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EDITORIAL REVIEW: A STORY OF COMMUNITY/ACADEMIC COLLABORATIONS IN SOUND

From How to Play Your World to the CMST
Synth Club: A Story of Community/Academic
Collaborations in Sound

How to Play Your World et le Synth Club
de CMST : recits de projets collaboratifs
communauté/université en création sonore

Richard Marsella, Kurt Thumlert, Jason Nolan, Ofield Williams, & Heidi Chan

Abstract: Creative musical projects

and inclusive sound-making events

can emerge anywhere—around kitchen
sinks, through community noise parades,
or in sonic playgrounds designed to
encourage musical interaction with
resonant materials of all kinds—as
explored by Richard Marsella in his
book, How to Play Your World (20177).

In this same spirit of inclusive music
exploration, Community Music Schools
of Toronto (CMST), in collaboration with
the Responsive Ecologies Lab (RE/
Lab) at Toronto Metropolitan University
(TMU) and York University’s Helen
Carswell Community Engaged Research
in the Arts initiative, conceived of a
20283 sound-making summer camp for
faculty and students to explore modular
synthesis in a community-based setting.
The success of the program spawned

a drop-in Synth Club at CMST’s
Regent Park location and, in 2025,
CMST launched another Synth Club

at their Jane Finch location. This latter
CMST Synth Club experience revolved
around the BAMMSsynth semi-modular
synthesizer, which was created at the
RE/Lab as part of a wider community/
academic music initiative, BAMM
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(Building Access in Music Making). The
free, inclusive, and open-ended learning
environments afforded by CMST’s
Synth Club supports students of all
ages with the opportunity to explore
sounds and collaborate together using
various synthesizers. We have found that
modular synthesizers provide children
with unique pathways for learning with
and about the properties of sound,

the elements of music, and building
soundworks from the ground up in a
manner that does not privilege any one
cultural or aesthetic perspective. This
article documents the development

of the CMST Synth Club and how we
worked together to uncork the bottle
of possible music. We document the
possibilities of ongoing community/
academic collaborations, and further
community partnerships, using

the models and learning resources
developed through our work together.

Resumé: Dans son livre How to Play Your
World (2017), Richard Marsella souligne
que des projets musicaux créatifs et

des manifestations sonores inclusives
peuvent se produire n’importe ou : dans
une cuisine, un défilé communautaire

bruyant ou une aire de jeux sonores
concgue pour stimuler I'interaction
musicale en utilisant diverses matieres
résonnantes. Dans un méme esprit
d’exploration musicale inclusive, les
écoles de musique communautaires de
Toronto (CMST), en collaboration avec
le Responsive Ecologies Lab (RE/Lab)
de I’'Université métropolitaine de Toronto
(TMU) et la chaire Helen Carswell en
recherche communautaire sur les arts de
I’Université York, ont organisé en 2023
un camp estival consacré a la création
sonore. Le but était de permettre a la
communauté étudiante et professorale
d’explorer la synthese modulaire

dans un contexte communautaire.

Le succes du programme a mené a

la mise sur pied d’un premier Synth
Club, un club en libre acces situé dans
la succursale des CMST de Regent
Park, puis d’un deuxieme en 2025

dans celle de Jane Finch. Ce dernier
met a I’honneur le synthétiseur semi-
modulaire BAMMsynth, créé au RE/Lab
dans le cadre d’une initiative musicale
communautaire et universitaire plus large
du BAMM (Building Access in Music
Making). Le Synth Club de CMST est un
lieu d’apprentissage gratuit, inclusifs et



ouverts ce qui permet aux apprenants
de tous &ges d’explorer les sons et de
créer en groupe a l’'aide de synthétiseurs
modulaires. Nous avons constaté

que ces instruments sont un moyen
unique pour les enfants de découvrir

les propriétés du son, de se familiariser
avec les éléments musicaux et de créer
des ceuvres sonores a partir de rien,
sans privilégier aucune perspective
culturelle ou esthétique. Cet article décrit
I’évolution de le Synth Club et le travail
que nous avons accompli collectivement
pour ouvrir la voie a de nouvelles

facons de créer de la musique. Il
recense les possibilités de collaboration
communauté/université actuelles et
d’autres partenariats communautaires
qui mettent a profit les modéles et les
ressources pédagogiques élaborées
dans le cadre de notre projet.

