peace, and a sense of calm…It was a very welcoming space…It was a place to be 

somebody.  

Patton (2006) noted that Black culture centers, from the perspectives of Black students, 

tell the “Black story” through their services, program initiatives, and the buildings themselves (p. 

631). Marvin recognized this story through what he referred to as the “history on the walls” 

when he enters the NMBCC for Soul Revue rehearsal or to mix and mingle with other Black 

students. The history he referred to includes portraits of former United States President and First 

Lady Barack and Michelle Obama on the second floor, poet and activist Maya Angelou in the 

student lounge, and the King of Pop Michael Jackson, in the NMBCC library all created by Joel 

Washington, a local Black artist.  
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In addition to these icons, the walls feature photos of Black people who are pivotal in IU 

history including the first Black graduates after which the NMBCC is named, Marcellus Neal 

and Frances Marshall; the first Black President of the university, Adam Herbert; the first Black 

graduate of the School of Education and founder of Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, Incorporated, 

Elder Watson Diggs; and the first vice chancellor of Afro-American Affairs and founder of the 

Black Studies program and AAAI, Herman Hudson. The first and second floors of the building 

also feature timelines and photos of historical events involving Black students, faculty, staff, and 

community members including student protests, AAAI performances, the establishment of Black 

sororities and fraternities, and past reunions of the Neal-Marshall Alumni Club. Seeing the faces 

of people who look like them and who actually walked the very campus that they find 

themselves on today is a form of empowerment for Black students as they navigate an institution 

where Black presence is not always acknowledged or celebrated. Participants considered the 

NMBCC to be a hub for Black people to gather and for Black students to gain a network of 

academic, social and personal support. Whitney explained: 

All the Black events are here. It’s just an important part of black IU, because it’s…they 

got places where you could sit and study…they try to welcome you. They try to get 

people to come here.  

When speaking about the significance of the NMBCC for students in the AAAI, Helen 

reflected on the various services the Center offers and emphasized the importance of Black 

students not taking it for granted: 

Just like the Neal-Marshall Black Culture Center, that's not just a place for us, but it's a 

place in particular where we can go to study and all that stuff, talk, have a good time. 

Because when you look around, a lot of places ... you know, a lot of schools don't have 
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things like that. And we're very blessed to have a center there for us, and the African-

American Arts Institute is here.  

The NMBCC is housed in the same building as the Theatre Department on the IU 

campus. Although the building is a shared space, Marvin still believes that Black students can 

take ownership of the Center and utilize it for the purposes for which it was established: 

We all need our own homes. Everybody likes their own space, and so the Arts Institute is 

our space. Yes we share it with the theater building, and that’s fine…cool…whatever. 

But at the end of the day, we need a place that we can come and know without a 

doubt…that we can come somewhere and be Black and be welcomed and learn. That’s 

not everywhere…It’s just not.  

 In addition to housing the AAAI, the NMBCC is a culturally validating space for Black 

students. Participants described the sense of home and familiarity they receive when they visit 

the NMBCC. The building along with the services and activities that students have access to 

when they enter (e.g. AAAI) garner cultural pride and ownership for Black students. The 

following sections include more detailed analyses of the AAAI classrooms, specifically how 

participants experienced both the written and unwritten curricula.  

Engaging the Written Curriculum 

 

To identify the written curriculum for each of the three AAAI ensembles, I referred to 

course syllabi that ensemble directors created which included course objectives, expectations, 

office hours, and other important information. Each syllabus very explicitly stated that technical 

skills associated with performance such as choreography, repertoire, choral tone, and other 

mechanics are not the only skills that students would learn in class but students would be 

exposed to other important knowledge throughout the semester. In particular, two of the learning 
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objectives in the syllabus that Professor Wise developed for the Choral Ensemble pointed to the 

importance of moving beyond learning the music but understanding it within historical context: 

1) Students will also learn about the historical background and significance of the 

repertoire studies and perform with a greater sense of authenticity.  

2) Students will analyze the societal, economic and political factors within the music and 

determine their relationships and effects on the life chances and opportunities of people 

of African descent.     

The course objectives listed in the syllabus that Professor Iris Rosa developed for the 

Dance Company reflected the value of learning about dance within an African and African 

American framework by stating that students would: 

1) Develop an understanding and appreciation of the cultural importance of dance from 

the perspective of the African American and the African Diaspora… 

2) Learn various dance forms of the African Diaspora to create choreography 

demonstrating Black cultural life… 

In the IU Soul Revue syllabus that Professor Tyron Cooper developed, the second course 

goal indicated that “students will be able to contextualize Soul Revue repertoire within its 

historical context”. Additionally, the syllabus featured supplemental readings including texts 

written by former directors of the Choral Ensemble and Soul Revue, Professors Burnim and 

Maultsby.  

Although the syllabi articulated the expectation for students to memorize lyrics and 

choreography, as they would be evaluated on these skills, the ensemble directors clearly desired 

for them to gain a deep appreciation and understanding of the Black experience. Directors 

facilitated meaning-making across the repertoire and routines assigned to their students by 
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challenging them to interrogate the music and examine its social, political, and cultural contexts. 

In the following sections, I provide examples of the enactment of the written curriculum in each 

of the ensembles.  

“She's not just teaching us the 5-6-7-8”: Professor Rosa and the African American 

Dance Company. 

Professor Rosa wanted members of the Dance Company to not only be concerned with 

the technical aspects of choreography but to also be able to interpret and articulate their meaning. 

She explained: 

You don't dance in a vacuum. Once that's understood, you really have to talk about what 

you're dancing about…I feel that our mission is to reflect the black diasporic experience. 

I've always had a much broader scope of experiences for the United States, and 

Caribbean, but focused still on African descendants. That way, it really connected 

students to understand that issues culturally, socially, politically are very similar to 

continental U.S.  

When describing Professor Rosa’s approach to teaching Dance Company students, Alvin 

emphasized her desire for them to honor and represent the lived experiences of Black people 

through movement. He explained: 

When she's teaching us these dances, she's not just teaching us the 5-6-7-8. She's teaching 

us the social and historical context of what was going on and how these people felt while 

they were doing these things and where the inspiration came from for these dances. A lot 

of our dances that we learned were coming from the lived experiences of these people, so 

it was both like an embodiment of the knowledge that you're doing, as well as just doing 

it. 
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By choosing pieces that highlighted experiences of Black people across the Diaspora, 

Professor Rosa illustrated a very critical point to her students who would then convey that 

message to their audiences through their performance. That is, Black people are not a monolith, 

and diversity exists within Blackness. Considering some of the cultural norms and societal issues 

that we experience, however, similarities will surface. Celebrating both the similarities and 

differences is the mission of the Dance Company.  

 Professor Rosa used Mutabaruka’s “Columbus Ghost” (Appendix F) to demonstrate the 

ways she helped students unpack and make meaning of the pieces that they were performing. A 

Reggae tune, “Columbus Ghost” challenges the inaccurate narrative of Christopher Columbus 

discovering America and problematizes his encounter with indigenous people.  

I'd say, "This is the type of piece that I want to do, and I want to discuss this particular 

historical thing." Like we did, this past year we used Mutabaruka’s, “Columbus Ghost”. 

We sat down … I would let them listen to the music. What is Mutabaruka saying here? 

Why is his version of history so important? Why do you think he's saying this about 

Columbus? What does this mean to you? I have Filipino students. They actually start, 

"Well, this is what I understand about it." Somebody will say, "This is what I understand 

about it." Well, why do you understand this about it?” 

Professor Rosa’s decision to incorporate “Columbus Ghost” into the Dance Company’s 

spring 2017 concert exemplifies how the Dance Company, like the other ensembles, does more 

than entertain. Students gain valuable knowledge that in many ways challenges historical 

narratives that were perpetuated in their K-12 classrooms or other societal institutions. When 

they understand the primary messages that their choreography conveys, students exude a certain 
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level of confidence and empowerment even when they are not rehearsing or performing. Alvin 

explained: 

Once you leave that environment and you still have that feeling, it gives you a little pep 

in your step, so when you're walking down the street, you’re kind of like… "Yeah, that's 

still me.” Even though I'm not in that space, I still got that power and that strength that 

comes from my ancestors. 

Like Alvin, Pearl also recalled how the Dance Company classroom environment was set 

up in a way for students to learn more than choreography. In particular, she mentioned 

assignments that required students to work in groups and create routines, thus an opportunity for 

them to learn how to effectively collaborate. Pearl explained, “It's about learning how to work 

with other students because we were broken up in collaborations. So you're breaking out so 

many skills that you can use outside of Dance Company.”  

Serving as the Dance Company director for over 40 years, Professor Rosa altered her 

pedagogical approach based upon the types of students who enrolled from one semester to the 

next. Although she received students with diverse skill levels based upon prior experience with 

dance, Professor Rosa consistently ensured that her course provided an opportunity for students 

to understand and represent Black life through dance and share that representation on the public 

stage.  

“Tell the story”: Professor Wise and the African American Choral Ensemble. 

Just as the Dance Company portrays particular historical narratives through movement, 

the Choral Ensemble takes a journey through the Black experience through spirituals, folk songs, 

traditional and contemporary gospel tunes, and other forms of music in the choral tradition. To 

Professor Mellonee Burnim, who was instrumental in establishing the Choral Ensemble in 1975 
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and served as a former director, knowing the notes, pitches, and harmonies for a particular song 

was ineffective if the message was not articulated. She stated, “Music at the rehearsals was not 

about just learning the notes, but about conveying the messages that were inherent in the music.”  

Professor Wise indicates the importance of conveying a message by reminding his 

students during rehearsals and performances to tell the story. He models this by providing the 

meaning of the song along with educating students on the background of the composer. He 

further demonstrates what he means by telling the story by making facial expressions and 

gestures that emphasize the meaning. Ensemble members like Kierra appreciate this aspect of 

Professor Wise’s classroom instruction:  

I like when Dr. Wise explains the songs to us before we start. Dr. Wise is always telling 

us to tell the story…There's somebody in the audience you're gonna touch today. And 

you're gonna bring the word to them so no matter how you feel at that moment you need 

to smile and you need to feel the music.  

The Choral Ensemble’s repertoire includes a very inspirational song entitled “You’re the 

One” (Appendix G). Professor Wise composed this song and several others specifically for the 

Choral Ensemble. He encourages students to reveal the message of the song through facial 

expressions and gestures such as connecting with someone in the audience by looking them in 

the eye and pointing at them when they sing a particular verse. Donnie explained the power of 

that song as it reaches the audience: 

Some of the lyrics are like "You're the one to make the difference”... I know that when 

people hear that song and we're pointing at them, because we have gestures and stuff, and 

we're pointing at them and saying, "You're the one to make a difference in the world" 

they're really thinking about that.  
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Samuel recalled another song that Professor Wise composed for the Choral Ensemble 

entitled “See Me”. When he presented a song to the students, Professor Wise explained the 

meaning in addition to why he wrote it.  He was inspired to write “See Me” in 2016 as a result of 

the multiple killings of Black people by police. Samuel discussed the powerful message of the 

song: 

He was just distraught, and the idea came, if only they could just see the individual. Not 

the outside appearance, not the skin color, not the do-rag that they wear, not the gym 

clothes that they might be in. Just look beyond what that is and try. Just try. They'll 

discover that they're actually killing people, not animals. That they have souls, goals, 

loves, hates, desires. There's just so much more to the individual than what the eye can 

see.  

When performing “You’re the One”, “See Me”, and the other songs in the repertoire, 

students emphasized the importance of making Professor Wise proud because of the time and 

energy he commits to them. Donnie explained: 

We know that Dr. Wise puts so much into the program, into the music. He puts so many 

hours and so much time and love into it that we want to be good for him because also, 

some of these songs he wrote himself. So we really want to do those songs justice at the 

end of the day. 

 From Negro spirituals to contemporary gospel, Professor Wise constantly reminded his 

students to “tell the story” both during rehearsal and performances. To ensure that the ensemble 

performances reflected narratives of Black life, Professor Wise provided opportunities for 

students to read or recite scripts that introduced particular songs during performances. For 

example, before the ensemble sang, “Hush, Somebody’s Calling my Name”, an ensemble 
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member presented a short narrative of the song’s meaning, explaining to the audience how slaves 

utilized their own coded language to convey messages to each other when they escaped from 

their oppressors. While enjoying the beautiful sound of the ensemble is important, Professor 

Wise and the Choral Ensemble wanted the audience to know the story behind the music. 

“Did y’all know we were Black?”: Educating diverse audiences about the Black 

experience. 

Whether it is embodying a narrative through movement, telling the story of a Negro 

spiritual, or conveying the message within the sociopolitical context of a particular song, 

ensemble members have the opportunity to take what they are learning from the classroom to the 

public stage, thus putting the written curriculum into practice. AAAI ensembles perform at a 

variety of campus and community events that attract racially and ethnically diverse audiences. 

Participants mentioned the educational experiences that they are able to impart upon their 

audiences surrounding aspects of Black culture. Performances are not merely entertainment but 

avenues by which the ensembles challenge audiences to reflect on the messages they convey 

through music and dance. Professor Cooper explained: 

What do we do when the music stops?  It's the conversation that people want to have, but 

they can't have it, but we're having it through music. We can introduce the idea through 

the Arts Institute. If they can take the overtone of the music with them home, and into 

their own spaces… I'm talking about the attendees…the audiences of these performances, 

if they can take that home with them, and just mull over that for a little while, and begin 

to synthesize and let that become more intrinsic, it will change their spaces away from the 

music. Every time people engage this artistic space, they're able to hear this conversation 

go on, and accept it.  
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One of the many examples of an AAAI ensemble initiating a necessary conversation with 

the audience is Soul Revue’s performance of Donny Hathaway’s 1973 classic “Someday We’ll 

All Be Free” at their spring 2015 concert. Richard recalled how the song selection and 

performance were intended to captivate the audience and bring people together regardless of 

differences. He stated: 

We embodied that song so much that we didn't want to stop playing it. I remember the 

audience just being there with us in that moment as well. Sharing that moment with us 

…but literally creating change within those moments. I mean, it's one of the things which 

you can really hope to do is to create. And honestly, it's actually a changing experience 

within those moments, because we draw the audience together as one, whether the 

audience knows each other or not. Whether they have different political differences or 

not, different beliefs or not, within those moments we're able to draw them together with 

songs like “Love's in Need to Love” and “Someday We'll All Be Free”. 

Positive experiences with audience engagement do not always come easy for the 

ensembles. All audiences do not initially appreciate the cultural expression at the center of the 

performance. For ensemble members, these are moments when they are reaffirmed by thinking 

deeply about the contextual meaning of the repertoire they perform and by receiving affirmations 

from their directors. Teena discussed Soul Revue’s performance in Minneapolis, Minnesota, in 

January 2016 for a program in celebration of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday. As they 

conducted the sound check and made other preparations, she recalled members of the host 

organization making some culturally insensitive remarks about expectations for the performance 

such as not standing on top of the chairs and using phrases like “that type of music” in a 
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condescending way in reference to the songs they would be performing. Teena had this to say 

about the experience: 

I was really confused by that trip because I was just like, "Did y'all know we were 

Black?" Dr. Cooper talked to us and he said, "Y’all are black and y’all are powerful. We 

get on this stage, and y'all really show them what it means to be a black performer." 

That's what we did... We don't get it half as bad as like The Emotions or like Diana Ross 

and the Supremes, how they got it. For a second, I kind of felt like that as a performer, 

because it was kind of like they were trying to silence us and try to give us what to do, 

instead of just accepting what we were about to do. 

Engaging audiences in cultural experiences through music and dance also provide 

opportunities for ensemble members to defy stereotypes surrounding Black performance. 

Professor Rosa was transparent with her students about how they are perceived when performing 

Black dance on stage: 

I told my students. I said, "People have a preconceived notion about what you do and 

who you are." I said, "I have to break that every semester." That’s why I always talk 

about professionalization. Because, having an African American Dance Company, no 

we're not going to go up there and shake our booties. We're going to be doing some 

pieces that are going to speak to the experience.  

As a member of the Choral Ensemble, Donnie also discussed the importance of  

dismantling the idea that the ensemble is one-dimensional and performs only one type of music: 

 

We perform such a different, diverse array of songs. We have slow songs, fast songs, 

silent, louder, different languages, stuff like that…songs that you wouldn't learn in all 

ensembles. Like even just like a gospel choir. We don't just sing gospel. We sing 
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different genres. That's one thing to break away the stereotypes of a black choir, because 

we're not singing just gospel, we're not singing just spirituals, or just one genre. Our 

concerts are different from any other concert. We have our own culture that people can 

see. There's nothing else like it. 

As a member of the Dance Company, Alvin is committed to utilizing what he learns to 

unify people on campus, despite differences, while engaging them in learning experiences that, 

like him, they may not have been accustomed to previously: 

When I learn everything that we're learning, I don't just take it, and I don't just bottle it up 

within myself. I'm taking that, and I'm trying to spread it and sprinkle it around this 

whole PWI. I'm trying to spread that so we can all come together in that sense. It may not 

be a lot, and it may only be to the few people around me, but they're going to take that, 

and then they're going to do something with that, and then who they told, they're going to 

do something with that, so it's like what I may be doing may be little, just like trying to 

spread this knowledge and these cultural aspects that I didn't know coming here.  

 Audience participation is an integral component of Black performance. Regardless of the 

genre, Black artists invite members of the audiences to respond to what they see and hear 

through dance, call-and-response, and other actions. AAAI ensembles were no different. The 

two-fold aim of performances, entertainment and education, were integral in connecting with 

audience members. 

“Reflection is key”: Professor Cooper and the IU Soul Revue. 

 

In addition to providing educational opportunities for audiences, ensemble directors were 

committed to creating a learning environment for ensemble members to explore Black life. 

Whether implicit or explicit, they spoke about the intentionality of centering Blackness within 



 111 

their pedagogical approaches. Professor Cooper expressed how this approach positively 

influenced students:  

This space has to continue to be structured around a black framework. And that initiative 

for me was a black initiative. It was about affirming, promoting, and transmitting black 

expressions, on black terms. And the students could identify with that.  

To center Blackness is to acknowledge and honor the fact that not all Black people are 

the same. Richard expressed that course content helped Soul Revue members to appreciate the 

diverse experiences of Black people: 

We learn to not box black people into one category. That's both in learning the music, 

and learning the experiences of people the writing the music. We learn how to understand 

black people for who they are, as opposed to understanding them as one thing.  

