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Jaime Jacobsen  
Hi everyone. My name is Jaime Jacobsen, and I direct the Center for Science Communication at Colorado State University. We offer storytelling workshops to faculty across campus and to community members, and we are producing a new series which highlights the work of our faculty in the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our community, which is produced by our Center for Science Communication in collaboration with the Dean's Office at the College of Liberal Arts.

Katie Mitchell  
I'm Katie Mitchell. I'm one of the co-producers for the series, and I'm one of the host voices that you will be hearing throughout the show. 

Connor McHugh  
My name is Connor McHugh. I'm another one of the co-producers for the series and a secondary host along the way. 

John Lindsey
My name's John Lindsey. I'm an assistant professor of voice at the School of Music here at Colorado State University. I teach voice through a trauma-sensitive lens that's informed by student mental health. 

Mitchell  
This is such a fascinating approach to teaching voice. Would you explain a little bit of how you came to this space? 

Lindsey
Sure, I actually did my undergrad and voice here at CSU a very long time ago, and then went on and did a master's, and was fortunate enough to perform opera professionally for about a decade. And throughout the course of that work, I realized what an incredibly vulnerable thing it is to be one-on-one in a room with somebody, especially engaging in something like the singing process, which doesn't seem that difficult. We all sing in the car and in the shower. But when you get in to really work on it with somebody, and they say, “Okay, we're gonna talk about the way that your body functions. We're gonna talk about the emotions that come up for you with this piece. We're going to talk about the role of music in your life as a human being, and what that means to you,” that can touch on some really, really deep places for a person. And I realized that I had kind of been muscling my way through some of that for a very long time. 

So when I started teaching outside of academia about 10 years ago, I started trying to find ways to connect with students that felt secure, and that felt like they had agency in the situation, and that felt like we were a partnership in the room, not just me dictating to them what to do. Does that make sense?

Mitchell  
Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. I'm curious. Well, I want to confirm, when you talk about that hour time, that's the lesson, that one-hour lesson that they have, you have with a student, or you have with your instructor. And you're nodding yes, thank you. 

And so as you are building that trust connection with a student, to be vulnerable in that space, what does that look like, like in a very literal sense? What are you doing in that space to create the trust bond?

Lindsey 
The first thing that happens is that I listen a lot. I think that when we think about music and when we think about performing arts in particular, there are all kinds of skills that we're building related to performing. And those are half of the skill set. That's only half of the skill set. The whole other half of the skill set is listening. 

So I try to come into the space with a student, and greet them where they are, first and foremost, and then let them tell me about where they are. Let them explain what that means to them. I don't like to guess about where a student is. I like it if we can dialogue with one another, and it's never forced, it's never coerced. Vulnerability is not a requirement to be in the voice studio, but it's a kind of welcoming to them that is relentless. 

Mitchell  
I'm curious if you've received feedback from your students based on now working with you or other instructors using a trauma-sensitive approach, as compared to, to use your phrasing, muscling through in other settings. Have you, have you received feedback on this? Or what's the reception been?

Lindsey
I have. I've been really grateful that the students with whom I work with dialogue with me about the process, because having this kind of a framework can't be static. It's responsive. And it's not only responsive to every individual student, but it's responsive culturally, to the broader context of what's happening. So the students that I've gotten feedback from have, overall, said that it's one of the most meaningful experiences of music that they've ever had. Yeah. Which I feel very humbled by and very appreciative of, because I find that when we're trying to make art, when we're trying to find expression, when we're trying to find community and collaboration, if that's coerced, or if there are certain requirements for that to happen in terms of our dynamic and how we are with one another, that can be very, very difficult. And I made a career out of it. And it's doable, but it's hard.

Mitchell  
It sounds really hard, especially when you're expected to show up for this audience, this community, in this vulnerable state, but if you're not supported in that leading up to the performance, I would imagine that would be a very difficult task. And I'm curious, then, what this act of building almost a vulnerable resilience, it feels like, ahead of performance, or ahead of the larger community involvement in the art, what that looks like. Then, when we hit this final product of the end, the recital or the opera, in your case, what are the differences that are showing up? Then in the performance itself? 