Introduction: How to
Play Your World

ommunity Music Schools of

Toronto (CMST) have provided

free music lessons to children
and youth from Regent Park and Jane
Finch neighborhoods in Toronto for the
past 26 years. CMST has been home
to hundreds of children and has hosted
participatory events with professional
musicians such as the Sun Ra Arkestra
and, most recently, a 2025 Luminato
Festival concert, You're All in the Band,
which brought the entire school together
to perform on a single stage, at the same
time, at Toronto Metropolitan University
(TMU). This article brings together
CMST Executive Director Richard
Marsella, CMST faculty Ofield Williams,
York University’s Kurt Thumlert and
Heidi Chan, and Jason Nolan from the
Responsive Ecologies Lab (RE/Lab) at
TMU to collectively explore the trajectory

of our shared experiences that coalesced
between 2017 and the present, leading to
the development of the CMST Synth Club
and the creation of the BAMMSsynth.

Our story begins in 2017, when Richard
Marsella gave a workshop on his book,
How to Play Your World (HTPYW), at

the first international community music
conference in North America, hosted by
Laurier University. Marsella’s workshop
outlined diverse experiences, musical
ideas, and practices for working with
sound and everyday vibro-tactile
materials. This work ultimately brought
him to community music after decades
exploring alternative ways of thinking
about sound, music, and inclusive sonic
play. This “prep” work led to his doctoral
dissertation, The Musical Playground as a
Vehicle for Community Building (Marsella,
2021) and his current role as Executive
Director of Community Music Schools of
Toronto.

In early 2022, casual discussions began
between Marsella, Thumlert, and Nolan
at the RE/Lab to explore potential
collaborations based on the ideas
outlined in HTPYW and Thumlert and
Nolan’s ongoing work, including their
Music Educators Journal article, “Sound
Beginnings” (Thumlert et al., 2020), and
Nolan’s “Intrinsic Interest and the Missing
Modality of Sound.” We all immediately
hit it off and began collaborating and, as
it turned out, when we connected some
dots, we found we were already within
a common network of researchers and
friends committed to rethinking music
education, with an eye to inclusive
learning.

The points of departure and practices
presented in our respective publications
resonated with the folks at CMST,

especially as we were all seeking
dynamic and diverse pathways for
engaging musical worlds and creating the
conditions for genuinely life-long learning
opportunities. Most of us shared stories
about formal music education where,
while learning a music instrument, we
were also affected by a hidden curriculum
that quietly informed us we would never
be good enough (Jackson, 1968; Lubet,
2011)—though we all ultimately reclaimed
vital relationships with sound and music
in informal spaces and far-flung places.

Beyond that, what we all more or less
shared in common was the practice

of working with the raw materials of
sound making in various forms, and
then exploring the possibilities of music
from the ground up rather than the top
down. We wanted to ensure that our
approaches and relationships with sound-
making tools were culturally inclusive,
enabling young learners to determine
their own ways through sound and music
making that were not predetermined by
conventional cultural norms, pedagogical
forms, or ensemble relations. While
CMST offers many pathways for learning
musical instruments, creating, and
performing together, our collective work
at the RE/Lab was taking a sound-up,
material-centric turn, which was very
much in tune with inclusive community
music practice and community-led
research design. Further, everybody

on our team was and is supportive

of suspending certain Eurocentric
frameworks and “talent regimes” (Lubet,
2011; Thumlert et al., 2020) associated
with formal music education’s grounding
in aesthetic and performance ideals that
have been critiqued for being ableist and
exclusionary (bell et al., 2020).

MUSICIEN EDUCATEUR AU CANADA 15



EDITORIAL REVIEW: A STORY OF COMMUNITY/ACADEMIC COLLABORATIONS IN SOUND

We all began exploring sound with
modular synths in the RE/Lab, as they
were everywhere at the lab, and we
started working with various fabrication
tools learning to build synthesizer
modules from kits. Marsella would on
occasion end up in a corner of the lab
circuit-bending or soldering together

an electric Aeolian harp, while Nolan,
Thumlert, and Chan might be here or
there, soldering together synth modules
or exploring what and how they learned
through their inquiries and synth
practices. We documented our practices
and modes of inquiries, and we suggest
that modular synths, when used in open-
ended learning environments, might
challenge barriers and provide alternative
pathways to making sound and music
(Thumlert et al., 2023). This was another
tenet of community music shared by

all. The non-Western model afforded

by many aspects of modular synths is
also appealing. We all liked the fact that
synthesis had the potential to attract
different types of learners and foster a
culture of sound-based creation—through
experimentation, listening, improvising,
and responding.

What is a Modular Synthesizer?

A modular synthesizer is an electronic
musical instrument that is made up of
individual modules that perform specific
functions. Modules interact with each
other through the patching of cables that
connect the inputs and outputs of these
modules, and sound is manipulated either
by our real-time physical interaction with
the knobs, switches, faders, or other
touch interfaces on these modules, or by
sending control signals (voltages) from
one module to another, which can create
various kinds of automation beyond what
we can play with our hands.