Contextualizing the experiences of Black people socially, politically, and culturally 

helped students understand a broader shared experience through the music. Professor Cooper 

was committed to facilitating the meaning-making process with his students by incorporating 

discussions into class time: 

You know, most music ensembles, you get in, you play the music, and it's "Very well. Go 

home. Go in peace." But, we often talked about, and reflected on, not just the musicality 

of the expression that we were trying to convey through music, but we also talked about 

the social context, historical context, and also, just really the people that created this 

music, and their circumstances. We often reflect back on their circumstances, but also 

linking those circumstances to where we are now. We talked about a lot of that. We really 

wouldn't do one show without having those types of discussions.   
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Professor Cooper strongly believed that students needed to be aware of context on all 

levels; so, he provided opportunities for them to reflect upon the meaning of the repertoire, both 

as individual songs and collectively in a certain sequence. For example, Marvin mentioned 

having to learn Marvin Gaye’s 1971 classic “What’s Going On?” Professor Cooper expected the 

class to know the lyrics and other technical aspects that came with performing the piece. He also, 

however, expected them to know the deeper meaning and message behind the song. Marvin 

recalled how he and his classmates initially delivered poor performance of the song in rehearsal 

because they had not taken the time to learn the lyrics and the meaning. He recalled Professor 

Cooper’s reaction:  

He genuinely was upset if we came in and didn't know a song. At first I was like, "Dang, 

he's trippin’," but it started to make sense once we came in and didn't know the words to 

“What's Going On?” because he's like…he would stop and he kicked us out of class 

before. He would leave class. But there were times he would sit and be like, "Do y'all not 

understand that this song is y'all's life right now? How are y'all not getting this?" 

Professor Cooper wanted the class to seriously think about the lyrics of “What’s Going 

On?” because, although it was written over 40 years ago, the song captured several of the social, 

political, and cultural challenges that we face today including war, poverty, and police brutality. 

He explained: 

I'm trying to show them that this song is still germinating from this particular social 

political context, and when you understand that, then you'll be able to draw a direct link 

to what's going on currently. I needed them to make those types of connections, so when 

they sing the song, then that would immediately prompt the yearning, the same yearning, 
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the same question that Marvin Gaye had in his vocals. But, it wasn't until you…it's not 

until you make that connection.  

Professor Cooper’s disappointment resulted in Marvin wasting no time revisiting the 

song, reflecting on its meaning, and preparing for the next class. He recalled: 

I would go home that night and be like, "Okay, where was it when we went wrong, and 

what is it? Okay, let me listen to this verse. Oh, my gosh. “War is not the answer.” I see 

why he's so mad that we didn't know this. I get it now. I really understand it." So, I mean, 

it just ... I don't know. It makes you wonder, "Okay, what is it I'm missing? What am I 

actually missing, and how do I regain that?" 

Learning repertoire was a lesson in Black history that caused students to consider several 

important questions. Richard explained:  

That's one of the things I'm always concerned with. What does it mean to the artist? What 

does it mean ...What do those words mean within the time period that the artist was 

writing the song? Those are the things that I reflect about when I'm thinking about the 

music now. When it comes to class, reflection is key. Reflection is key.  

Professor Cooper encouraged ensemble members to find ways to connect past conditions 

that the songs addressed with current circumstances that directly or indirectly affected them. He 

explained: 

I think, at that time, Soul Revue, you know, although being a collegiate ensemble, it 

actually, they often expressed themselves like professionals who had lived. You know, 

they're 17 to 22-year-olds, singing like they're 30 and 40. Like they had these 

experiences. Many of them had not had probably any of these experiences that were 

expressed in some of these songs, but I think through that reflection time, often times at 
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the end of class, they were able to mull over some of these ideas. How do we move past 

the note, and get towards the experience? 

Marvin recalled a particular instance when Professor Cooper required every student to 

learn Donny Hathaway’s 1973 classic “Someday We’ll All Be Free”. He challenged ensemble 

members to move beyond the notes and song lyrics. He urged them to reflect on their own 

interpretation of the song’s meaning by contextualizing the piece within the artist’s personal 

experiences. Marvin explained:  

Every single person, whether you were a male or a female, he gave us the task of learning 

it for auditions, because normally you come in and you pick your audition song when you 

come to Soul Revue. He gave us our audition song and said, "I want you all to come in 

with your interpretation of this song," and we didn't really know what that meant. We 

thought like our own style of singing it, and he's like, "Your own interpretation. What 

does this song mean to you?" He wanted us to know some facts about Donny Hathaway, 

like how did he die? What was going on in his life before he died? What was going on in 

his life that made him or whoever wrote this song write it?" It turns out his friend actually 

wrote the song for him because Donny Hathaway was going through manic depression 

and all these crazy things. He ended up committing suicide.  

Reinforcing the importance of moving beyond notes and entertainment to the message 

behind the music, Professor Cooper required ensemble members to engage in certain texts as part 

of the course. He often referenced his own mentors and former ensemble directors, Professors 

Portia Maultsby and Mellonee Burnim, and utilized their work to help students think critically 

about performing Black popular music. Whitney recalled Professor Burnim’s work and how she 

internalized what she read and applied it to her own performances: 
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We had to read one of Dr. Mellonee Burnim’s papers and write an essay on it, and she 

was talking about the performance. So when I’m performing, I try to connect with the 

music, connect with the audience, and just put on a good performance. Then also, 

learning about where the music comes from. Because you know, he talks about…Dr. 

Cooper used to talk about the party, the love, the social consciousness…Seeing how he 

put that all into a different kind of show…knowing what each song was, and how to 

apply it to the Black experience. 

Professor Cooper constantly discussed the importance of reflection with his students. 

Whether it was on their own time outside of class or if it meant stopping them in the middle of a 

song during rehearsal, ensemble members had to mentally prepare for particular performances, 

especially those that were contextually or lyrically political in nature. Reflecting upon the 

meanings of the songs, no matter when they were written, and translating that meaning to 

present-day circumstances made all the difference in how the performance affected not only the 

audience but also the students themselves.  

Engaging the Unwritten Curriculum 

In addition to the written curriculum, participants discussed acquired skills and lessons 

learned that were not explicitly stated in course syllabi. These learning experiences represented 

an unwritten, or hidden, curriculum that resulted in ensemble members developing transferrable 

skills that extended beyond textbooks or other course materials. Distinguishing between the 

hidden and unhidden curriculum, Sambell and McDowell (1998) described hidden curriculum as 

“what teachers and learners actually do and experience ‘on the ground’, a kind of de facto 

curriculum” as opposed to what is explicitly stated or written (p. 302). In the following sections, 
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I discuss the unwritten curriculum as part of the AAAI ensembles and how students experienced 

it both within and outside of the classroom environment. 

  “The ensemble is more than just a place to come and jam out”: Lessons on 

 

academic responsibility. 

  

Ensemble members recognized their role in being successful in their respective ensemble. 

They dispelled any myth that the ensembles were “fluff” classes, or “easy A’s”. Richard 

constantly mentioned the strong work ethic that students had to embrace if they wanted to do 

well in the IU Soul Revue:  

The ensemble is more than just a place to come and jam out. It's a serious ensemble. It's 

an academic course. It's a rigorous course because there's a lot of music that you have to 

learn within the semester, but it's a very rewarding course at the same time.  

Professor Rosa ensured that Dance Company members knew the serious nature of the 

course when she distributed the course syllabus which included this statement in bold and all 

capital letters: “THIS IS A COURSE, NOT AN EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITY.” In a 

very explicit way, Professor Rosa’s emphasis on the ensemble being a course established on the 

first day of class that students needed to take their participation as seriously as they would their 

other courses. Alvin recalled that Professor Rosa uploaded their course materials to a shared IU 

Box account that all Dance Company members could access. She monitored the Box folders and 

could tell from their performance in class whether or not they had checked it. Alvin explained: 

Anytime you miss a class, when we were learning a routine or review something real 

heavy, she would record it and put it on the box so, if you wasn't on it, then you knew 

that your homework for that day was to go home, watch the box and get to where you 

needed to be. I guess the way Box worked is, she could see who was looking at the box 
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so, if you weren’t on it in class, she knew so she would ask us, "You wasn't looking at the 

box, so what you been doing?"  

Alvin also mentioned the importance of managing his other course load while 

maintaining a strong work ethic with the Dance Company. He acknowledged that the Dance 

Company was just as important as his other classes. In his mind, he could not afford to sacrifice 

doing well in the other classes at the expense of his performance in the Dance Company: 

You didn't have a lot of time to just let your schoolwork go to shambles because the 

company is still a class, so you can't just be like, "Sorry, I need to go study." This is an 

actual class, so you have to carry everything else so you can be able to put your time and 

your energy on this class, as well.  

As a biology major, Helen initially decided not to audition for the Choral Ensemble 

because she thought it would be too time-consuming considering her other major-related courses. 

After joining the ensemble, she realized that it would require just as much commitment and hard 

work as her other courses. Academic success was of the utmost importance, and AACE was a 

part of that: 

It allows me to work harder being in there, because I know it's a privilege and I know that 

... I know I really want to be in AACE and I don't want my grades to suffer, so I have to 

work hard.  

 Students’ regard for how they performed academically mirrored that of ensemble 

directors who wanted to make sure that students not only succeeded in AAAI classrooms but 

also in their other coursework. When she directed the Soul Revue, Professor Maultsby checked 

in with students about their grades in other classes and spoke with their professors and coaches 

(if they were athletes) at the end of the semester regarding their progress. She implemented 
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policies that reflected the importance of maintaining good grades. For example, she constantly 

reminded students that traveling to performances, particularly those that were out-of-state, was a 

privilege; therefore, students had to maintain a 3.5 GPA to go on the road and perform. She 

recalled a time when some students did not meet the grade requirement when the Soul Revue had 

to perform in Atlanta, Georgia: 

When I pulled the grades, two or three members in the male group that were scheduled to 

go on the tour, were under the requirement. And so I called them in, and I said, "This is 

not gonna do. You have not maintained the grade point required for travelling, therefore, 

you're not going." And so they said, "Even if we drove ourselves?" I said, "No! You're 

not going. You have not met the requirements." And do you know when we got to 

Georgia, they were intent they were gonna sing. They drove. They showed up.  “We're 

here..." No. You're not officially on this tour. I'm not housing you. I'm not feeding you. 

I'm not doing anything." And they went everywhere we went, thinking they had a chance. 

I said, "Nope." 

Despite their persistence, Professor Maultsby’s actions in this situation reinforced the 

importance of ensemble members taking their grades seriously. If they chose not to do so, they 

forfeited the opportunity to perform. She went on to say that from that point forward, she did not 

have to deal with any more issues concerning grades, and students even began to hold each other 

accountable for their academics: 

They put pressure on each other, knowing that if one in the group didn't have the grade 

point, the whole group was penalized. Nobody wanted to risk not having the overall GPA 

requirement. They didn't want to risk it, so, that took care of that.  
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Considering the Soul Revue four decades later, Professor Cooper imparted the same 

emphasis on academics. He reminded students to prioritize academic success and even went as 

far as implementing mandatory study tables for students, requiring them to set aside a certain 

number of hours each day to study for their other classes, document that time and report to him 

or other Soul Revue staff. By requiring students to excel in classes outside of the Soul Revue in 

order to consistently perform, Professor Cooper explained how the ensemble itself served as a 

valuable retention tool: 

They woke up for Soul Revue, and they knew in order to be in Soul Revue, I gotta get my 

grades. You know? Soul Revue was really, a vehicle of retention. When they quit on that 

vehicle, then they have nothing to keep them here… 

Academic responsibility was prioritized from the top-down, from directors to members. 

Ensemble directors made it clear to members that they were to take their courses seriously while 

maintaining excellence in their other classes. Directors’ transparency and rigidity regarding 

policies on grades coupled with an ethic of care and concern motivated students to challenge 

themselves and each other to perform well academically. 

“Don’t come in with pink lipstick. Don’t come in with blue lipstick. I said red  

 

lipstick”: Lessons on discipline and preparation. 

 

Professor Cooper constantly reinforced to students the importance of supporting each 

other and shared with them that support is demonstrated through accountability. This included 

being on time for rehearsal. Richard recalled what he told them at the beginning of the semester: 

“The beat drops at 3:35, and you better not be late.” Professor Cooper expressed to his students 

that accountability and support went hand in hand, which helped ensemble members develop a 

“my brother/sister’s keeper” mentality: 
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You have to care about the person beside you. What does that mean? We're going on a 

trip, I'm going to need you to call somebody you know who has a tendency to be late. 

Because you care about them, you don't want to see them deal with the consequences of 

not being on time and not doing what they're supposed to do. 

Whitney mentioned some lessons she learned from Soul Revue, including  

 

timeliness, discipline and self-accountability: 

 

Soul Revue is a place where you can come and develop your skills and your talents. Not 

just that, but develop who you are as a person…learning discipline and being on 

time…learning how to be true to your word. These are all lessons that I learned in Soul 

Revue that don’t necessarily have to do with music.  

Richard recalled a time when he had to bring Professor Cooper’s lessons on 

accountability back to his remembrance: 

I just remember it just being horrible because…Dr. Cooper pulled me aside and said, 

“Hey, what’s going on?...Why didn’t you learn your music? Is there something that we 

need to do?” He said, “Is there something we need to give you? Is there something that 

we need to assist you with in order to help you to achieve being prepared for class?” I 

just, for that particular day, I wasn’t prepared. I didn’t utilize those tools, and it made me 

think about how I wasted their time for that day. After that, I never came to class 

unprepared again, ever. 

The foundation of love and concern for his students as human beings, which form the 

foundation of Professor Cooper’s teaching philosophy, was very evident in this conversation 

with Richard. Further, Richard realized that his lack of preparation not only resulted in his 



 121 

inability to perform well, but also let his fellow ensemble members down. He demonstrated the 

lesson learned by doing his part and never arriving to class unprepared. 

 The standard of excellence that the ensemble directors instilled in students from the very 

beginning was maintained through rehearsals and performances. Students were expected to 

perform at the highest level both on and off stage. For Professor Rosa, teaching her students the 

importance of professionalism and following protocol were priorities because of the implications 

for when they enter the real world. She used stage preparation and makeup as an example: 

Instilling that professionalism to everybody… “ProRo, why we got to wear all that 

makeup?” I explained to them…I said, “First of all, it’s professionalizing you, because 

this is what performers do.” I said, “Don’t come in with pink lipstick. Don’t come in with 

blue lipstick. I said red lipstick. Because that’s the discipline and protocol of this 

ensemble. This is what we do. If you go out into the world, you’ve got to follow rules 

sometimes. If you’re working in a corporate situation, they tell you to come in with a blue 

suit, and you come in with a grey pinstripe, you’ve already broken protocol. So, when I 

tell you this is what I want, I say, “Don’t break the protocol.” 

 Professor Rosa shared another classroom experience during which she had to teach a 

student a lesson on listening and following instructions. She explained: 

I had this experience where this one young lady, I said, "Give me one pirouette, or one 

passé turn." She'd give me two and three. You know what I mean? I'm like, "First of all, I 

didn't tell you to give me two or three." Then we had the discussion about that I was 

holding her back. I said, "It's not about me holding you back. It's about you listening and 

respecting what I'm asking you to do. To perfect what you have with one pirouette. Don't 

give me three jacked up ones. 
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While she provided opportunities for students to showcase their talents and strong suits, 

this is an example of Professor Rosa helping her students to understand the importance of control 

and discipline, two critical aspects of performance. Directors had conversations like the one that 

Professor Rosa had with this student often. These teachable moments were extremely critical to 

producing a quality performance and for students’ development as human beings. 

As members of performance ensembles, students saw a lot of each other. Despite times 

when they simply grew tired of each other, particularly when traveling, they still had to 

successfully work together to deliver a quality performance. Knowing how to establish these 

relationships and keeping them in tact to reach a particular goal were lessons that Professor 

Cooper constantly taught to his Soul Revue students. He explained: 

Soul Revue was a perfect teacher of life. You're going to have issues, you're going to 

have challenges with people. You're going to have misunderstandings. You might even 

get to the point where you don't even like them, because you gotta travel with them, you 

gotta sleep in the same hotel rooms with them. You gotta eat with them. You gotta do all 

these different types of things, but you gotta do that and get the job done. 

Similar to Professor Rosa, Professor Cooper also wanted to give students a glimpse of the 

real world by having high expectations for them in the classroom. He explained:  

The music has to be done in a way that reflected their ability to interpret accurately, but I 

was also trying to show them that in life, you don't get any days off. You don't get the 

come to work and tell the boss "I don't have it." I did my best not to accept anything less 

than their best.  

Professor Cooper’s “no nonsense” approach resonated with his students. Whitney 

mentioned some life lessons she learned as a member of the Soul Revue. She explained: 
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Soul Revue is a place where you can come and develop your skills and your talents. Not 

just that, but develop who you are as a person…learning discipline and being on 

time…learning how to be true to your word. These are all lessons that I learned in Soul 

Revue that don’t necessarily have to do with music.  

“They’re always there for you”: Ensemble members connecting with ensemble 

directors. 

The lessons and experiences that students encountered in the AAAI differed from what 

they were exposed to in other academic settings. In many classrooms, particularly those with a 

large number of students, the instruction is focused on the collective while the individual student 

experience is sometimes neglected. For AAAI classrooms, Cooper explained, instruction must 

take place on both levels, individually and collectively: 

They're getting the type of instruction, really, I would venture to say that you can't find 

anywhere in this type of a context, or any other university campus. You almost gotta do it 

on a one-on-one basis. The ensembles are like, it's a collective, but then you’re teaching 

individuals. 

Ensemble directors wanted to demonstrate to students that they cared about them as 

human beings; their talent as singers, dancers, and musicians was secondary. All of the directors 

who participated in this study implemented open door policies with their students. They did not 

always enforce structured office hours but built strong rapport with students that made them 

comfortable enough to come to them for advice and support as they experienced challenges and 

made tough decisions, many of them unrelated to the course. Professor Maultsby attributed the 

mentorship that students received from their directors and graduate instructors to the 

opportunities for one-on-one engagement: 
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It's how the Institute and those ensembles inspired these kids to new heights, because 

they got that one-on-one attention, they had someone on the ground level with them. It 

allows for a more intimate kind of relationship. And then we had a lot of young, really 

good caring staff who were advanced graduate students who just spent a lot of time with 

them so that broke it down further in terms of the kind of one-on-one relationships and 

mentoring those kids got.  

Participants mentioned that this type of access to their instructors in the AAAI differed 

from the type of connections they have with instructors for their other classes. Valuing these 

relationships, Donnie appreciated having access to Professor Wise and the graduate student staff 

when he needed help with music or wanted to discuss aspects of his personal life: 

You can always call one of the helpers or Dr. Wise to get help on the songs. And it 

doesn't have to be just music. It can be on a personal thing, if you just want to talk to 

them about just life or problems in life. They're always there for you. They never turn 

you away, which is something in this little bit of time I've been here, I've learned already. 

  Participants’ narratives indicated that the pedagogical methods that ensemble directors 

employ are unlike those of their other professors and have positively influenced them. Many of 

the AAAI ensemble directors have spent extensive time in the music and dance industry, 

performing all over the world with other renowned artists. Some have even managed to perform 

and do all that accompanies a career in entertainment (i.e. touring) while directing the ensembles. 