Lindsey
That's a very good question. So every week, I meet with students, individually, one-on-one, and then once a week we all meet together as a studio so everybody who takes lessons with me meets as a community, and we share the same values when we're all in the room together that we share when we're in the room one-on-one. 

So in a lot of cases, people get up in a studio class, and it's what's called a master class setting, where somebody performs. The teacher gets up, they workshop it in front of everybody, and the student is expected to make changes in the moment. I've done a lot of master classes. I've proctored a lot of master classes. They can be a really difficult experience. It's very on the spot. So if somebody wants to do that and kind of get into the nitty gritty of things, we do that. 

But I also give them the choice of treating this as a lab performance, where they get up and they use their music, they get up and they say how they're feeling about the piece before they get going. They're allowed to name, “I feel really anxious. I don't feel as prepared on this as I would like to. I really need some support from you all as I get this on its feet. That would really help.” We've tried to create the same space of openness and authenticity in our work together that we do one-on-one, and I am so grateful to the group of students that I have, because I didn't know whether this approach was going to work. If I'm being totally honest, I thought I would maybe come in and it would flop, and people wouldn't be willing to be open with one another, but they've just turned into the most supportive, collegial, wonderful group of students, and I'm very proud every time I get to see them.

Mitchell  
I think that is something to be proud of, to see people step up to the challenge of owning where they're at and so consistently showing up, right, and doing the work of not only the voice work, but the emotional work that needs to go into being seen weekly, bi weekly, and by peers too, and that can feel so difficult at times. 

So we talk about the trauma sensitivity that goes on in the one-on-one meetings, and then how that translates to your larger group meetings? Which are you referring to as master classes? Or, since they're in a different organization, like a structure, do they count as a master class? 

Lindsey
I just call it a studio class. 

Mitchell
Studio class. So then we talk about the one-on-one, how the students then show up in studio class. But then, what does that translate to on the stage? What does that look like in the community involvement and showing up in vulnerable spaces there?

Lindsey
I think it gives the students a skill set again to kind of hook back around to listening deeply and authentically to one another. They translate that from the studio, the applied lesson studio, where we're one on one, to a studio class environment where they feel comfortable enough to do that, to, let's say, an opera production where there's an orchestra, dancers, a tech crew, a production crew, everybody else involved, and because they're able to see clearly and hear clearly in a way that feels open and real to them. It makes things happen much more smoothly. In general, even if they hit a snag, getting things up on a stage and presenting them to an audience, then the audience can, I kind of, feel into that authenticity that they've brought to the process, and I think that always seems like the product, right? The performance always seems like the product. 

One of the things that we often talk about is that products are just very small parts of a much larger process, and that the more they can translate this stance that we're trying to cultivate in our lessons, and in our studio class and in our productions, and in the way that we operate as a department as a whole, the more they can take that out of the doors of the building and into the world and dialogue with people who they don't have things in common with. If you could have seen me 20 years ago, I would look very, very different. I would not have any idea at all how to connect with people whom I disagree with had I not done this work in the arts. It's the thing that opened my mind and my heart to other people.

Mitchell  
Wow, if that's not a testament to the power of community and listening, then I don't know what is. And I'm curious if there was a an event for you, a switch, because you talk about this early career in the arts of again, using that phrase of muscling through and now here we are where you're using trauma-sensitive teaching and pedagogies to move your students forward outside of just the arts into their lives. Was there a moment for you where, or something switched, and you decided that you wanted to pursue this method?

Lindsey
I think it was COVID. I think one of the things that happened when everybody went through COVID was a degree of collective trauma that we're all still trying to bounce back from. But the other thing that I started to notice, and it's a little amazing to me that I didn't notice it beforehand because of how obvious it seems now, but I started to think about how the tools that we have for connection are actually the things that tend to pull us further apart in terms of social media, online presence, the ability to say what you think right as you think it. And I started to kind of think about information versus connection, because they're interrelated, but they're not the same thing. And what makes connection, and especially an authentic human connection, whether that's to someone else or to yourself? What makes that, and I think in the time that COVID was in full swing and we were locked down, I had a long time to think about that, so I think that was probably the pivot point for me.