Despite all of these responsibilities, directors still willingly pour into AAAI students and show 

them that they are invested. They cultivate a learning environment that sets students up for 

success both in the classroom and in other aspects of their lives.  
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Ensemble members mentioned what some would consider unconventional classroom 

dialogues and lessons learned outside of the scope of academics. These conversations and 

experiences did not occur by accident, but ensemble directors were committed to what Professor 

Rosa called “teaching the real thing”. Professor Maultsby asserted that she intentionally designed 

an experience in Soul Revue that would allow students to gain skills that were applicable in other 

environments:  

So much of what we did in the ensemble, you know, I approached it in a way that they 

could see it was transferrable into other learning environments. I think the ensembles 

provided…gave them a sense of self worth and certainly boosts their level of self 

confidence, because my point was, if you can be successful on the stage, you can be 

successful in any aspect of life.  

Professor Burnim felt the same about the students she taught in the Choral Ensemble. She 

mentioned that one of the joys of teaching was witnessing students transform from the beginning 

of the semester to the end: 

I enjoyed the transformation of students…if you can embrace excellence in the context of 

the African American Choral Ensemble, then you can translate that into excellence in 

everything that you do. 

The transformation occurred because students had a sincere desire to grow and become 

better people, not just better performers, as a result of participating in their respective ensembles. 

Marvin recalled that Professor Cooper shared the same desire for his students and provided them 

with opportunities to improve both artistically and personally in the course: 

I think we all had something to struggle with whenever Coop assigned something, and I 

think he knew that…not just as a student but…a person. How can I capitalize and grow 
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on those weak spots? And that was something Coop preached to us. He said, “I want you 

all to grow in this class,” and that’s something that stuck with me…  

The authenticity that ensemble members grew to appreciate from their instructors 

stemmed from instructors’ flexibility in regard to what would take place during class time and 

simply knowing their students. Dr. Cooper explained what this process was like for him with the 

IU Soul Revue: 

Students are dynamic. So, they come into class, you say, "This plan ain't going to really 

work, I can follow this part of the plan, but I'm going to have to shift a little bit, because 

here's where they are intellectually, mentally, even spiritually. Here's where they are 

today. At this moment." Now, five minutes later, you might be able to jump back on your 

plan, but right now, this is what they need. You gotta change courses, but you got to be 

intuitive, and observant, to know that.  

This type of approach and focus on helping students develop and improve holistically 

really enhanced students’ learning experiences. Comparing the Soul Revue to classes he was 

enrolled in for his telecommunications major, Marvin asserted that he was learning more in the 

ensemble and could even apply what he was learning to his major: 

I wish Soul Revue could be a major. I’m learning so much more that I can apply to my 

major than what I’m learning in my major. There wasn't a lot of like…go home and read 

this article and let's come in and have a spirited conversation about it and then fill out this 

short answer sheet about it and hopefully you retain something, because you're going to 

have to for this exam. 

The skills that Marvin acquired from his experience in the Soul Revue went beyond 

learning information for a test, only to forget it once the test was over. He also mentioned 
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interpersonal skills and how his interactions with Professor Cooper and members of the Soul 

Revue helped him to become a better communicator. These experiences, he thought, were 

applicable to real life. He explained:  

I feel like I was getting way more applied practice and I was being taught to slow down 

and actually take in not just ... At first, it was just music, learn about the artist, learn about 

whatever, but I felt like through doing that it was trickling into my practice in life. I felt 

like I was taking more time during conversations with people and actually hearing what 

they were talking about, what they were experiencing, what it is their major is, and 

thinking about like, "Oh, how can this apply to me? What do I know? What can I think of 

that can apply to this person?" and see where it goes from there. 

Like Marvin, Whitney appreciated the fact that Soul Revue was not a traditional lecture 

course, but that she was encouraged by the director and her peers to engage and take ownership 

in the course material, resulting in her ability to apply what she was learning to her own 

experiences: 

You don’t have to sit and listen to lecture all the time, so you actually get to get up and 

do the work, and listen to the music, and learn the history of the music. Then it applies, so 

I think application is very important… 

 Like most of the other participants in this study, Kierra had been involved in the AAAI 

for several semesters. She joined the Choral Ensemble as a freshman and remained a member 

throughout her undergraduate tenure.  Because of the memorable and rewarding experience the 

ensemble provided her, she thinks every student could benefit from the course even if they were 

only enrolled for one semester:  
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I wish everybody could be in AACE at least one semester. It's a great experience. I feel 

like if you're majoring in African American and African Diaspora Studies that AACE 

should be one of your requirements if that's your major or minor. I'm always promoting 

the ensemble especially since I'm an RA to my floor. Even if someone adds me to a new 

group chat or if I see somebody I'm like oh, can you sing?  

Majoring in a STEM field, Kierra considered the Choral Ensemble an outlet that was 

unlike any other class she had taken as a student: 

I was pre-med for a long time so when I was struggling in classes and I had no release, I 

wasn't really working out or doing anything so choir was my happy place. I think it's just 

been the funnest class I've been in at IU. I just love the singing. My other classes are just, 

they've always been science and I love science but I love music…it's just the best release 

class. 

As a graduate student with a hectic schedule, Katherine echoed Kierra’s sentiments 

regarding the ensemble she was a part of being an outlet for her. She expressed her gratitude for 

the Dance Company providing a space for her to be creative while challenging her at the same 

time: 

I know it's a class, but I feel like it's a great balance between…okay you taking textbook 

courses, and then you have an outlet. We can challenge our brains and bodies in a 

different capacity through the arts. And I think that's something that I feel like I'm so 

grateful for even as a first-year doctoral student. Yeah, my load is heavy, but this is my 

space to contribute in … to being something outside of, and to do something outside of 

the textbook because it's like that balance for me.  
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 Instructors facilitated an environment for students that allowed them to engage in a multi-

dimensional learning experience. Their reflections on the classroom experiences indicated that 

they were not exposed to anything similar in any other courses. Students valued the practical 

application and opportunities for growth they received as members of the AAAI ensembles. The 

following section describes a positive result of engaging both the written and unwritten curricula, 

including participants’ accounts of developing fictive kinship within and across ensembles. 

 “It was like our little family”: Developing fictive kinship within and across  

 

ensembles. 

 

Ensemble members expressed appreciation for the familial atmosphere within the AAAI 

and their specific ensembles which cultivated fictive kinship among them. Fictive kinship 

refers to familial-like relationships (e.g. sisters or brothers) among unrelated individuals with 

shared identities (Fordham, 1996). Fictive kin groups are often defined by race, which acts as a 

cultural marker that indicates shared identity. Race, however, is not the only connotation of 

fictive kinship; individuals who claim membership in the group must agree on a particular goal 

(Tierney & Venegas, 2006). In educational settings, this is usually in regard to academic 

achievement, college access, social interaction and personal success. "It is a group that continues 

with time and works toward a goal that otherwise might be impossible without their reliance on 

one another" (Tierney & Venegas, 2006, p. 1692). For Katherine, membership in the Dance 

Company reflects a sense of mattering as she realizes that she means a lot to her “dance brothers 

and sisters”, terms that are directly associated with fictive kinship discourse: 

So, I think for me it's like, to understand that when my presence isn't there it's felt. And to 

be able to walk onto the stage and people greet you and say I'm glad you're here … that's 

really beautiful to me. Every time that, no matter like, if I'm having a bad day, to know 
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that it's bigger than me. Someone else appreciates me being here even if it's just a smile 

or to laugh or to joke around or to get the dance in. Just how people just, we feed off each 

other's energy. So, it's really important to me to know that on a given day my dance 

brothers and sisters really appreciate me just for being me and for showing up.  

Although she was not a dance major, Pearl believed that she and other Dance Company 

members benefited from a close-knit, familial environment that students who majored in dance 

oftentimes could not access because of the large classroom sizes. She explained, “The dance 

major has so many students, whereas the Dance Company, the most we had was 25. So you had 

a close, you had students who were close together and who knew a lot about each other, 'cause 

we had to work so closely together. So for a person who didn't know anything about the Dance 

Company, I would say it's very family-oriented.” 

Although he valued the familial atmosphere of the ensembles, Donnie had expectations 

that were the opposite prior to auditioning for the Choral Ensemble. When he auditioned on the 

first day of class, Donnie was extremely nervous about being isolated from others who already 

knew each other when he joined: 

I didn't know if they would accept me … Because I didn't know them. A lot of the 

students in the class already knew each other because they were in IU Groups [Program], 

and I didn't attend that. I expected it to be more, I guess, isolated and not family-oriented, 

but like the first day, by the end of the rehearsal, I felt like I knew a lot of the people and 

I felt comfortable with a lot of people. Surprising, because at first I'm a very shy person.  

Donnie quickly discovered that the Choral Ensemble would be one of his favorite courses 

during his first semester at IU. This was evident in his commitment to consistently arriving to 

class early not only because of what he was learning but because of the other students in the 
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class. He stated, “It’s the only class I know of that I arrive to 30 minutes early so I can see the 

people that are in the class and talk to them.”  

Fictive kinship went beyond the classroom for members of the ensembles. They 

interacted and spent time together outside of performances or rehearsals, which strengthened the 

familial-like relationships they had with each other. Whitney recalled bonding with her fellow 

Soul Revue members. She explained, “After rehearsal sometimes, we would all go over to 

Cheryl's6 house...We would hang out and sleep over all the time. That was my favorite 

part…yeah, it was like our little family.” 

For some ensemble members, engaging with each other outside of class resulted in better 

performances. Katherine explained: 

It makes a difference when I bond with certain people outside of Dance Company. We 

have conversations and when we can talk and go out and dance … or we can go out and 

have dinner or lunch. Those moments make performing better … Like, I've noticed when 

me and one of my dance brothers went out dancing one weekend and when we come 

back to class, I feel like I've viewed him and become a little bit more accountable. A little 

bit more connected rather. So, when we dance, it's just like we're actually doing it 

together or it creates more of a family type feel 'cause the more we bond in class or 

outside of class, to me it creates a stronger sense of connection.  

The bond that students cultivated outside of class was a visible representation of their 

conscious desire for community. Their participation in the ensemble brought them together, but 

they went beyond that platform to sustain connections with each other. These connections 

remained strong even after some students were no longer in the ensemble. Whitney, who was 

 
6 psuedonym 
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unable to participate during her junior and senior years due to student teaching, still felt like she 

was a part of the family: 

Even though I’m not in an ensemble anymore, everybody still talks to me. They say hi to 

me and we still have a good relationship … it’s just like it’s still a family, even if you’re 

not in a specific ensemble.  

With the exception of one participant, everyone who participated in this study was a 

member of an ensemble for more than one semester. When asked why they continued to audition 

semester after semester, most participants mentioned some aspect of home and familiarity as the 

driving force that kept them returning. Of all the participants, Richard had been affiliated with 

the AAAI the longest (14 semesters) as both an undergraduate and graduate student. He valued 

the feeling of home that the Institute embodied for students: 

I figure what brought me back is what brings everybody … the Institute is like a family 

… It’s home. Home is simple. Home is where you have love. You have comfort. You 

always have home. That's really what AAAI is.  

Although he was completing his first semester in the Choral Ensemble, Donnie shared  

 

Richard’s sentiments and considered the AAAI his home away from home: 

 

When I joined the African American Arts Institute and the choral ensemble and I met 

people like me, it definitely made me feel more comfortable. It's good to be out of your 

comfort zone, but it's also good to have a little taste of something that you're used to. It's 

that taste of home. I actually miss home less because I feel at home, in a way.  

Fictive kinship among members of the AAAI ensembles resulted in strong support 

systems for members that extended beyond the AAAI. Ensemble members were not only 

invested in the success of their colleagues in relation to how they performed in the course, but 
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they wanted them to do well in their other personal and academic endeavors. That support was 

also not limited to the ensemble that a student was a part of.  Lillian Dunlap, founding associate 

director, recalled how each ensemble supported the others: 

What I loved was when the, for example, one of the coaches for the Soul Revue was 

having a recital, because they were a music student. The Soul Revue students would go to 

their recitals. Then the choral ensemble would come to the Soul Revue concerts. Every 

time they were on and so forth. It was wonderful how the students moved around and 

supported each other in the ensembles. That was great.   

For ensemble members, the fictive kinship connections had no boundaries and were 

accessible to any member, regardless of level of experience. Considering the Dance Company, 

Alvin explained: 

If you need a family, if you need a home, if you want to learn about another culture, a 

culture that's not readily taught to us, and you also just love dancing, no matter what skill 

level you are, then that's definitely the place for you. You don't have to be this prima 

ballerina to join the Dance Company. You got zero  experience, but you're still going to 

get that same family feeling and that same embodiment of knowledge just like the rest of 

us. 

In addition to diversity in experience level, differences in degree programs, racial and 

ethnic backgrounds, and other factors did not matter for some students when it came to fostering 

fictive kinship. Samuel recalled that the Choral Ensemble created an atmosphere conducive to 

forming relationships with people who probably would not have connected had it not been for 

the AAAI. Samuel explained: 
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It's evident for those who have been a part of AACE for some time, because they're loud 

and they're always talking, and they're always joking, and they miss each other. It is very 

encouraging to see people become friends, who would have otherwise never met.  Never. 

Different degrees, different paths, different majors. Everything's different. Even different 

ethnicities. We would have never talked, we had no reason to, but AACE becomes that 

platform now, where you create lifelong friends, and grow together.  

Aside from spending time with each other outside of their respective ensembles, one 

visible representation of fictive kinship is the Potpourri of the Arts performance. Established in 

1993, the Potpourri was created to illustrate the wide array of African American performance 

produced by the AAAI. The showcase features performances from each ensemble followed by a 

finale during which all three ensembles share the stage and perform together. Helen described 

how she felt being on stage with the other ensembles and the sense of unity they displayed. She 

recalled, “It was so amazing just being up on stage with all of them, like we’re all one now. 

We’re not three separate [groups], we’re all one.” 

Other examples of fictive kinship participants shared reflected the close relationships 

they had with ensemble directors. Pearl reflected on how Professor Rosa treated Dance Company 

members like they were her own children. She stated, “[ProRo] loved us as her own kids, and 

that meant so much. That made us stay with her so much longer…and just wanna be more 

knowledgeable about what we were doing so much more.” 

In his classroom, Professor Wise made it clear to his students that they were not simply 

filling seats and singing notes. He was very intentional in creating a classroom environment that 

made every member of the Choral Ensemble feel like the space was for them: 
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I try to say everybody’s name. I want to call their name every time I say how are you 

doing or how’s it going? The point is for them to all feel like this is a place where you 

belong. It’s a place where somebody knows your name and they care.  

Comparing the AAAI ensemble directors to other faculty who teach larger classes, Kierra 

  

appreciates that Professor Wise always makes every student feel important: 

Dr. Wise makes every choir member feel like they're needed in the choir. That you're 

special and you're important … you're necessary for the choir or the ensemble to thrive. 

That's why I feel like it's important. You might not feel important all day at school or you 

might feel like my class has 200 students in it, but our professors here in the Arts Institute 

make us feel really special. That's what's important.  

Professor Wise’s intention to get to know his students is an example of his appreciation 

for them as their instructor and a genuine concern for their well-being. This is one of the reasons 

why Donnie enjoyed his experience in the ensemble. He explained: 

I think it’s just nice that even when I’m not in class and he sees me, he’s asking me how 

I’m doing and he stops me and talks to me and we have a good talk. I just find that so 

sincere because he doesn’t have to do that … And the fact that he was so passionate, you 

could tell he wants to do this and wants to teach us and be around us. 

Having spent nine semesters in the Dance Company, Pearl valued the relationships she 

fostered with not only her instructor, but other faculty members in the Institute. For her and 

countless other ensemble members, they were a very reliable support system: 

I was three-and-a-half hours away from home, but I found another family away from 

home in the African American Arts Institute. And I feel like that's important, because I 

feel like if I was going through anything, which I went through a lot in college, I was able 
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to go to anybody within the three ensembles … ProRo was the main person I went to. But 

there's times I had conversations with Dr. Wise, there's conversations I've had with Dr. 

Sykes and nobody would know that, because they keep it confidential. 

  Participants clearly articulated the importance of connecting with their fellow ensemble 

members and directors. These interactions were critical in helping them perform well on stage 

and build community. Considering the curricular engagement and the collective experiences of 

developing fictive kinship and community-building, the next section focuses on how 

participants’ involvement in their respective ensembles influenced the ways in which they 

experienced identity affirmation. 

“It has just really helped me to strengthen my love for being African American”: Ensemble 

Participation Affirming Black Students’ Identities 

Ensemble directors who were instrumental in its inception recalled that helping students 

understand who they are, specifically in regard to race, was purposefully integrated as an 

objective of the AAAI experience. Professor Burnim explained: 

It was an experience that was designed to reinforce the students’ sense of who they were, 

and the kind of historical legacy that they were a part of. It could enhance their sense of 

well-being, their sense of self-worth, as well as their sense of collective worth. When you 

know that even though African Americans came out of a legacy of enslavement, that 

enslavement did not negate their sense of self-worth, and that was manifested through the 

content.  

Richard noted the opportunities he received as a member of the Soul Revue and Choral 

Ensemble to unpack historical narratives that, in turn, taught him about his own racial identity. 

He explained: 
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You learn a lot about yourself as a Black person. You learn about your history, the 

history of your people, the struggles of your people on a deeper level. You get the surface 

level where you talk about the civil rights and you leave it there. But when you start 

getting into this music and digging a little deeper, particularly with a lot of the pieces that 

we learn in those ensembles, you learn a lot about the things that are not often talked 

about … the things that make people uncomfortable when it comes to Black history 

because you have to embody those things to really play the pieces. Otherwise, the pieces 

don't work.  

If students attain all of this historical knowledge about the experiences of Black people 

through the AAAI, Richard believes that it is impossible to leave the Institute without some 

knowledge about self:  

You can't walk away from the IU Soul Revue, or the African American Choral Ensemble, 

or the African American Dance Company having learned all of that history, having 

learned all of these … having embodied all of these emotions from these artists and these 

writers without having some sense of self. And if you do, shame on you.  

For Alvin, the historical knowledge about Black people that he now had access to in the 

classroom environment was something he had little to no exposure to during his formal 

education prior to entering college. As a member of the Dance Company, however, he feels that 

the course prioritizes aspects of Black culture and, in turn, allows him to engage in learning 

about his racial identity. He explained: 

When I came to the Company, it was like my culture was being put first, so I could 

actually learn about who I am and where I come from. 
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Performing music and dance that embodies the Black experience allows AAAI students 

to acquire and recognize a level of consciousness that influences how they interrogate and 

perceive past and present conditions of life for Black people. As one of the three foundational 

components for culturally relevant pedagogy, the primary conceptual framework for this study, 

consciousness within the curriculum indicates ensemble directors’ belief in centering Blackness 

in the ensemble experience.  Whitney reflected upon her experience in the Soul Revue, stating 

that being in the ensemble made her “more woke”, meaning that she had developed a heightened 

level of awareness of particular issues that affect the Black community. 

During the Soul Revue’s spring 2015 concert, Professor Cooper introduced a 

consciousness segment with commentary that invited the audience to see, hear, and feel the 

music as a way to promote change. The segment highlighted critical events, including the death 

of 18-year-old Michael Brown who was shot and killed by police in Ferguson, Missouri less than 

year prior. Professor Cooper addressed the audience:  

When you think about Black popular music, think about it as an expression of 

consciousness...an expression of survival, resilience, agency, movement, activism...and 

so, we want to share a little bit of that consciousness in Black music expression... 

During this concert, some visual aspects are worth noting. For example, the stage 

featured a backdrop with the words "Freedom Struggle and Black Popular Music". By 

performing classics such as Donny Hathaway's "Someday We'll All Be Free" released in 1973 

with a powerful spoken word insert, the Soul Revue told the story of the tumultuous struggle 

for freedom and acceptance that Black people are still fighting, placing special emphasis on the 

loss of Black lives at the hands of law enforcement. Richard recalled the strong emotional 

response he conveyed after performing “Someday We’ll All Be Free”.  
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I remember just walking away weeping after the show. We embodied that song so much 

that we didn't want to stop playing it. I remember the audience just being there with us in 

that moment as well. And honestly, it's actually a changing experience within those 

moments, because we get to draw the audience together as one, whether the audience 

knows each other or not. 

Richard’s reaction indicated the power of Black music that went beyond a real-time 

performance but emotional conviction that was present even after students left the stage. 

Performing “Someday We’ll All Be Free” and other message songs like Marvin Gaye’s “What’s 

Going On?” and Nina Simone’s “I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel To Be Free” exemplified 

the ways in which Black performing arts could ignite consciousness, emotion and cultural 

understanding in remarkable ways. 

In addition to developing their racial identities, participants credited their experiences and 

interactions within the AAAI for helping them develop their scholar identities. Whiting (2006) 

defined scholar identity as a self-perception of studiousness and academic engagement. Students 

who develop scholar identities exhibit heightened levels of self-efficacy, or a “can do” attitude, 

which results in them persisting and performing well academically (Whiting, 2006). Richard 

mentioned that participating in the AAAI challenged him to improve his academic skills and 

presented opportunities that he had not taken on before: 

I have been able to develop professionally as a professional musician, but also as a 

scholar. I'm able to not only stretch my music portion of who I am, but I also get to 

express the academic part of myself and to sharpen my skills. I actually got to do my first 

lecture for a large course with the Motown course.  
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Some participants noted that the influence of the AAAI extended beyond scholarship and 

classroom practices. Donnie’s experiences led to some discoveries about his future career goals 

and professional path: 

I have realized things about myself, about what I wanted to do with my life as far as 

career-wise. It’s made me realize that whatever career I choose is something that I just 

want to make people happy. No matter if I’m a singer or a doctor or a surgeon or 

whatever it is. I’ve just realized I love making people happy. Not just African American 

Choral Ensemble, but also the other ensembles in the African American Arts Institute 

will definitely have an impact on what my career will be and where I will end up in life 

and my success. So I'm just thankful for that.  

 When discussing how the Institute helped them develop their identities, several 

participants’ responses point to an acknowledgement of intersectionality. Coined by Kimberle 

Crenshaw in 1989, the term intersectionality is a concept that says that identities are complex and 

interact on multiple levels simultaneously. As a result, certain identities may be more salient than 

others dependent upon the space that one occupies at a given time. Discussing her race and 

gender, Teena shared how these identities were foregrounded and influenced her work ethic as a 

member of the Soul Revue: 

When I'm in the ensemble … I talk to myself all the time like, "Girl, you a female. You 

got to work hard." You know? "You this, you that, you a Black female." It's like almost 

expected for you to be great at what you do, because they always say Black women are 

the hardest working people in the world, period. We work hard. It's been like that for 

years. It's just something that's instilled in us.  
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Teena was not just a performer; she was a Black woman performer. Her internal dialogue 

demonstrated how these aspects of her identity were neither mutually exclusive nor insignificant 

in her experience as an ensemble member. 

As a member of the Choral Ensemble, Kierra acknowledged that the music they  

 

performed connected her racial identity to her spiritual identity. She explained: 

 

I feel like the spiritual part of the choir has helped me … it kind of brought me back to 

this traditional music and I loved that. A lot of our music reflects what we feel about God 

and everything like that. So I feel like it brought me closer to my ancestry. It made me 

feel closer to my blackness singing a lot of the spiritual songs in AACE.  

Kierra’s reflection on her racial and spiritual identities highlighted the connection 

between faith and the history of Black people. She felt a connection with her ancestors, thus a 

stronger connection to her own racial identity, when performing spirituals and other music that 

narrated the Black experience. 

In addition to a spiritual connection, ensemble members were able to contextualize and 

make meaning of contemporary sociocultural experiences within historical narratives of Black 

people’s struggles and acts of resistance. Though they take different forms, the issues that Black 

students had to contend with in the 1970s when the Institute was developed are some of the same 

challenges that Black students confront today. Professor Cooper explained how these challenges 

justify the need for Black students to be affirmed: 

These students need, once again, to be affirmed. Because, in the broad society, often 

times they see themselves being degraded. Being relegated. Marginalized. That's the 

same need that they had in the late 60s and early 70s, you know? The same types of 

narratives are at play in our social and political terrains.  
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Considering the marginalization that Black students face when they enter spaces as the 

minority, Professor Wise explained why honoring what Black students bring to the institution is 

important: 

A lot of times when you come to college from different cultures or different backgrounds, 

the college does not always approve of or honor what you bring. So my goal is whatever 

people bring, let's take what they have. Build that and build upon that to grow them. 

Some ensemble members expressed that their experience in the AAAI has allowed them 

to witness how much their cultural identity matters in the academic setting and develop a deeper 

affinity for Black culture. Despite not fitting in with certain groups as a kid, Helen explained 

how participating in the Choral Ensemble has made her proud of her racial and ethnic 

background: 

I've always been told that I was too black for the white kids, or too white for the black 

kids. So, I didn't fit in. And so, I've just always been me. And being in AACE…it has just 

helped me to really strengthen my love for being African-American. We are beautiful. 

We are intelligent. We compose different things. And we are just ... we're just art. And it 

has really helped me grow a stronger love for my ethnicity.  

Performing music and dance that was created by and for Black people was a form of 

affirmation for students. They were able to celebrate the contributions of Black artists which 

cultivated a sense of pride in them. Kierra stated: 

It's just great to see that we have done so much and come so far and the fact that African 

Americans have shaped music today. That makes me happy and that makes me secure in 

my blackness.  
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Participants’ involvement in their respective ensembles also boosted their confidence in 

their own musical abilities and provided a space for them to showcase their talent. Whitney 

shared an example:  

I think if it hadn’t been for Soul Revue, I wouldn’t be singing on campus … Because it 

gave me a platform, first of all, and then it gave me confidence to actually believe in my 

skill and what I was doing.  

Marvin discussed moments of affirmation that he experienced even when he felt like he 

did not put on a quality performance. In particular, he expressed appreciation for AAAI 

Executive Director, Dr. Charles Sykes, who complimented him but could also provide an honest 

critique of the performance: 

There are some shows that I didn’t always feel like I did my best. I felt like I tried my 

best, but I wasn’t that great, and the next day Dr. Sykes comes up to me and he’s 

like…hey, that was really good…that was really good. Dr. Sykes was always real honest 

with me. He was like … you’re getting better.  

Marvin’s experience in the Soul Revue has resulted in him receiving other opportunities 

to perform. Marvin is the lead singer in a local band called Huckleberry Funk, which features 

other Soul Revue members, that performs in Bloomington and surrounding areas. On behalf of 

the Neal-Marshall Alumni Association, AAAI Executive Director Charles Sykes invited the band 

to perform at the 2017 Neal-Marshall Alumni Reunion. The simple fact that Dr. Sykes entrusted 

him with the opportunity was enough to affirm Marvin in his craft: 

You’re willing to put me in front of these people like that? ... getting that type of 

validation … it’s just solidifying …You have no choice but to rise to the occasion … or 

you let yourself and the Arts Institute down.  



 144 

Participating in the Choral Ensemble convinced Donnie to step outside of his comfort 

zone. He credited the ensemble with giving him the courage to forge new relationships and 

networks and even get involved in other student organizations on campus: 

It has made me less shy, made me more courageous and outgoing, not even just with 

singing, but as a whole, I'm doing things now that I would have never done. Talking to 

new people, not even just in that class. Like going to Impact [worship and Bible study] 

meetings and different student organization meetings. I wouldn't have ever did it if I 

didn't join this choir, I don't think, because just jumping in and joining the choir just 

made me a different person, honestly.  

Ensemble members also received identity affirmation directly from their directors. Teena 

shared an example of some of the affirmations Professor Cooper provided for her and members 

of Soul Revue: 

He was someone that just poured everything into you … He would constantly reaffirm 

who we are. Like … You are Black and you're proud. You're a woman or you're a man 

and you're worth something. You are better. You deserve to be on the front line. You are 

great ... It just helped me as a Black female, just to constantly have something be poured 

into me all the time … It just reaffirms who I am on this Earth, and that I am valuable, 

and that I have greatness inside of me.  

Professor Rosa was very intentional about affirming the identities of her Dance Company 

students. Pearl identified as a full-bodied dancer and noted that her size posed challenges for her 

prior to joining the Dance Company. People doubted her ability to keep up with other dancers 

and present a quality performance. She explained: 
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I was always a bigger girl. So that was a challenge for me, and I wanted to break through 

those challenges. As a bigger dancer, you have to come ... You have to push, 'cause 

there's a lot of negativity. Oh, you're too big to do this, or you're too big to do that. But I 

wanted to surpass all those negative comments and just show them what I got.  

Pearl appreciated how Professor Rosa did not single her out or make her feel less capable  

 

than other dancers who were smaller in size. In fact, she let her have center stage in some  

 

performances. She recalled: 

 

I was probably the biggest dancer in the company. But she didn't dumb me down, she 

didn't make me feel like I was an outcast. She even gave me a leading role. So just things 

like that really meant a lot, and it really gave me a chance to express myself. 

Just as she embraced dancers of all skill levels, Professor Rosa embraced dancers of all 

sizes. She also recalled how audience members, although initially shocked when they saw full 

bodied dancers, embraced them as well: 

I have itty-bitty bodies to full-bodied. When you have a full-bodied dancer coming in, 

and being able to express and dance, that is affirmation right there of who they are. You 

see the way that they're expressing the dance, and their full body, and they're so proud of 

it. I've had full-bodied, and people say, "My … that person was just dancing ..." So, they 

would call them big girl. Like, "That big girl was dancing!"  

Ensemble members felt that their gifts and talents were appreciated in the AAAI. As a 

graduate student in the Jacobs School of Music, Samuel expressed gratitude for a space that 

allowed him to showcase his gifts in a different way and perform Black-centered repertoire. He 

stated, “You are, at AAAI, really respected for your gifts … yeah, they really appreciate you. 

They sincerely do. That's evident.”  
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Professor Rosa also spoke about the importance of honoring students’ talents and skillsets 

even when they were not performing. Her Dance Company students made themselves available 

to help with other aspects of performances such as videography and other technical tasks. She 

recalled: 

They would say, "Oh, ProRo, I'll do this for you." I was like, "For real?!" Giving them an 

opportunity to bring in something that's outside of dance, and bringing it to the center, it 

gives them again that sense of investment, and investing in the performance, because they 

want to show their skills, and create that ownership. Everybody has something to offer…  

Whether musically, academically, or professionally, participants clearly spoke about how 

the AAAI empowered them to exceed even their own expectations or goals they set for 

themselves. Professor Wise shared that, once students leave the Choral Ensemble, he wants them 

to leave knowing that he genuinely cared about them and encouraged them to persistently 

achieve their goals: 

I always say to my kids, don't wait for somebody to give you permission to use your gift. 

If you've got a dream, you've got a vision, you've got a goal, don't sit around waiting for 

somebody to choose you. Create it on your own.  

Professor Wise constantly provided students with these types of affirmations that  

 

motivated them to chart their own paths and do what they needed to do to be successful, not just  

 

in relation to the Choral Ensemble or broader AAAI experience but in every aspect of their lives.  

 

Considering how Black students in the ensembles experienced identity affirmation, it is  

 

important to explore if and how the presence of non-Black students in the  

 

ensembles affected participants’ experiences. 
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“I’m not compromising the culture for your comfort”: Honoring a Black Cultural  

 

Aesthetic 

 

Since its inception in 1971, the Soul Revue has always included racially diverse students. 

During Professor Maultsby’s tenure as director, many of the Soul Revue instrumentalists were 

white males in the Jacobs School of Music. Unlike many of the Black instrumentalists who 

learned to play instruments by ear, the musicians from Jacobs had received formal training and 

could read music. At any moment when a musician who could not read music felt incompetent or 

discouraged because they lacked that skill, Professor Maultsby affirmed their value and 

acknowledged their musical gift of playing by ear. She recalled: 

To students who couldn't read, I said, "Look, half the music students, they don't have the 

ear. You are blessed to be able to have an ear that you can pick up this music and play it. 

All you need to do is associate what you’re playing with what it looks like on a piece of 

paper." 

Despite the presence of white students in the Soul Revue or white audience members, 

Professor Maultsby consistently made sure that there was no question about making Black 

culture shine in every performance. No matter how uncomfortable they were, Professor Maultsby 

never felt the need to negotiate or limit Black presence during Soul Revue performances. She 

stated, “That's one thing white folks learned about me…that I'm not compromising the culture 

for your comfort.”  

One example of an incident during which Professor Maultsby chose “culture over 

comfort” was the Soul Revue’s first performance at the IU Auditorium on campus. She shared 

her account of the performance:  
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So, I remember, halfway through the opening...I got a signal from the stage manager, 

who was white. He said, "Stop the show, stop the show," and I'm thinking, "What are 

they talking about, stop the show?" So, I kept going and when we finished the 

instrumental set, I walked out to figure out what was going on, cause the MC came on … 

You know, auditorium had its own ushers, all white ushers. Okay. So, the minute we 

started playing, and it got real funky, Black folks just jumped up out of their seats and 

you know, just being how we are, our concert …well, the white folks weren't used to that. 

So, for them, they thought things were getting out of control. I said, "Look, no, no, it's 

okay." So, they were trying to get the people to sit down.  

White audience members and auditorium staff’s reactions to this performance clearly 

indicated that they did not possess any cultural understanding or appreciation for one of the most 

important aspects of Black performance tradition: participation. From slave songs and Negro 

spirituals to gospel and R&B, Black music has always been a participatory experience between 

the performers and the audience (Burnim, 2017). To acknowledge the power in this type of 

engagement is to recognize the cultural dynamics of Black performance.  

The Dance Company has also historically been comprised of students of diverse racial 

and ethnic backgrounds. Like Professor Maultsby, however, Professor Rosa consistently 

centered the Black experience. She explained: 

The focus of it is to reflect and represent the lives of Black Diasporic people. I don't care 

where you come from … you've got to know this. You've got to know what affects the 

lives of black folks around the world.  

Professor Rosa emphasized that the Dance Company operated from a Black framework in 

every way, even down to requiring that every woman have her braided for each performance. 
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Braided hair represented the Black aesthetic, and Professor Rosa purposefully highlighted that 

aesthetic on stage. She recalled:  

Even the white girls, they get their hair braided. Why? Because it's an intercultural 

experience of Momma Kay7 up in their hair, pulling, and pulling, and they're like ... "Are 

you all right? You all right?" "Yeah, ProRo. I'm okay. I'm okay." Their heads going back 

and everything, but you know what? Those tears can be coming down, but they don't 

complain. 

 The Black performance tradition, no matter the genre, is unlike any other cultural 

experience. Acknowledging a Black aesthetic that makes Black performance unique is critical to 

the AAAI experience from ensemble directors’ perspectives. They unapologetically centered 

Blackness, not just in the classroom when discussing repertoire and routines among students, but 

in front of diverse audiences.  

“It’s not just Black people”: Welcoming Racial and Ethnic Diversity into the Ensembles 

Overall, participants’ feelings about non-Black students participating in the ensembles 

varied. For some participants, performing alongside non-Black students did not affect how they 

viewed their Black identity or make them feel less affirmed in their Black identity. When 

Whitney was a member of the Soul Revue, an Asian student played the guitar, a white student 

played the drums, and the horn section featured majority white students. Despite these students’ 

membership in the ensemble, Whitney remained authentic in her Blackness. In her words, she 

“stayed Black and stayed woke.” 

 
7 pseudonym 
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Recalling one year when the majority of Choral Ensemble members were Asian, 

Professor Wise emphasized the importance of creating a memorable learning experience for all 

ensemble members no matter their race and ethnicity. He explained: 

We cannot just go out and expect that we're going to recruit the Black students and 

they're going to come. In fact, they may not come at all. That's why we're seeing even 

more diversity in the ensembles…We had one semester in AACE, where we had, more 

than half of the group was Asian students…about 17, 18 Asian students in the 

ensemble…You've got to work with whoever comes… 

According to the AAAI website, the Institute is committed to “promoting and preserving 

African American culture through performance, education, creative activity, research, and 

outreach”. Since 1974, the AAAI has provided opportunities for thousands of Indiana University 

students to explore their talents in performance, teaching, and arts management while pursuing 

degrees across the university’s expansive curriculum. Samuel believed that, if the AAAI did not 

welcome non-Black students, then it would be contradicting its mission. He stated: 

The idea that the African American Arts Institute should only be for African Americans, 

defeats the purpose of the African American Arts Institute in the first place … You can't 

limit these three performing ensembles to one ethnicity … 

Alvin also stressed the importance of promoting the AAAI as a space that is open to  

everyone. He referred to the Institute as a “community” and believed that limiting the experience  

 

to only Black people contradicted the concept of community. He explained: 

 

We're focused on us as a community, and the community that we're in now, it's not just 

Black people. It's multiracial. It's multiethnic. I don't think it would be right for us, or true 



 151 

to us in who we are, to dismiss that. I feel like it's definitely us staying true to ourselves 

and our culture by welcoming multi-races into our space. 

Some participants viewed the AAAI experience as an opportunity to educate non-Black 

students about Black music and dance. Acknowledging that several non-Black students 

auditioned for the Choral Ensemble during the fall 2017 semester, Helen interpreted the vast 

participation of non-Black students as reflecting their genuine interest in learning about Black 

culture. She stated, “I take this into consideration ... maybe they really love learning about our 

culture, and why we sing these songs and everything. And maybe it's just the reason they want to 

be in AACE.”  

Kierra’s response pointed to a belief that the Institute had an obligation to educate non-

Black students about Black music but also reflected a sense of affirmation knowing that they 

wanted to learn about Black music. She indicated an appreciation for inclusivity within the 

Choral Ensemble because it allowed more non-Black individuals to participate and be exposed to 

Black culture. Kierra stated: 

Seeing everybody join AACE makes me excited because they want to sing our music. 

They want to take the time and be like okay, I'm not Black but I want to learn about 

spirituals. I feel like if we were saying oh, these people can't join, I only want it for Black 

people, they're never gonna be educated in our music. I just think it's good that this 

course educated anybody about our music. 