Mitchell  
Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. Actually, that was a pivot point for many and your thoughts on the disconnection that was happening at the same time, even though we had more time than ever to sit around and digitally connect with one another, it led to great feelings of isolation for many. And and so what can we do to further the quality of the interactions? Is what I'm hearing, yes, yeah. 

And so now I'd like to take a second and see, are there things that are coming up from you that you're like, wow, okay, this has reminded me of x, or Jaime, as you've been listening, questions that are pressing, that you're curious about?

Jacobsen  
Well, I think in talking about the arts and the power it has to be able to listen to other people, especially those that we don't have connection with, I'm wondering, maybe even just from your own personal experience, how did you get to a place where you were able to really listen, and listen in this way?

Lindsey
Very close to the same time that my daughter was born, I received a CPTSD diagnosis – complex post traumatic stress disorder – and was was doing my own kind of work and and process through that, and was having to learn how to not only say what had happened in that situation and allow someone to listen to me, but allow myself to listen to what that meant in my own life. And then to kind of take that experience of being deeply listened to and really authentically heard into these moments where my daughter was totally overcome with emotion, I felt very, very able to relate to her in a way that I may not have been able to had I not been going through that process. 

From there, it started to translate into my work, not so much intentionally, but because of the fact that the arts bring us so close to very raw emotional states, I felt like I was able to kind of translate the work. And it started to mesh in between all of these different areas of my life. So, those factors stacking on top of one another are probably what led me to really value listening.

Mitchell  
Thank you for sharing that. I think, as we kind of hit our ending point here, I’d love hearing that within music, there are technical skills, but half of it is listening, and we spent a lot of this time on listening. Is there something you would like to say about music and the connection and community that can come through the sound of music, or the side that people associate with music a little bit more?

Lindsey
Sure. One of the classes that I teach here occasionally is MU100, music appreciation, which is a very large, an AUCC class here on campus. So I'll have anywhere between 125 and 250 students in the class, and essentially, from my point of view, that's the whole point of the class is: learning how to listen to music. We learn to listen first, and then throughout the course of the class, we learn how to verbalize and describe what we're hearing. But listening is the foundation, and it's just one of my favorite things that I get to teach here, because it's often folks who are not looking to go into a career in music. They're not super interested in pursuing this beyond just a very, sort of, basic level. Then every once in a while throughout the semester, I put a piece on and to watch the room kind of light up with so many different reactions is a pretty wonderful moment. 

So I think that there is something about music, and I'm a vocalist, so I have to use words the majority of the time. But music is a form of communication that doesn't necessarily need them, and it touches something in us that we don't actually need words for. And so seeing that happening, and then opening it up to the class after we listen to a piece of music, where I see that happen, and I say, “Tell me what you felt. I don't care what words you use, just tell me what you felt.” And to see that ping pong throughout the room, and to see people recognize, “Oh, you felt what I felt, oh, I felt what you felt.” To watch that in action is really wonderful, and that, I think, is one of the other ways that we find our way into community, is through this shared experience of being human and the things that we feel when something impacts us in such a profound way.

Mitchell  
Thank you. Thank you. I really appreciate your visualization of being in the class. I can see the students’ eyes lighting up, and the thoughts when they're suddenly asked, What did you feel? And oh, I have to verbalize that body experience I had, or the emotions that came up, and so I really appreciate that example. Thank you so much for your time and your thoughtfulness and your care in showing up today. So I really appreciate it.
Lindsey
Thanks for having me with you, Katie. It's a pleasure.

Jacobsen  
We're really proud of the work that's coming out of the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our lives, and we're excited to share it with you. Thank you so much for listening.
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