Like Kierra, Marvin’s response also indicated a sense of pride in knowing that students of  

 

different racial and ethnic backgrounds wanted to perform in the Soul Revue. He articulated, 

 

“This music and this art ... it’s so good that even an Asian person wants to come and do it, that  

 

even a white person wants to come and do it …” 
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Some participants discussed the presence and interest of non-Black students in Black 

music and dance through the AAAI in comparison to that of Black students. Although he takes 

pride in seeing people of different backgrounds join the Soul Revue, Marvin expressed 

disappointment in what he perceived as a general lack of appreciation of the art form as indicated 

by the low number of Black students in the ensemble over the past two years. He explained: 

If we have a whole Soul Revue and everybody is white, then it’s like … where’s the 

Black people that appreciate this art? Not saying that there should be a limit on how 

many. It’s just we need to be sure that we are respecting our own craft as much as 

apparently these white people and other people appreciate it …You never want to 

exclude someone from being a part of something that they enjoy … I just hope that every 

year there are Black people that can appreciate our craft essentially.  

Referring to non-Black members of the Dance Company, Katherine echoed Marvin’s 

sentiments and noted that some of the non-Black dancers seemingly exhibited a stronger 

appreciation for Black culture than some Black people. She noted: 

I feel like some of my non-black dance members have truly embraced the culture more 

than Black people have. And so … I can't fault them for really appreciating our ancestors 

… They seek to be the student and want to understand about our ancestors … I think we 

should be able to share things like that. It's humbling to know that you think enough 

about someone else's culture to embrace it and to learn about it.  

Donnie also spoke affirmatively about sharing the AAAI experience with non-Black 

students. His response indicated that, by enrolling in an AAAI ensemble course, non-Black 

students were making a decision to learn about Black culture when they did not have to: 
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They didn't have to take a class with knowing it's going to be a lot of Black people in the 

class, and knowing that we're going to be singing black music and a lot of Black people 

are going to be a part of the crowds … They didn't have to, but they did, and I know that 

they did that out of the kindness of their heart. It makes me happy because I know they 

appreciate my culture ... I know I'm sharing a fun experience with somebody from a 

different background, and I feel like what we're learning is really rubbing off on them ... 

Although some participants’ responses indicated an obligation for the AAAI to educate 

non-Black students on Black culture, others indicated a belief that non-Black students were not 

obligated to learn about the Black experience. When they made the choice to engage in the 

educational experience, however, it was worthy of recognition and appreciation. These 

sentiments represent what I call the burden of inclusivity, or the recurring expectation that Black 

people and other marginalized groups are to readily reserve space, both literally and figuratively, 

for those who identify differently, particularly White people. In turn, Black students “bear the 

burden” of not only educating those students about Black culture but also, as indicated in the 

responses above, recognizing and praising them for making the choice to engage as if it is a 

badge of honor to do so. I will discuss this further in the implications chapter.  

In addition to an obligation to educate non-Black ensemble members through Black 

performance, some participants responded in ways that indicated an obligation to influence or 

change how non-Black students viewed Black culture, especially if those perceptions were 

negative. Professor Wise explained how, as a result of their positive experiences in the AAAI, 

non-Black students could dismantle negative stereotypes concerning Black culture. He 

explained: 
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So after they've had a positive experience in this community, when they go back out to 

their communities, and they talk to their friends, and talk to other people from other 

ethnic groups, when they hear the stereotypical things that they hear, they can say, well, 

you know guys, I had an experience and it wasn't like you're saying. They become those 

physical examples that say to the world, you don't have to be Black to love Black music. 

You don't have to be Black to perform Black music. You don't have to be Black to get 

along with Black folks.  

When recruiting students for the Choral Ensemble, Kierra always informed them that  

they did not have to identify as African American to become a member. She explained: 

 

I always tell people the African American Choral Ensemble is a choir, but it's not just for 

African American people because that's what people get confused at. I'm just like you 

don't have to be Black to join … it's a great family experience where we learn about 

African American culture and music but we still get to express ourselves in different 

ways … It really does get people excited when they hear it's not just for Black people on 

campus.  

When joining an AAAI ensemble, participants noted that non-Black students not only 

learn about Black culture, but they learn about themselves. For white ensemble members in 

particular, the repertoire and choreography create opportunities to have conversations 

surrounding tough topics such as white privilege. Professor Rosa explained: 

For the white students, it's like, "I really understand this." They talk about their own 

privilege. It's like, "I know I'm white, and I've got privilege and everything, but I want 

everybody to understand that I understand this. I understand this historically."  

Alvin asserted that, in affirming Black students’ cultural identities, an experience  
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in the AAAI exposes other students to the privilege they have in accessing Black culture. He  

 

explained, “Bringing in these people that are not of color, you're sort of teaching them. You're 

 

exposing them to just how privileged they are in the sense of learning about your culture and  

 

affirming your own identity.”  

 

“Sometimes if you ain’t got it, you ain’t got it”: Responding to non-Black students’ 

ability to engage in a particular cultural experience. 

Although they did not explicitly disagree with having non-Black students in the 

ensembles, some participants did articulate some drawbacks, specifically in regard to taking the 

courses with white students. Some of their responses indicated a need to make non-Black 

students feel comfortable. Helen shared an example: 

Sometimes I have to watch what I say, because sometimes we might do a certain type of 

style of singing … I know other races are not used to doing a lot of things that Black 

people do. So I have to not say, "Oh, this race, I know they're going to have a hard time 

doing this." I mean, everything that we do in there is natural to me … and I know it 

doesn't come natural for a lot of them. Pretty much it's not any drawback, other than me 

having to just make sure I'm always thinking about them and they’re feeling comfortable 

also.  

Whitney asserted that Black ensemble members should feel comfortable in a space that  

was created for them. Her sentiments regarding comfort call to question whether or not Black 

students can fully immerse themselves in a space that does not completely belong to them, 

particularly considering their presence on a predominately White campus. She mentioned that 

having white students in the ensembles sometimes feels like an infringement on how she 

expresses her Blackness. She explained: 
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If this is your place and this is your family, and let’s say I wanted to say something that 

maybe…Not in offense to anybody, but a white person gets offended by something that I 

say that my Black ensemble members wouldn’t. I can’t be free to be Black.  

Katherine also discussed comfort level in regard to the Dance Company and interacting 

with white dancers. Referring to them as her “white dance brothers and sisters”, she obviously 

felt a familial connection that transcended racial boundaries. However, Katherine exercised her 

freedom to speak about certain issues that affect her as a Black person in the presence of the 

white dancers. In fact, she embraced those opportunities. She explained: 

I shouldn't have to watch what I say because I got white dance brothers and sisters. These 

are my issues. This is what I feel like is occurring to me then maybe it is meant for them 

to understand. Or maybe even if they don't understand, at least they have been exposed to 

it. This is still my truth regardless of whether you hear it or not, regardless of whether 

you’re white or Black. 

Some participants clearly opposed the presence of non-Black students in the ensembles. 

Teena stated that if she could change one thing about the Soul Revue, it would be to make it an 

“all Black ensemble”. Regarding the presence of non-Black students, she responded: 

Sometimes if you ain't got it, you ain't got it. I mean, yeah you can sing, but this is a 

Black ensemble and we do Black things … it's real hard to get an experience that you 

culturally aren't a part of, naturally. 

Teena passionately spoke of an “it” factor that was not only appreciated but necessary in 

regard to performing Black popular music. She alluded to her non-Black peers demonstrating 

disengaged engagement. Coined by cultural sociologist John Cruz, the term disengaged 

engagement occurs when cultural aesthetics are divorced from larger societal issues that affect 
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within a particular cultural context (Cruz, 1999 as cited in Burnim & Maultsby, 2017). 

Whitney’s response regarding non-Black students in the Soul Revue also pointed to disengaged 

engagement: 

Sometimes they would have questions and they would say some weird stuff. But then … 

they don’t really know, so they were taking our music but not interacting with us and not 

trying to be close to us.  

Maultsby (2017) utilized the term disengaged engagement in the context of the 

performance of Black popular music as appropriated by white musicians. This concept illustrates 

a form of misrepresentation and invisibility of Black people as the architects of what we know as 

American music. Essentially, Black artists are present but often misrepresented or positioned in a 

way that foregrounds whiteness. As Maultsby (2017) noted, the appropriation of Black music by 

white artists “historically have served to minimize or render invisible the contributions of Black 

artists in American musical development” (p. 55).  

Considering the presence of non-Black students, Richard expressed that his thoughts 

regarding the presence of non-Black students in the Soul Revue differ now compared to how he 

felt when he first joined. He attributed his change in thinking to the influx of non-Black students 

who have joined in recent years. He noted the indescribable “it” factor that Teena mentioned in 

regard to non-Black musicians having different training compared to white musicians. 

Specifically, he referred to a type of cultural understanding that was necessary to deliver the 

music that non-Black students simply did not possess. Richard explained: 

If you'd asked me that question maybe about four years ago I would have said I don't 

really see too much of a big deal about it because the point of the ensemble is to share 

those experiences that we have learned about Black popular music with other people 
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from other cultures. Now, I get to 2017 and I tell you that I might have a little bit of a 

different answer just because … I have dealt with the course recently where we've had 

predominantly non-Black students the entire ensemble in terms of the musicians. And I 

tell you it makes a difference because they have different experiences. They're not 

capable of understanding the music and taking it on in certain ways that Black students 

take it on … people might disagree with me. But seeing it first hand is interesting … to 

see how they take this music, and how most of them are from the Jacobs School of 

Music. So a lot of them are western trained musicians. 

Participants’ responses largely indicate that the presence of non-Black students in the 

AAAI ensembles have some type of influence on Black students’ experiences with identity 

affirmation. Considering the AAAI’s presence on a predominately White campus, the following 

section will indicate how participants positioned themselves and their involvement in the AAAI 

into the broader university context. 

“We only make up 4% of this campus”: Representing Diversity at IU 

When speaking about the types of opportunities students receive as members of AAAI 

ensembles, participants directly associated the need for the AAAI with IU being a predominately 

White institution (PWI). At the undergraduate and graduate levels, Black students at IU have 

comprised less than 5% of the student population for over forty years (Castleman, 2013). As a 

result, Black students have advocated for institutional support, but more often than not, 

developed their own strategies for combatting the myriad of challenges they encounter 

on predominately White campuses. Helen emphasized the need for Black students to have their 

culture represented at a PWI: 



 159 

We are at a PWI, and here we only make up 4% of this campus. And I feel like having 

our culture here for us is something that is important to make us feel that we're at home, 

as well.  

Professor Wise explained how the AAAI plays a role in providing that validation for  

 

Black students: 

You're in a predominately white institution where in most environments you're the 

minority, you're the only one in the class or you're the different one. To be able to come 

to a place where your heritage and your culture is validated, and esteem, that lifts them. 

So there is a sense of ownership and pride in what goes on because it's your culture. 

As previously mentioned, the majority of students joined the ensembles as a result of 

meeting someone either directly or indirectly involved with the AAAI. The most effective 

recruiters are ensemble members who can share their experiences with potential members. 

Participants emphasized their connection to IU as ambassadors for the institution and how their 

involvement in the AAAI has allowed them to play an important role in recruiting students to the 

institution. Because so many people have access to AAAI performances by attending them in 

person or watching them online, ensemble members are able to reach prospective students from a 

variety of geographical locations. Richard explained: 

We're ambassadors for the African American Arts Institute. We're ambassadors for 

DEMA, Diversity, Equity and Multicultural Affairs. We're also ambassadors for African 

American and African Diaspora Studies. But on the broad scale, we're ambassadors for 

IU. People were drawn to the other organizations that I was involved in just from seeing 

me being an ambassador for that ensemble. Now, that actually extends beyond Indiana 
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University. People get to see us all around the world. People see us on YouTube. We are 

able to recruit students from outside of the state because of the work that we do in AAAI.  

Ensemble members not only recruit students, but as members of the AAAI ensembles and  

the learning environment they are able to co-create, they help retain them as well.  

Richard continued, “One of the more important things that we do is we retain the students. We  

 

give them a reason to want to stay.” These sentiments directly align with several participants in 

this study considering that most of them have been involved with the AAAI for consecutive 

semesters. More information about the AAAI classroom environment and other factors that 

motivate students to return semester after semester will be provided further in this chapter.  

As ambassadors for IU, participants noted that the AAAI is one of the best visible  

representations of diversity at the institution. Professor Cooper asserted that it was impossible to 

discuss diversity at IU without mentioning the AAAI. He explained how the Institute invites 

people of all backgrounds to participate if they have a sincere desire to understand Black culture. 

He explained: 

I don't know without the Arts Institute, I don't know how you could evoke the thought of 

diversity on this campus, in a tangible way. I mean, this is, that's why it's so important. 

Anytime you want to deal with diversity, and think about it, because the Arts Institute is 

really a microcosm of what the world should look like. Because in this, we're operating 

on this black framework, but we welcome anybody who has a desire to be sensitive about 

others. Our students, both black, white, wherever you’re from, they gain that sensitivity 

about cultural spaces within and beyond their own environment. There's this tangible 

example of this kind of multicultural, multiracial, environment that's at play. 
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The AAAI ensembles have not only performed all over the United States and represented 

IU, but they have travelled abroad to appear at cultural festivals, workshops, educational 

conferences, and other events. In May 2016, the Choral Ensemble performed in several cities in 

Germany during the International Festival of Sacred Music. In addition to performing, they 

toured some historic sites and participated in cultural exchanges. Richard was extremely grateful 

for this opportunity that he may not have received had he not been affiliated with the AAAI. He 

reflected on the significance of that trip for him: 

It was just interesting being in the ensemble and being in Germany. Little black boy from 

Indianapolis, Indiana … never thought that I would ever get to go out of the country and 

do something like that, especially with music.  

In December 2016, the Dance Company traveled to Beijing, China and performed 

with students from the China University of Mining and Technology Beijing. The trip was a 

cultural exchange as Professor Rosa taught a master class for all the students, and the Dance 

Company members participated in a traditional Chinese dance class. For Pearl, the trip to China 

was her most memorable experience as a Dance Company member: 

Going to China and interacting with the Chinese students and learning more about their 

culture, learning their cultural dances, that was probably the highlight of my college 

career. 'Cause not too many people can say, "Oh, I went to Beijing." And then on top of 

that, it was something I love. I danced with other Chinese students, I went to the Great 

Wall, I went shopping with the Chinese students, tried different foods. Not many people 

can say they did that. So I was very honored and enjoyed the experience so much.  

Representing IU on an international level speaks to the value of the AAAI and its 

powerful influence on individuals from all walks of life. Considering how far the Institute has 
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come since she worked alongside Herman Hudson to establish the ensembles, Lillian Dunlap 

spoke proudly of the AAAI representing the United States abroad: “People are hungry for this, 

and they need it. I would say, that the United States could not have a better ambassador than 

AAAI”. 

While performing at home or abroad in the name of the university was considered an 

honor by many participants, they still acknowledged both explicitly and implicitly the 

institution’s critical need for diversity, particularly in regard to race. Considering the focus of 

this study, students’ perceptions of their roles as institutional representatives coupled with the 

racial demographics of the ensembles complicate the identity affirmation experiences of Black 

students. This point warrants further explanation in the next chapter.  

Chapter Summary 

Current and former ensemble members’ participation in the AAAI ensembles shaped the 

ways in which they developed their identities in addition to how their identities were validated, 

specifically as Black people. While the data collected clearly indicated how students’ classroom 

experiences influenced how they were affirmed as a collective, the data I collected did not 

present specific examples of faculty intentionally responding to individual differences of 

ensemble members. The data did, however, indicate that instructors facilitated a learning 

environment that led individual participants in this study to situate themselves within 

sociohistorical context relevant to the Black experience (e.g. meaning-making through the songs 

and choreography). Additionally, several participants acknowledged that aspects of their 

personal experiences prior to college were centered in cultural-specific spaces (e.g. Black 

church) from which they could draw upon during their time in the ensembles. 
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The rigor and complexity of the ensemble courses reflected that of other courses that may 

be considered more traditional in nature. However, the structure of the written curriculum gave 

way to the implementation of an unwritten curriculum characterized by the lessons that 

participants learned in the course that often went beyond textbook knowledge or conventional 

classroom discussions and activities. Understanding how the implementation of the written and 

unwritten curricula influenced Black students’ identity affirmation will be further explored in the 

following chapter. Additionally, whether or not the AAAI environment truly affirmed Blackness 

and Black identity while welcoming other racially and ethnically diverse students will also be a 

critical part of the discussion.  
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CHAPTER VI: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

Summary of Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand the role of Black cultural arts education in 

the identity affirmation experiences of Black students. Existing literature on the arts in education 

is extremely limited, primarily focusing on K-12 classrooms (e.g. Giola, 2008; Leonard, 1991; 

Oxtoby, 2012; Pogrebin, 2007) and examining arts education from a policy perspective (e.g. 

Aprill, 2010; Colley, 2008, Eisner & Day, 2004).  

Existing research also focuses on whether or not connections exist between what students 

gain from engaging in arts education and academic achievement (Baker, 2011; Eisner, 1998; 

Ruppert, 2006). This dissertation research, however, contributes to the literature by considering 

arts education in postsecondary classrooms. As opposed to only considering academic outcomes, 

I explored arts education from a student development lens by focusing on a specific student 

population (Black students) and how they experience identity affirmation by engaging in arts 

education that centers aspects of their racial and ethnic backgrounds.   

In the review of the literature, I discussed the significance of music and dance in Black 

culture and provided a historical analysis of Black people’s contributions to these art forms. 

Despite being stripped of acknowledgment and credit for many of these contributions, including 

developing whole genres of music as we know them today, Black people have been able to both 

repurpose and redefine their roles and artistic legacy in the United States and all over the world. 

The Godfather of Soul, James Brown, exemplified this legacy when he appeared on Late Night 

with David Letterman in 1982. Letterman began the interview by mentioning Brown’s recent 

success, specifically noting that he “put on the most exciting show in rock-and-roll”. Seemingly 

taking offense, Brown shifted a little in his seat and quickly, but simply, corrected Letterman, 
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emphasizing that he performed “Soul…S-O-U-L” music. Interrupting Brown, Letterman asked if 

he “should change it to soul” but then quickly dismissed Brown in a disingenuous way with, 

“Well, you put on a great show.”  

Letterman’s inaccurate description of Brown’s music as rock-and-roll is a clear example 

of how the contributions of Black artists have historically been misrepresented in different 

contexts including performance, media, and scholarship. Despite the creative and cultural 

influences of Black artists, the narrative concerning their influence in western art history, has 

consistently been diminished or altogether omitted (Grant & Kee, 2013). bell hooks (2014) noted 

the burden that Black artists’ carry as they come face-to-face with an art world grounded in the 

politics of White supremacy that challenges their relationship to art and aesthetics. Although 

White America was not willing to accept Black people as equal citizens, they did, without 

hesitation, accept their spirituals, rhythm and blues, lullabies, love songs, and other genres of 

music and called them their own (Moore, 2014). Black artists have continually strived to live on 

their own terms, thereby utilizing the music or other art form that they produce and perform as 

platforms for resisting and dismantling vestiges of White supremacy (Breaux, 2004). 

In the literature review, I highlighted various movements and societal institutions in 

which Black people created the foundation for what we know and understand about music and 

dance today. With special emphasis on higher education, I discussed how historically Black 

colleges and universities (HBCUs) demonstrated an appreciation of Black expression through 

music and dance. For example, the Fisk Jubilee Singers at Fisk University ushered in the 

university singing movement, and other institutions including Tuskegee University introduced 

marching bands to football games. The incorporation of these forms of artistic expression in the 
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university environment placed a spotlight on Black students’ talent and how that talent could 

occupy space in an academic setting.  

Considering the opportunities that students have to display their artistic talents within an 

institutional framework through the AAAI, I sought to explore how arts engagement affected the 

ways that Black students experienced identity affirmation. Robinson and Biran (2006) argued 

that students must have a sense of who they are within their own cultural reality in order to be 

successful in their academic environment. Thus, conversations around identity affirmation are 

important within educational contexts. As they navigate predominately White institutions, Black 

students often feel the need to suppress aspects of their culture and assimilate in order to connect 

to the institution (Taylor and Howard-Hamilton, 1995). This tradeoff of cultural identity for 

acceptance is a glaring indication of how higher education institutions often devalue Black 

culture and the culture of other marginalized students. For Black students in particular, artistic 

expression through music and dance are integral components of their cultural experiences. The 

goal of this research was to illuminate the ways in which engaging in arts curriculum that is 

centered in the Black experience influences the development and affirmation of Black students’ 

identities. Specifically, I sought to answer the following research questions: 

1. In what ways is Black cultural arts education formally integrated into AAAI 

classrooms? 

2. How does Black students’ involvement in the AAAI affirm their identities?  

I interviewed nine students who were members of the ensembles at the time of the 

interviews and two alumni members. I also interviewed five faculty members who directed each 

of the ensembles and one administrator who served as the first executive director. The current 

ensemble members and alumni represented various majors and departments across campus and 
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ranged from freshmen to doctoral students. Every ensemble member, with the exception of the 

three first-year students who participated, had been enrolled for more than one semester. 

Additionally, one student had participated in two of the three ensembles.  

Each person participated in a 90-minute in-depth interview discussing their ensemble 

experience. All interviews were recorded and transcribed by a third-party. Ensemble members 

discussed their personal interests in music and dance in addition to how they became affiliated 

with the AAAI. Additionally, they provided insight on the classroom environment, interactions 

with faculty members and staff, and other aspects of their experience as related to developing 

and affirming their racial identities as Black people but also other aspects including their 

scholarly identities. The faculty and staff members I interviewed discussed the origins of the 

Institute and institutional factors that have influenced its evolution over the years in addition to 

their pedagogical styles and teaching philosophies as enacted in their respective classrooms. 

After conducting interviews, I analyzed participants’ responses utilizing Yin’s (2009) 

multiple case approach, which allowed me to identify themes and patterns both within and across 

the ensembles from the perspectives of the participants. Case studies are usually selective and 

focus on one or two specific elements critical to understanding a larger system (Kohlbacher, 

2006). In this study, I focused on identity affirmation, which provided an understanding of how 

participating in the ensembles affected Black students. Although this dissertation was not a 

historical project, a critical byproduct of conducting interviews with ensemble directors and 

AAAI administrators was seeing how curriculum and structure of the ensembles evolved (or not) 

over the 40-plus year history of the Institute and how directors’ pedagogical practices informed 

students’ conceptualization of how they developed as members of the ensembles. 
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I opened the findings chapter with participants’ accounts of the origin and development 

of their interest in music and dance and how these art forms have influenced Black culture 

broadly. Both students and directors discussed aspects of the written curriculum enacted in their 

classrooms that purposefully drew upon students’ lived experiences prior to joining the 

ensembles. The foregrounding of these experiences support Ladson-Billings’ (1995) assertion 

that students of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds should see themselves in the curriculum 

they are engaging in their classrooms. AAAI directors utilized students’ cultural assets that they 

developed in various societal institutions prior to joining the ensembles including the Black 

church. A significant part of the lived experiences of Black people, the church, has historically 

served as a space for Black singers and instrumentalists to cultivate and share their musical 

talents. By the 1940s, for example, when blues and other genres that were influenced by the 

blues had become popular, no formal institutions within or outside of Black communities existed 

for training for Black musical performances; so, Black churches often played this role (Herrick, 

2017). Sacred and secular artists alike who pursue careers in the music business often consider 

the church a very influential force in their success as well as aspects of their performance. For 

example, James Brown observed Black southern preachers as a child and credited the church for 

helping him conceptualize his stage show in the early 1960s (Maultsby, 2017). He patterned the 

intense screams, shouts, call-and-response interplay with the audience, and even falling to his 

knees, which quickly became signature parts of his performances, after the style of the Black 

preachers he witnessed during a revival or other worship service (Maultsby, 2017).  

The majority of ensemble members sang in a choir, performed as praise dancers, or 

played musical instruments at church services prior to college, and many of them still participate 

in these activities. Their artistic experiences in the Black church allowed participants to access a 
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particular Black aesthetic, or cultural traditions, values, and attributes that uniquely define 

Blackness. When reflecting upon the formative years of the Soul Revue and Choral Ensemble in 

particular, Professors Maultsby and Burnim discussed how the ensembles provided spaces for 

Black students to utilize skills and talents that they developed in the church. For example, 

Maultsby discussed how many Black instrumentalists in the Soul Revue were not classically 

trained and were unable to read music. They could, however, play music by ear, which many of 

them picked up while playing instruments in their churches. Burnim mentioned that many 

students who joined the Choral Ensemble had attained some degree of musical acumen within a 

church context, specifically playing music by ear and the influences of oral tradition.  

Although none of the ensembles were formed to mimic or portray a particular religious 

experience, aspects of what happens in the Black church are connected to Black performance. 

For example, call-and-response is one of the hallmarks of the participatory experience in Black 

performance, no matter the genre. As indicated in the example above with James Brown, call-

and-response was essentially a conversation between the preacher and the congregation. The 

preacher would provide a scripture, anecdote, or other saying, and the congregation would 

respond with an “Amen!” “Hallelujah!”, “Go ‘head, preacher!”, or other affirmation. Whether it 

is the church, the club, or a live concert, the audience members are not merely onlookers in the 

Black performance tradition but participants in the experience. Audience engagement, 

improvisation, call-and-response, and other characteristics of Black performance were very much 

a part of the cultural aesthetic that AAAI directors seamlessly but purposefully integrated into 

ensemble class time and public performances. This integration was accompanied by a sense of 

cultural familiarity and pride for ensemble members, affirming their Blackness and 

demonstrating how their experiences were valuable forms of knowledge (Collins, 2002).   
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The cultural familiarity that the ensembles facilitated for students also came by way of 

them engaging in classroom activities and discussions that differed from what they were 

experiencing in their other courses. Merging creativity and intellect, AAAI courses were 

academic by design but still allowed students to think in ways that differed from what they were 

exposed to in traditional lecture courses. They were able to engage in experiential learning and 

co-create a culturally validating classroom environment that celebrated Black culture. For 

example, Dance Company participants recalled times when Professor Rosa allowed them to 

collaborate and create choreography to particular songs based upon their own interpretations of 

them. Additionally, participants who performed in the Soul Revue and Choral Ensemble referred 

to the opportunities for open dialogue that directors provided them in class to unpack the 

repertoire within the context of the Black experience. These opportunities support Ladson-

Billings’ (1995) assertion that meaning-making occurs through dialogue as opposed to the voice 

of a central authority in the classroom environment. Thus, students were active participants in 

developing their own learning experiences.  

Participants’ narratives indicated that the implementation of both a written and an 

unwritten curriculum influenced the ways in which Black students experienced identity 

affirmation within the ensembles. The syllabi that ensemble directors constructed conveyed the 

written curriculum for each course. They articulated the ways that Black cultural arts education 

was integrated in various course components including texts, repertoire, and objectives that 

explicitly demonstrated connections to the Black experience.   

The unwritten curriculum that students were exposed to included aspects of the learning 

experience that were not explicitly named as learning objectives in the syllabus but instead were 

byproducts of their classroom experiences. These outcomes were not always connected to a 
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particular ensemble and some were outside of the scope of academics. For example, students 

referred to lessons on discipline and responsibility that they could apply to their other courses 

and professional experiences, accountability for themselves and each other, and other 

transferrable skills that they could apply to their other personal and academic endeavors. One 

important aspect of the unwritten curriculum that participants consistently mentioned was 

relationship-building with their peers and instructors. For example, participants often referenced 

familial-like connections with other ensemble members that went beyond the classroom. They 

also expressed appreciation for access to one-on-one instruction from ensemble directors and the 

care and concern that their directors and other AAAI staff demonstrated, which differed from 

their interactions with other professors.   

Discussion 

 Several of the findings in this study align with the primary conceptual framework I 

employed, culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP). Broadly, these findings indicated that the 

centrality of CRP in classrooms as exemplified through the AAAI ensembles influence how 

Black students develop and are affirmed in their identities both individually and collectively. 

CRP features three tenets, all of which were foregrounded in participants’ accounts of learning 

experiences in AAAI classrooms: academic success, cultural competence, and critical 

consciousness. 

 Culturally relevant teaching centers academic success and the expectation those students 

would engage in a learning process that is rigorous and challenging (Ladson-Billings, 2000). 

Both student participants and ensemble directors shared that academic excellence was a priority 

in the AAAI classrooms. Directors not only encouraged students to perform well academically in 

the ensembles but also other coursework. They reinforced their expectations in very structured 



 172 

and explicit ways. For example, Professor Rosa’s syllabus for the Dance Company included the 

sentence, “THIS IS NOT AN EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITY” which established 

immediately the seriousness of the course. Professor Cooper implemented mandatory study 

tables for Soul Revue students to complete assignments and receive extra help in other courses. 

Professor Maultsby discussed the ways in which she instilled academic responsibility among 

Soul Revue members by requiring them to maintain a certain grade point average in order to 

travel for performances. As Ladson-Billings (2000) observed in the classrooms she visited, 

ensemble directors established routines and structure that motivated students to stay on top of 

their coursework, but they did so while ensuring that students co-created an exciting and 

substantive learning environment. 

 Additionally, Black students are met with the pressure of negotiating the demands of the 

academic environment while developing and demonstrating cultural competence (Ladson-

Billings, 1995). Culture and curriculum are not mutually exclusive and, when fused together, can 

enhance a learning environment. Developing cultural competence means to have the ability to 

effectively navigate a particular culture through language, social norms, and traditions of that 

culture (Ladson-Billings, 2000). All of the ensembles operated from a Black framework that 

honored the Black aesthetic through performance. Students demonstrated these cultural elements 

in both rehearsals and performance engagements. For example, Professor Wise and Choral 

Ensemble students consistently demonstrated that their performances were participatory 

experiences in which the audience was encouraged to actively participate. At any given moment 

during a Choral Ensemble concert, Professor Wise would turn to face the audience to teach parts 

(i.e. soprano, alto, and tenor), and the audience would respond with what they learned in that 

short time. Black music is a collective art, and this was prioritized during performances.  
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 The final tenet of CRP, critical consciousness, supports the idea that education does not 

take place in a vacuum but should afford students the opportunity to challenge systems of power 

that perpetuate societal inequities (Ladson-Billings, 2000). One Dance Company member, Alvin, 

expressed the level of consciousness he received as a result of Professor Rosa moving beyond 

the eight-counts and challenging students to unpack issues of White privilege, power, and 

inequity that were often the subjects of their choreography. Choral Ensemble students discussed 

how they were able to interrogate the conditions of Black life such as the loss of Black life to 

police brutality through the music they performed, thereby challenging their audiences to think 

critically about these issues and act upon them. All of the ensemble directors required students to 

understand the meaning and context behind the songs and choreography they learned, but not 

without reflecting upon how the material connected to their own social, political, and cultural 

realities. 

 In addition to aligning with the key components of CRP, this study revealed some 

findings that can extend how we conceptualize culturally relevant teaching. One aspect of AAAI 

classrooms that students and faculty emphasized was the unwritten curriculum, which included 

accountability, discipline, character-building, and other concepts that were not necessarily 

articulated in the written curriculum as areas that would be focused on in class. Although they 

were not included in the written curriculum, students and faculty valued the fact that their 

classroom environments facilitated this type of learning. Because students attributed these skills 

to their connections with peers and instructors, it is clear that fictive kinship facilitated 

opportunities to develop them within an academic setting. In this way, culturally relevant 

teaching not only constitutes academic excellence, but also the development of skills needed to 

navigate other environments outside of the ensembles.  
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Although findings indicate that the culturally relevant pedagogy that permeates AAAI 

classrooms facilitates Black student identity affirmation, some participants’ narratives about their 

experiences are nuanced and warrant further exploration. In the following sections, I discuss 

some of the alternative perspectives that participants shared about the ensembles. Particularly, I 

focus on how they perceive the space in addition to how the AAAI can be characterized and 

named based upon existing literature.  

Complicating Counter-spaces 

Solorzano and Villalpando (1998) posited that academic counter-spaces allow African 

American students to facilitate their own learning in an environment that validates their cultural 

understanding and considers their experiences as important forms of knowledge. In this way, the 

constructivist nature of a counter-space mirrors that of culturally relevant pedagogical practices 

in that students’ own knowledge and perspectives are valued and purposefully integrated into the 

curriculum (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Several participants provided examples of their AAAI 

experiences that align with this description of counter-spaces. For instance, Alvin mentioned that 

when he arrived to the Dance Company, Black culture was a priority as indicated by the 

instructor’s pedagogical style, the choreography, and the musical selections to which they 

performed. As a member of Choral Ensemble, Samuel recalled how one song in their repertoire, 

“See Me”, written by Professor Wise, led to conversations and reflection on current issues that 

affected them including racial profiling and the slaying of Black bodies by police. Marvin 

recalled how Professor Cooper required them to know the context of the repertoire they 

performed, using Donny Hathaway’s “Someday, We’ll All Be Free” as an example, and 

challenged them to interpret the music while making connections to present-day issues that 

specifically affected the Black community. As students contextualized and made meaning of 
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these songs and choreographic pieces, they engaged in the critical consciousness-building that 

characterizes culturally relevant pedagogy.   

Despite providing several examples of how their experiences in the AAAI ensembles 

helped them develop their identities and affirmed their Blackness, some participants expressed 

thoughts and feelings that complicate the naming of the AAAI as a counter-space. In particular, 

the issue of access in regard to who occupies the classroom space is important to consider based 

upon some of the participants’ responses. In addition to Black students, the AAAI ensembles 

feature students of other racial backgrounds including white students. Acknowledging that the 

ensembles have always been open to students who were not Black, I interrogate whether or not 

the presence of non-Black students compromises the naming of the AAAI as a counter-space. 

Some participants made implicit references that pointed to them having to sacrifice or make 

adjustments so that their non-Black peers could ultimately gain a particular experience in the 

ensembles. For example, Helen stated:  

Sometimes I have to watch what I say, because sometimes we might do a certain type of 

style of singing…I know other races are not used to doing a lot of things that Black 

people do… Pretty much it's not any drawback, other than me having to just make sure 

I'm always thinking about them and they’re feeling comfortable also.  

Helen’s comments indicated a belief that, in addition to meeting her own obligations as a 

student in the course (e.g. learning repertoire and completing assignments), she felt that it was 

her responsibility to ensure that her non-Black peers were comfortable in the space. This 

tradeoff, as previously mentioned, comes at a cost for Black students who are the only or one of 

a few in particular settings often feel tokenized or pressured to represent the entire Black 

population based upon interactions with white students and faculty (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007). 



 176 

These sentiments are, unfortunately, nothing new for marginalized student populations on 

college campuses. 

AAAI as a Culturally-Engaging Campus Environment (CECE) 

Each ensemble ultimately contributes to what Museus (2014) calls a “culturally engaging 

campus environment” (CECE). This model posits that undergraduate students who encounter 

campus environments that engage aspects of their culture are likely to be successful in college 

(Museus, 2014). Museus (2014) identified nine indicators of a CECE. The first five indicators 

focus on the ways that campus environments reflect the cultural backgrounds of students and 

include the following: cultural familiarity, culturally relevant knowledge, cultural community 

service, opportunities for cross-cultural engagement (Museus, 2014). The remaining four of them 

focus on how support structures respond to the needs and norms of diverse student populations 

and include the following: collectivist cultural orientations, humanized educational 

environments, proactive philosophies, and holistic support (Museus, 2014). Of the nine 

indicators, I have identified three to specifically focus on in this section that capture how the 

AAAI embodies cultural engagement for Black students which affirms their racial identities. 

These indicators align with the conceptual framework of this study by supporting the integration 

of diverse cultural backgrounds into the curriculum.   

Cultural familiarity. 

The CECE model indicates that diverse college students who have the opportunity to 

interact with faculty, staff, and peers who share an understanding of their cultural backgrounds, 

identities, and experiences will most likely be successful and thrive while in college (Museus, 

2014). Considering the AAAI, ensemble members are constantly connected to individuals who 

are familiar with their cultural backgrounds. Members of all three groups expressed appreciation 
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for their directors who could identify with them in ways that some of their other course 

instructors could not due to differences in race, ethnicity, family upbringing, and other factors. 

For example, recognizing that affiliation with the Black church was a common experience for 

him and a lot of his students that influenced their interest in music, Professor Cooper often spoke 

about his experiences as a child in the Church of God in Christ (C.O.G.I.C.) and performing in 

his family’s traveling gospel ensemble. He had conversations with the class about aspects of 

Black performance and helped them to translate the passion, tradition, and culture of the church 

setting to their rehearsals and performances in the Soul Revue. Students not only appreciated the 

fact that their instructors could relate to their cultural backgrounds, but that they could also 

incorporate them into the classroom environment to create a meaningful learning experience.  

Culturally relevant knowledge. 

AAAI instructors demonstrated cultural familiarity with their students, and in turn, were 

able to impart knowledge that was culturally relevant. This indicator posits that, when students of 

color have opportunities to engage in curricular and co-curricular experiences that connect to 

their home communities, they are likely to be successful in college (Museus, 2014). Black 

culture was a priority in the classroom and on stage for Black students and their instructors. As 

mentioned in the findings, Alvin, a member of the Dance Company, appreciated that Black 

history and culture were front and center because he was not exposed to those types of academic 

experiences prior to college.  

Museus’ (2014) emphasis on cultural relevance in an academic context aligns with that of  

Sealey-Ruiz (2007), who also addressed the importance of cultural relevance in the curriculum.  

 

Focusing specifically on African American women, she posited that engaging in a curriculum 

 

that “speaks to their personal experiences and ways of knowing” provides them with an avenue  
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to connect what they want and need to learn (p. 44). Sealey-Ruiz (2007) conducted a qualitative 

analysis to understand how Black women in a first-year course entitled Translating Experience 

into the Essay responded to a curriculum that centered their sociocultural backgrounds and their 

personal life experiences. Through her study, Sealey-Ruiz (2007) found that participants 

considered the curriculum beneficial and a necessary resource in their learning experiences. Like 

these Black women, the AAAI ensemble members who participated in this study thought it was 

important for them to see themselves in the curriculum. The repertoire, choreography, and other 

aspects of performance represented them and reflected both historic and contemporary narratives 

of Black life.  

Holistic support. 

 The CECE framework also emphasizes holistic support for diverse student populations, 

positing that students who are provided with faculty and staff members they trust who can 

provide them with access to resources on their campuses are more likely to be successful 

(Museus, 2014). For students in the AAAI, this holistic support was manifested through their 

engagement in the unwritten curriculum, in large part facilitated by interactions with faculty 

members. Student participants continually mentioned that their directors and other AAAI staff 

displayed care and concern for them that extended beyond their academic success.  

Holistic support is an integral aspect of several student development theories in higher 

education literature (e.g. Baxter Magolda, 2001; Jones & McEwen, 2000; Torres & Hernandez, 

2007). At the center of these theories is the meaning-making process for college students as 

facilitated by their social environments. For example, Abes, Jones, and McEwen (2007) provided 

a Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity that addressed college student development with 

regard to how students perceived the salience of multiple identities in particular contexts. Unlike 
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previous models, Multiple Dimensions of Identities integrated meaning making capacity of 

students with interpersonal, cognitive, and intrapersonal development (Abes et al., 2007). 

Additionally, Renn (2007) contributed to holistic student development theories by framing 

identity construction within an ecological model in her study on mixed race students. The 

individual student occupied the center while the campus environment, cultural expectations, 

family connections, and several other environmental forces occupied the outside (Renn, 2007). 

By focusing on how these different factors influenced the experiences of study participants, 

Renn’s (2007) model provided justification for integrating identity conversations into classroom 

discussion and curriculum design. Thus, students’ academic experiences do not have to be void 

of identity exploration, which is a critical finding from this study on cultural arts education.   

Implications for Practice 

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that identity affirmation is integral for Black 

college students, and engaging in arts curricula can influence how they experience these 

processes. The findings from this study indicate that various aspects of the AAAI classrooms, 

namely the written and unwritten curricula discussed in the previous chapter, facilitate identity 

affirmation for Black students. Based upon the findings of this study, I have identified some 

implications for practice for both faculty members and student affairs educators at colleges and 

universities.  

Faculty Members 

Considering classroom environment, I utilized Ladson-Billings’ (1995) culturally 

relevant pedagogy to frame an understanding of what was taking place in AAAI classrooms. 

Participants explicitly mentioned that their learning experiences in the AAAI differed 

significantly from what and how they were learning in their other classes, referring to the hands-
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on learning, aspects of creative freedom, and the ability of their instructors to “go off script” and 

demonstrate flexibility with course material and discussions. Each of these attributes depict 

creativity at work by way of pedagogical methods employed in the classroom. Creative 

pedagogy is comprised of three elements that are interrelated: creative teaching, teaching for 

creativity, and most importantly, creative learning (Lin, 2009). As opposed to more traditional 

pedagogical practices in which teaching and learning run parallel with the teacher disseminating 

knowledge and the student receiving and accepting that knowledge, creative pedagogy centers 

continuous student involvement in the learning process (Lin, 2009). Livingston (2010) argued 

that educational institutions must assess ways to anchor creativity within their missions. He 

argued that human beings possess an innate ability to be creative, and students enter schools and 

higher education institutions with a “life history of creativity” (p. 60). Livingston (2010) 

challenged higher education institutions in particular to take advantage of the natural resource 

that is creativity to facilitate the development of different forms of knowledge and the ability to 

solve complex problems. Participants’ responses to the AAAI classroom reflect the benefits of 

coupling culturally relevant pedagogy with creative pedagogy. Thus, I challenge faculty 

members to embrace both cultural relevance and creativity in their classrooms, no matter the 

discipline or subject area.  

Additionally, the findings from this study clearly indicate that the AAAI serves as a 

retention tool for students. Participants shared various examples of ways that their involvement 

in the ensembles fostered a desire for them to excel not only as students in the ensembles but in 

their other courses and activities. For many of the ensemble members who participated in this 

study, faculty directors played a critical role in facilitating these efforts. With this in mind, I have 

identified some strategies and specific aspects of the AAAI classroom environment as 
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recommendations for faculty members across various disciplines, especially for teaching 

students of different cultural backgrounds.  

First, faculty members must reject the burden of inclusivity. From explicitly naming it in 

the syllabus to class discussions and assignments, AAAI faculty members established early on 

with students that they unapologetically approached the course from a Black frame of reference. 

They consistently reinforced a commitment to honoring Black culture without allowing the 

presence of White or other non-Black students compromise or alter the use of a Black 

perspective, which was evident through the repertoire, choreography, and course materials.  As a 

result, Black students were able to see themselves in the written curriculum and experience a 

sense of mattering and validation in an academic setting.  

Second, faculty should embrace a genuine ethic of care that extends beyond academic 

success in the classroom. Faculty connections with students do not always organically occur. 

This is due in large part to students feeling that faculty members are inaccessible to them because 

of their position and knowledge, especially first-year students who are new to the collegiate 

environment. AAAI faculty members disrupted some of these barriers by emphasizing a sense of 

common humanity. They shared experiences with students about their own backgrounds and 

experiences that were often related in some way. Several participants articulated that their 

instructors demonstrated a sincere investment in them, not only concerning the ensemble, but 

also their success in other classes. In addition to checking in with students about their academics, 

faculty were concerned about their holistic development, which included physical and mental 

wellness, career and post-undergraduate goals, and other aspects of students’ lives. This 

emphasis on holistic wellness is instrumental in creating a humanized learning environment 

where students can experience a sense of mattering in the classroom (Museus, 2014). 
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Recognizing that these components can affect academic performance, faculty members 

demonstrating to students that they care about these aspects of their lives can significantly 

influence retention in a positive way. 

Finally, faculty members can co-create with students an environment conducive to 

students developing fictive kinship. These familial-like relationships (e.g. sisters or brothers) 

form among unrelated individuals with shared identities (Fordham, 1996). Findings from this 

study clearly indicate the positive outcomes of students building strong connections with each 

other, particularly in a course where collaboration is extremely important.  Having established 

these collaborative relationships, students “continue with time and work toward a goal that 

otherwise might be impossible without their reliance on one another" (Tierney & Venegas, 2006, 

p. 1692). AAAI instructors emphasized the importance of every member’s presence in the 

ensembles and encouraged students to be reliable in regard to knowing repertoire and 

choreography. Instructors implemented grade requirements, assignments, and other activities that 

reinforced peer-to-peer accountability among students. Because instructors placed students in 

situations that required them to be dependent upon each other (e.g. small group work in and 

outside of class), fictive kin connections were more easily cultivated. 

From arriving to class 45 minutes before it began each week to returning to an ensemble 

semester after semester, participants’ narratives clearly indicated that something about the AAAI 

classroom environment made a difference in the ways in which they approached their academics 

in addition to other aspects of their lives. For majority of the participants, their instructors’ 

pedagogical approaches and the connections they facilitated played significant roles in their 

desire to remain in the ensembles and, in some cases, at the university. Taking participants’ 
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accounts into consideration, faculty members can incorporate these strategies into their 

classrooms and see positive changes in student retention within their respective programs.  

Student Affairs Educators 

In addition to faculty members, some implications for student affairs practice exist. This 

research points to a need for reassessing diversity and inclusion in higher education. In 

particular, exploring the question of whether or not boundaries exist within the conceptualization 

and implementation of diversity and inclusion work and how they influence marginalized 

populations are extremely critical. Whether rhetoric, action, or a combination of both, colleges 

and universities are demonstrating commitments to creating diverse and inclusive environments 

for their students. While many efforts have seemingly good intentions, it is necessary to 

acknowledge how they influence the ways that marginalized populations perceive and 

experience them.  

Considering this study, some participants referred to themselves as “ambassadors” for the 

university as members of the AAAI, representing IU’s commitment to diversity and inclusion. 

Yet, they also expressed discomfort and a responsibility to educate others in a space that was 

essentially created for them. Although diversity and inclusion efforts have proven to be 

beneficial academically and socially (e.g. Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002; Hurtado, 

Clayton-Pederson, & Allen, 1998; Milem, 2003; Smith, 2015), participants’ references to 

occasional discomfort and having an opportunity to educate White students and others of 

different racial backgrounds about Black culture speak to the labor often associated with living in 

a Black body. Acknowledging the historical significance of Black people constantly making 

room for themselves in various facets of society including education, I challenge student affairs 

educators to seriously consider the labor that marginalized students may incur as a result of 
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diversity and inclusion initiatives and work to decrease or altogether alleviate those experiences. 

While acknowledging that Black people and culture are far from monolithic, one way that 

university leaders can actualize a commitment to facilitating Black student success on campus is 

by supporting Black student organizations. Tinto (1993) argued that Black students face a unique 

set of challenges when they enter predominately White campus environments where their social 

and cultural norms are incongruent with those of the majority group. To overcome these 

challenges, Black students often associate themselves with cultural student organizations. Harper 

and Quaye (2007) found that Black undergraduate students considered their student organization 

membership as platforms for identity expression and development. Black students value group 

membership within particular organizations including sororities and fraternities, academic honors 

groups, and political organizations because they help them “establish out-of-class connections 

with faculty, provide them opportunities to give back to other Black people, and allow them to 

feel comfortable by being around others perceived as like them” (Guiffrida, 2003, p. 307). These 

aspects of organizational involvement are necessary for retaining Black students and helping 

them persist to graduation.  

The AAAI ensembles are not student organizations, but the conditions under which Black 

students thrive in them are applicable to those environments. For example, fictive kinship that 

AAAI students cultivated with each other and their instructors can be achieved through 

membership into racial and ethnic student organizations. Fictive kinship facilitates the 

development of support networks that can benefit students academically, socially, and 

emotionally. In his study of African American and Asian American student organizational 

involvement, Museus (2008) found that these students look to race and ethnicity-based 

organizations for peer mentorship and support. Equally important to note from this study are the 
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conditions under which these support networks can form. Specifically, students create these 

networks in their respective organizations as a result of identifying cultural similarities among 

themselves as members based upon cultural experiences or norms (Museus, 2008). Thus, 

affiliating with groups in which they can easily identify others who share certain cultural norms 

and understanding is critical for Black students.  

Recognizing the integral role of affinity groups to Black students’ academic and social 

experiences on campus, university administrators must do a better job of supporting these 

organizations beyond naming them as official student organizations. Reflecting upon my own 

experiences advising and leading Black student organizations, leaders of these groups often 

struggle to obtain and maintain resources to adequately meet the needs of their membership. Yet, 

when they desire to recruit Black students and send a message that the university environment is 

for all, these organizations quickly become the institution’s “poster-child” for diversity and 

inclusion. This very surface-level support of Black student organizations results in mistrust of the 

institution and stifles Black students’ ability to connect with the broader university environment. 

Reflecting on the AAAI’s position on a predominately White campus, I encourage 

university leaders to really consider if and how multiculturalism can be detrimental to Black 

students and the ways that they navigate the institution. Whether intentional or not, the 

universalist nature of multiculturalism enacted on college campuses is often utilized to ignore 

larger systems of power that perpetuate racism and other forms of oppression that students may 

experience. Similar to the burden of inclusivity that aforementioned, multiculturalism runs the 

risk of compromising the sacred nature of race-based affinity spaces. Urciuoli (1999) posited that 

multiculturalism agendas implemented for university recruitment result in universities relying on 

their Black, Latinx, Asian, and Native American student populations to create a “multicultural 



 186 

imaginary” by making a concerted effort to “perform their culture to the institution at large” (p. 

293). The term perform in this context denotes a responsibility for students who identify as a 

member of one of the above groups (or essentially, a student who does not identify as White) to 

educate the broader university community on what it means to engage in their respective 

cultures. Supporting these students and creating space for them to freely engage in their cultural 

norms and traditions are important. Institutional leaders, however, must acknowledge their role 

and position in contributing to the labor associated with students having to perform their culture. 

AAAI 

 In addition to faculty and student affairs practitioners broadly, I have some 

recommendations for the AAAI based upon some participants’ sentiments that more Black 

students should be involved in the ensembles. Acknowledging the historical foundations of the 

Institute and the rationale behind its establishment, I recommend that administrators and faculty 

facilitate targeted recruitment efforts that result in having more Black students participate in the 

ensembles. These recruitment efforts can build upon some effective programs and partnerships 

that the AAAI has already implemented. For example, several participants in this study who 

were members of the IU Soul Revue had also been involved in Camp S.O.U.L. during the 

summer as high school students. The week-long experience not only exposes them to the IU 

campus and resources available to them should they choose IU, but they also work with 

counselors who are current students in the Soul Revue and faculty and administrators who are 

affiliated with the AAAI. Many students who participate in this summer experience identify as 

Black or African American and decide to pursue their undergraduate degrees at IU and audition 

for the Soul Revue.  
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 While providing opportunities for prospective students to come to campus and experience 

the ensembles within the collegiate environment is important, the AAAI could also broaden its 

outreach to other institutions and establishments to reach Black student artists. Professor Burnim 

mentioned that many Choral Ensemble students received their training in the church as 

musicians or ministers of music. Thus, visiting local churches in addition to state or national 

conferences that are affiliated with predominately Black congregations where many Black 

students get their start could foster interest in the AAAI. Recruitment efforts could also occur at 

historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) where many students are members of 

choirs, choral groups, dance teams, and marching bands.   

 As previously mentioned, most of the participants in this study as well as countless other 

students who are current members or alumni of AAAI ensembles credit the Groups Program for 

their pursuit of higher education at IU and their exposure to the AAAI during the summer prior 

to the start of the academic year. Expounding upon collaborative recruitment efforts with Groups 

and other offices and support programs on campus that cater to the needs of Black students can 

increase the number of Black students who participate in the ensembles once they arrive to IU.  

 Some study participants also expressed feelings of discomfort and a responsibility to 

educate non-Black ensemble members on Black culture. One participant shared that the IU Soul 

Revue should only include Black students due to students of other racial backgrounds not 

possessing certain aesthetic characteristics necessary for performing Black music. These 

sentiments are indicative of what happens when White students in particular enter predominately 

Black spaces at an institution. While not always intentional, White students tend to co-opt spaces 

that were not initially created for or by them, resulting in Black students feeling as if they cannot 

call the space their own or be fully authentic as some of the participants noted. In the findings 
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chapter, I shared some examples from AAAI directors of how they ensured that students and 

those who witnessed performances knew that the ensembles unapologetically operated from a 

Black framework. Professor Rosa honored the Black aesthetic within the Dance Company by 

requiring that the women get their hair braided for performances, which was a new experience 

for many of the White students in the Company. Professor Maultsby recalled the first time the IU 

Soul Revue performed in the IU Auditorium and her commitment to not “compromise the culture 

for their comfort”, referring to White people’s concerns regarding the audience’s reaction to the 

performance. I recommend that ensemble directors continue to have very transparent 

conversations with students, and with their audiences through performances, about the sacred 

nature of the AAAI space, both physically and performatively. Because the ensembles are open 

to students of any racial or ethnic background, I charge AAAI faculty and administrators to 

identify the boundaries and drawbacks of inclusion and multiculturalism that sometimes go 

unacknowledged and consistently make sure that the integrity and origin of the space is 

protected.  

AAAI faculty can continue to utilize their time with students to remind them of the 

historical foundations of the AAAI, why Herman Hudson thought it necessary to create the 

Institute, and faciltiate open dialogue around issues of privilege and how the presence of non-

Black bodies influence the ways in which Black students experience the ensembles.  

Implications for Future Research 

 

The initial impetus for conducting this research was my desire to draw attention to the 

seemingly unique experiences of Black students engaged in cultural arts education through the 

AAAI. After informal conversations with student ensemble members and witnessing firsthand 

how aspects of the classroom environment influenced them academically, culturally, and 
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personally, I knew that the university’s “best kept secret” (in the words of Professor Iris Rosa) 

deserved some attention. Although this dissertation focused on the relationship between cultural 

arts education and Black student identity affirmation, I am inclined to ask additional questions 

and offer other areas worthy of exploration both for the AAAI and for higher education broadly. 

AAAI  

 Findings from this study indicated that the presence of non-Black students in the 

ensembles influenced Black students’ experiences in some ways. Some participants voiced an 

appreciation for students of other racial and ethnic backgrounds joining the ensembles and 

perceived their involvement as a desire to honor Black culture and traditions. Others, however, 

mentioned feelings of discomfort as a result of sharing the space with non-Black students. 

Considering the racially diverse makeup of the ensembles currently and the fact that they have 

been diverse since their inception, an area of further research includes exploring how non-Black 

students experience the ensembles. I am particularly interested in what types of influences, both 

personal and institutional, compel students of other racial backgrounds to audition. Additionally, 

understanding how they experience the curriculum and navigate interactions with Black students, 

faculty, and staff are other areas of interest.  

 Next, this research warrants further study of how academic units can actively recruit and 

retain Black and other students of color on college campuses. Some participants mentioned that 

knowing that they could be involved with the AAAI at IU influenced their decision to pursue a 

degree at the institution while others credited the ensemble experience for their matriculation 

from year to year. This is especially interesting and worth nothing because the majority of the 

ensemble members are not music or dance majors. Additionally, no scholarship or financial 

support is associated with participating in the ensemble with the exception of the AAAI feeding 
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students into the Groups Program or the Hudson and Holland Scholars Program. Thus, utilizing 

the AAAI as an example, it is important to explore how academic classroom experiences 

influence student retention.  

 Finally, a large part of this dissertation research called for reflection and a reliance on 

institutional memory on the AAAI experience from participants, both students and ensemble 

directors. This research, however, was not a historical study but one that was focused on student 

identity affirmation. Considering the narratives that the founding directors provided, a clear next 

step for research would be to explore the history and foundations of the AAAI. As noted in 

chapter one, the AAAI has been the subject of two research projects prior to this dissertation, and 

each of those projects focused on an individual ensemble, the IU Soul Revue (Alexander, 2006) 

and the African American Dance Company (Dieter, 2017). Studying the AAAI’s rich history, 

particularly in relation to the birth of Black Studies at IU, would provide an opportunity to 

highlight Herman Hudson’s intentionality behind institutionalizing the arts as a part of the 

curriculum. Inclusion of the arts into this larger conversation around Black Studies speaks to the 

relevance, value, and sustainability of the discipline.  

Arts-Based Research in Higher Education 

 This dissertation supports a growing body of arts-based research that creates space for 

dialogue and curricular practices that challenge traditional and dominate discourses evident 

across a number of disciplines (Savin-Baden & Wimpenny, 2014). This dissertation research 

supports further exploration of what Neilsen (2001) coined as scholARTistry, which represents 

the hybrid practice of scholarship and artistry and merges tools used by the literary, visual, 

and/or performing arts with resources that educators and other social scientists use to explore the 

human condition. Neilsen (2005) identified three primary goals of scholARTistry: to make 



 191 

academic writing an area where virtuosity and clarity are valued, to make educational research 

an area where the arts are legitimate inquiry, and to infuse scholarship with the spirit of creative 

connection. The curricula with which students engage in the AAAI ensembles are the perfect 

example of scholARTistry. As mentioned in the introduction of this dissertation, the arts are 

often perceived as unnecessary and not taken seriously as part of curriculum. I challenge 

educators and others who engage in social science research to continue to make room for the arts 

in scholarship, not only to understand how arts engagement improves students’ academic skills, 

but also to explore ways that the arts can facilitate a cultural learning experience.   

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to highlight the ways that cultural arts education influences 

Black students’ identity affirmation. Unlike existing literature on arts education that focuses on 

K-12 classrooms and academic benefits, my research focuses on arts curricula in postsecondary 

classrooms and centers Black culture as a platform for helping Black students develop and affirm 

their identities. I hope that this work will make room for other inquiry that explores the 

intersections of curriculum, creativity, and the arts and the ways in which they can positively 

influence how Black students experience their respective campus environments.  

Participants in this study affiliated with the AAAI consistently shared that the experience 

did more for them than simply cultivate their artistic talent. For over four decades, the AAAI has 

been a transformative environment that helped students understand themselves and their cultural 

backgrounds. From the physical classroom to the repertoire and choreography used in 

performances, the AAAI has served as a space for Black students to seek and find validation in 

their individual and collective experiences as Black people. In addition to embracing that 
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validation and pride for Black culture in the classroom, students have the opportunity to express 

it on a public stage to audiences around the world.  

The AAAI illuminates Black intellectualism through the arts in ways that are unique and 

unheard of in a number of academic settings. Students’ narratives regarding how aspects of their 

AAAI experience affected them served as constant reminders of the necessity of such an entity 

on a predominately White campus. Student participants shared how the AAAI ensemble 

classroom was one of a few, or in some cases the only, classroom they occupied where Black 

culture was considered a valuable aspect of the learning experience, as opposed to an academic 

space where their Black culture was insignificant as evident through its invisibility in the 

curriculum. Recognizing the influence of their involvement in the AAAI ensembles on both 

student retention at the institution and their identity affirmation as Black people, it is imperative 

that the AAAI continue to exist at IU. Professor Raymond Wise, Choral Ensemble director, does 

not take for granted the opportunity to study, teach, and perform music from the Black 

perspective within the Institute. He stated: 

I've been doing this for over 20 years, at least at the academy... I've had to fight for years, 

just trying to say, let us do this music. So, to be able to have a place where you can focus 

on African American music in an academic setting and not be made to feel it's inferior to 

any other musical style is just worth it all. I literally have fought for 40 years…people 

were telling you, don't do that. You're wasting your time, you don't want to do this. Your 

music doesn't belong, or it's not good enough, or it's not good. So, we've got to fight to 

maintain that…for all those ones behind us who don't want to do the traditional things. 

There's got to be a place, and we've got to fight to maintain that, and continue this thing 

in the future.  
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In addition to acknowledging the importance of sustaining the Institute, this work led me 

to consider how it and other establishments such as Black Studies and Black student 

organizations were developed and have evolved over time. Specifically, I reflect upon how often 

Black students, faculty, and administrators cultivate their own spaces of cultural significance to 

engage in activities and programs that honor their histories and experiences as Black people. 

While these spaces are created for and by them, they are oftentimes co-inhabited by others who 

do not share similar cultural experiences. Regardless of who occupies the space, it is my hope 

that Black students reject the idea of “compromising the culture for their comfort”, as Professor 

Maultsby stated, and unapologetically project the beauty of the Black experience.  
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Table I 

Participant Information 

 

 

 

Psuedonym 

 

 

Hometown 

 

IU 

Classification 

at time of 

interview 

 

 

Ensemble(s) 

 

 

Major 

 

Number 

of 

semesters  

involved 

in AAAI 

Alvin Indianapolis, IN Sophomore AADC Contemporary 

Dance 

3 

Donnie Winston-Salem, 

NC 

Freshman AACE Arts Management 1 

Katherine Atlanta, GA 1st year 

Doctoral 

Student 

 

AADC 

Public Health 1 

Kierra Evansville, IN Senior AACE Community Health 6 

Marvin Indianapolis, IN Alum IU Soul 

Revue 

Telecommunications 9 

Pearl Merrilville, IN Alum AADC Health 

Administration 

9 

Richard Indianapolis, IN Master’s 

Student 

IU Soul 

Revue & 

AACE 

African American & 

African Diaspora 

Studies 

14 

Samuel Richmond, VA 1st year 

Doctoral 

Student 

 

AACE 

Vocal Performance 8 

Teena Gary, IN Senior IU Soul 

Revue 

Arts Management 8 

Helen Indianapolis, IN Freshman AACE Biology 1 

Whitney Indianapolis, IN Senior IU Soul 

Revue 

Social Studies 

Education 

6 

AADC – African American Dance Company 

AACE – African American Choral Ensemble 
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Appendix A: Request for Participation 

  

Hello (first name), 

 

I am writing to request your participation in a study that I am conducting on the African 

American Arts Institute (AAAI) at Indiana University. The purpose of the project is to 

understand how engagement in Black cultural arts education influences students’ identity 

development and affirmation. Through this research, I aim to demonstrate the importance of the 

performing arts for celebrating and affirming Black students’ cultural identities.  

 

If you are interested in participating in this project, you would meet with me for 60-90 minutes. 

The meeting would simply be a conversation regarding your experiences in the AAAI.  

 

Please reply to this email as soon as possible if you would like to participate.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Gloria L. Howell 

Doctoral Candidate 

Indiana University  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 213 

Appendix B 

Interview Protocols 

 

Students/Alumni 

1. Why did you choose to come to IU? 

 

2. What kinds of artistic experiences did you have prior to college? Why are those important 

to you? 

a. When did your interest in music and/or dance come about?  

b. What types of influences shaped your interests? 

 

3. What ensemble(s) do/did you participate in, and how long have you been/were you 

involved? 

a. If you were a part of the ensemble(s) for more than one semester, why did you 

continue? 

 

4. How did you hear about the AAAI? Why did you audition/join the ensemble? 

 

5. Recall your first day of class/rehearsal if you can. Did you have any expectations as to 

what class would be like? What was that first day like? 

 

6. What is your most memorable experience as a member of the ensemble? 

 

7. Tell me about a memorable class assignment you had to complete. What was your 

experience like completing the assignment? What did you learn from the assignment? 

 

8. How do you prepare for class or a performance? What are some things you do to ensure 

that you (and your peers) perform well? 

 

9. How do you reflect on things you’ve learned in class (e.g. songs, choreography, class 

discussions)? Can you give me an example? 

 

10. What are some characteristics of music and dance that draw you to them? 

a. How do these characteristics come to light for you during the time you spend in 

rehearsals or performances with the ensemble? 

 

11. How would you describe your experience in the ensemble to someone who isn’t familiar 

or may be thinking about joining? 

 

12. Do you talk about your experiences in rehearsals/performances to people outside of 

class? Family? Friends? How do they feel about you participating in the course? 

 

13. How did/has participation in an AAAI ensemble help/helped you to develop a better 

understanding of yourself? (i.e. who you are, your influences, and other dimensions of 

self) 

a. What specific aspects of your experience in the ensemble helped you develop a 
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better understanding of yourself? (e.g. racially, culturally, spiritually, 

academically). 

 

14. What identities (e.g., race, class, gender) and their intersections have been at the forefront 

of your mind while studying at IU? Why?  

a. Do any of these come to the forefront of your mind more than others when you’re 

in your ensemble classes/performances or interacting with other members of the 

ensemble? 

 

15. How did/has participation in an AAAI ensemble help/helped to affirm your Black 

identity? 

 

16. Recently, the ensembles have become more multi-racial and multi-ethnic in terms of its 

members. Do you think the presence of non-Black students in the ensembles affect your 

experience as a Black student enrolled in the course? If so, how? 

a. What’s it like to perform and learn about Black music and culture with non-Black 

students? 

b. How does the multi-racial/multi-ethnic makeup of the ensemble positively 

influence your overall experience? 

c. Are there any drawbacks to having a large number of non-Black students 

participating? 

d. Thinking about your response to a previous question (question #15), how is it that 

your participation in AAAI ensemble(s) continues to affirm your identity as a 

Black person while being a multi-racial/multi-ethnic space? 

 

17. Are there any aspects of the course that you would change? How and why?  

 

18. You receive course credit for participating in the ensemble just as you would any other 

course on campus. How does your “AAAI ensemble class” differ from other classes 

you’ve taken or currently enrolled in at IU? 

 

19. Did/Does your participation in an AAAI ensemble influence other aspects of your college 

experience here at IU? If so, how? 

 

20. What does the AAAI mean to Indiana University? Why is it important for the Institute to 

exist? 

 

Current and Former Ensemble Directors 

1. How did your interest in Black popular music/dance develop? What experiences, if any, 

did you have prior to you taking on your role in the AAAI influenced your decision to 

work with students enrolled in the ensemble courses? 

 

2. When did you become affiliated with the AAAI? What was your role(s)? 

 

3. What is your teaching philosophy?  
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4. Describe your experiences teaching students in the ensemble. How are the tenets you 

mentioned in the previous question put into practice when you’re in the classroom? 

 

5. What opportunities for reflection do you provide for your students at the end of class 

periods or perhaps during assignments?  

 

6. What challenges have you faced teaching in the ensembles? 

 

7. What do you enjoy most about teaching in the ensemble? 

 

8. How did personal aspects of your own identity (e.g. race, ethnicity, gender, cultural 

background) influence your teaching philosophy or the ways you operate in the 

classroom? 

 

9. How do you think students’ identities are affirmed through their participation in the 

ensemble? 

 

10. How has the AAAI evolved since its inception? (e.g. students, curriculum, institutional 

support). What aspects, if any, remain the same? 

 

11. What does the presence of the AAAI mean to Indiana University? 

 

12. How does an AAAI ensemble course differ from other courses offered on campus? 

 

13. What do you want students to remember about you as their instructor in the AAAI?  

a. What major takeaways do you want them to have once they leave the AAAI? 

 

14. Where do you see the Institute in the future? 

 

Founding Executive Director 

1. How did you secure your role as founding associate director of the AAAI? Did you work 

in another area at the university prior being associate director? 

 

2. The AAAI was established in the early 70s. What was the national and campus climate 

like when the Institute was formed? 

 

3. At the time of the Institute’s inception, several other support structures for Black students 

were in motion or coming into play (Black Studies Program, Black House/Culture 

Center/Office of African American Affairs). Did the development or presence of these 

entities affect the AAAI? If so, in what ways? 

 

a. Was there any collaboration among entities? What did those look like? 

  

4. What was it like working with Dr. Herman Hudson? How did you react when he told you 

about his vision for the AAAI? 
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5. As someone who saw the blueprint and helped create the foundation for the AAAI, what 

would you say is its purpose? Why was the Institute necessary for the IU campus and 

Bloomington community? 

 

6. How was your experience dealing with organization of the Institute (i.e. hiring ensemble 

directors, determining where rehearsals would be held, other logistics)?  

 

7. How did the university support/resist efforts to create the Institute? 

 

8. What challenges did you encounter as the Institute formed and during its early years? 

 

9. Over 40 years later, what does the AAAI mean to Indiana University? 

 

10. Where do you see the Institute going? What’s the future of the Institute? 
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Appendix C 

AAAI Historical Timeline 

 

*Current Mission of the AAAI 

To preserve and promote African American culture through performance, education, creative 

activity, research, and outreach. 

 

*Timeline of Key Historical Events 

1970 – Herman Hudson, Vice Chancellor for Afro-American Affairs, established the Department 

of Afro-American Studies. 

1971 – The IU Soul Revue is established with Portia Maultsby as founding director. 

1974 – The African American Dance Company is established with Iris Rosa as founding 

director. 

1974 – The Afro-American Arts Institute (AAAI) is established. 

1975 – The Afro-American Choral Ensemble is established in 1975 with Michael Gordon as 

founding director. 

1976 – The Afro-American Choral Ensemble performed as the chorus in the IU Jacobs School of 

Music production of Porgy and Bess under the leadership of then director, Mellonee Burnim. 

1977 – The IU Soul Revue’s single, “Music is Just a Party” is on Billboard’s First Time Around 

Top Single Picks list. 

1979 – Lillian Dunlap becomes Co-Director of the AAAI. 

1983 – James Mumford becomes director of the Choral Ensemble, serving in the role for 23 

years. He developed three vocal groups within the ensemble: Soul-ACE, Sojourner, and God’s 

Progress. 

1991 – Charles Sykes is appointed Executive Director of the AAAI. 

1993 – The first Potpourri of the Arts concert takes place at the IU Auditorium. 

1996 – The name of the Institute is changed from Afro- to African American Arts Institute, with 

names of the Dance Company and Choral Ensemble changing accordingly. 

1997 – Choral Ensemble and International Vocal Ensemble Premier Director James Mumford’s 

Sojourner Truth: Choral Portraits, conducted by Charles Sykes. 

2006 – Soul Revue opens for Godfather of Soul, James Brown, at the IU Auditorium. 

2015 – Dance Company travels to Jamaica where the group performs and then Director Iris Rosa 

led a master class 

2016 – Choral Ensemble goes on tour in Germany, under the leadership of current director 

Raymond Wise. 

2018 – Soul Revue opens for funk pioneer, Bootsy Collins, at the Cincinnati Music Festival 

under the leadership of current director, James Strong. 

2019 – Dance Company performs at the Bloomington Black y Brown Arts Festival, under the 

leadership of current director Baba Stafford.  

 

*Source: https://aaai.indiana.edu/about/aaai-history.html  

 

 

 

 

 

https://aaai.indiana.edu/about/aaai-history.html
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Appendix D 

Organizational Chart 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“OVPDEMA helps students, faculty, and staff take advantage of the many opportunities to learn about 

and celebrate diversity, equity, and multicultural affairs. Our office supports six cultural centers in 

programming, events, outreach, and advocacy. We also support the African American Arts Institute—the 

only organization of its kind in the nation—and encourage student and alumni organizations that value 

community and culture.”  

Office of the Vice President for Diversity, Equity, and Multicultural Affairs website 

https://diversity.iu.edu/cultural-involvement/index.html                                      

 

“Creative activity is highly valued in our department and our offerings. We recognize the importance of 

the performing arts, and develop opportunities for students to participate in three outstanding performing 

arts ensembles: the African American Dance Company, the African American Choral Ensemble, and the 

IU Soul Revue…”  

 

Department of African American and African Diaspora Studies website 

https://aaads.indiana.edu/research/index.html 

Office of the 

Vice President 

for Diversity, 

Equity, and 

Multicultural 

Affairs
African 

American  

Arts 

Institute

Department 

of African 

American 

and African 

Diaspora 

Studies

IU Soul 

Revue

African 

American  

Choral 

Ensemble

African 

American  

Dance 

Company

ADMINISTRATIVE 

ARM 
ACADEMIC 

ARM 

https://diversity.iu.edu/cultural-involvement/index.html
https://aaads.indiana.edu/research/index.html
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Appendix E 

2013-2017 Course Enrollment 

 

IU Soul Revue 

 

Semester Number of Students Enrolled 

Fall 2013 18 

Spring 2014 23 

Fall 2014 24 

Spring 2015 24 

Fall 2015 24 

Spring 2016 26 

Fall 2016 20 

Spring 2017 19 

 

African American Dance Company 

 

Semester Number of Students Enrolled 

Fall 2013 26 

Spring 2014 26 

Fall 2014 21 

Spring 2015 21 

Fall 2015 13 

Spring 2016 13 

Fall 2016 16 

Spring 2017 16 

 

African American Choral Ensemble 

 

Semester Number of Students Enrolled 

Fall 2013 32 

Spring 2014 34 

Fall 2014 32 

Spring 2015 30 

Fall 2015 21 

Spring 2016 27 

Fall 2016 20 

Spring 2017 20 



Appendix F 

“Columbus Ghost” 

Mutabaruka 

 

I am Christopher Columbus 

Just call me Cris 

I am de who did miss the land 

India 

I thought I’d discover 

That which was never 

How clever of me to see the land beyond 

I came to tame and claim 

In the name of Spain 

I am Cris 

Don’t dis my his-story 

I inspired Hawkins Livingston Musolini  

Botha Bush 

I exterminated  

perpetuated hatred 

against redmen yellowmen 

with blackmen I make no friend 

I attach Arawak cut off their head 

Wrote instead 

That the caribs ate them like bread 

I never told you before  

But my chief navigator was a MOOR. 

You know the moors 

They discovered Spain  

Those Blacks who came from the Afrikan terrain 

The idea that the world was round 

I got from these same Blacks  

In some little Spanish town 

Now you may ask what was Blacks doin’ there 

But they ruled us for over 700 years 

They made a great mistake then 

Instead of enslavin’ us they made us their friend 

Some survived stayed alive 

Fought the invasion European division English aggression 

The fight between Europe and European expansion 

I wrote your history for you did not tell you true 

Not all Blackmen came as slaves 

Listen you will know the truth in the waves 

That brought the ships 

Lips lie to keep intact 

Oppression of Black skin a sin 

A myth  
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I am Cris 

The church perch on the opportunity to spread 

The religion of the dead 

Through misconception the assumption 

That this world was new the wind blew us to save the earth 

From beast like men 

Friend I am not 

Blot out the spot 

That claim they are men like us 

I am Christopher Columbus 

I agave Europe power over all the earth 

500 years of youor blood sweat and tears 

Now you celebrate recreate your death 

Let the glasses touch with the blood of your  

Fathers and mothers 

Give a toast 

Host my arrival 

You’re dyin’ my survival 

The land is still mine 

The pope is still the divine 

Yes drink your own blood 

Call it wine 

Nothin in the pages of my history 

Will blot out your misery 

You shall celebrate my victory 

Your children praise me 

I am their only history 

I am Christopher Columbus 

I died but you made me alive 

Give me the sea once more 

Let me discover you again 

The stain my fathers’ sons rule 

Fool you celebrate my comin’ 

I will not go 

Not from your mind 

Restore me for all to see  

Keepers of life 

Shepherds of my people 

Lead them to the altar of lies  

Your ancestors’ cries will not be heard 

Word after word 

Pages of history written 

The victims are once more bitten 

1492 to you the beginnin’ of western world democracy 

1492 to me the beginnin’ of white supremacy  
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Appendix G 

“You’re the One” 

Dr. Raymond Wise 

 

You’re the one,  

Yes, you’re the one 

You’re the one whose called 

To make the difference 

With the world in such despair 

Someone needs to show they care 

And perhaps you have been chosen 

You’re the one (By the Lord) 

To make the difference 

So all across this land (cross this land) 

Just take a stand (take a stand) 

Don’t just turn away or stare 

Show somebody that you care 

Lend your hand 

Understand 

That perhaps you have been chosen 

You’re the one (you’re the one) 

I’m the one (I’m the one) 

We’re the ones (We’re the ones) 

To make the difference 
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