One of the distinctive features of a
modular synthesizer is that we get

to decide every element of sound-
making by learning how to patch
these modules together in meaningful
and often surprising ways that reward
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experimentation and renew inquiry. Just
like the way we learn and play an acoustic
instrument, musical elements such as
pitch, dynamics, rhythm, and sound
colouring—and how these elements
dynamically relate to one another

over time—are the basis of creating/
composing music or designing sound and
soundscapes using analog synths.

With the support of York’s Helen Carswell
Engaged Research in the Arts initiative,
the first instruments we put together

for CMST were a collection of Eurorack
synthesizer modules, featuring RE/
Lab-based System80 oscillators and
filters (among other key modules like
amplifiers, sequencers, and rrhythm- and
sound-shaping modules). These modules
are patched together with cables. The
oscillators generate audio signals with
sine, triangle, sawtooth, and square
waveforms, each with its own harmonic
characteristics. The filter modules
increase or subtract harmonic content to
create unique timbres, and other modules
allow players to further modulate, shape,
colour, and amplify sounds and organize
pitches (create melodies, harmonies, or
counterpoint).

The best way to imagine how a modular
synth works is to analogically consider
the closest music making thing to us:

the human voice. To make a sound or
articulate a musical note, air from our
lungs moves (with varying degrees of
force) through our voice boxes causing
our vocal cords to vibrate, and we learn
to use our vocal cords to create different
pitches and timbres (that is, the frequency
and complexity of the sound waves we
project from our bodies). That’s basically
how an audio oscillator works: it uses
electrical (instead of muscular) force to
generate different waveforms, and we can
control the pitch by turning instrument
knobs or patching the oscillator to a
keyboard or sequencer, which enables
the player to change and organize pitches
over time. Returning to the voice, sound
waves move “up” through our throats

to our mouths and, again, we can use

the shape of our mouths, lips, tongues,
etc., to shape and modulate sound (e.g.,
vibrato), and articulate sharp staccato

or percussive sounds, or express legato
phrases or droning sounds. A modular
synthesizer does the same thing using
attack and decay controls in partnership
with amplifier controls. Now, consider the
overtone singer or throat singer, who use
the shapes of their mouth and nasal cavity
to simultaneously generate a pitch with
complex harmonics and/or overtones.
This is just like the effect achieved in
audio synthesis when a musician mixes
audio signals or uses the frequency cut-
off and resonance control of a filter to
increase harmonic content and resonant
“focus.” Now, if we cup our hands over
our mouths, we use our hands like a filter
to control harmonic content or roll off the
“highs” (like a trumpet player using a mute
to similar effects). If we then move our
hands back and forth over our mouths, we
can create filtering sweep and “wah-wah”
effects that, in synthesis, are achieved by
simply patching a cycling wave signal (fast
or slow) to the filter module to automate
that movement or continuously sweep
“up and down,” alternately adding and
subtracting harmonic content. Using a
rich audio signal with the filter, we can
generate everything from thick, rubbery
bass lines to the searing “squelches”
associated with acid house and other
electronic genres. Yet do not be fooled

by (electronic) genres, as modular synths
allow you to create sounds and music that
can transcend any system or genre form.

So, whether we are playing a copy of
the Divje Babe flute, a ~60,000-year-
old bone flute made by Neanderthals
(Turk & Bastiani, 2020), or the giant
Moog synthesizer system used by Keith
Emerson in the early 1970s, when it
comes to shaping sounds and making
music, we are working with the same
basic principles. We are just using
energies and materials to generate and
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organize noise while appreciating the
silence before, in between, and after. As
early electronic music composer and
educator, Allen Strange (2022), taught us
long ago when he wrote Electronic Music:
Systems, Techniques and Controls in

the early 70s, we can make music with
anything we choose to make music with
(Allen Strange’s book was republished by
Jason Nolan with the assistance of Heidi
Chan and others at the RE/Lab during
this period). Marsella and Strange are,

on that point, kindred spirits. And when

it comes to designing sound and making
music, “the electronic musician relates

to electronic instruments in precisely

the same manner [as the non-electronic
musician]. All are concerned with how
fast, how hard, and in what pattern [the
materials] are vibrating” (Strange, 2022,

p. 11).

Unlike traditional acoustic instruments,
whose timbres are largely determined by
their physical structure (body materials
like metal or wood; playing mechanisms
like keys, bows, picks, mallets, strings,
reeds, or mouthpieces), a modular synth
does not have those fixed properties, and
so we get to design pitch, volume, and
timbral changes entirely from “the ground
up” in open-ended ways. As Allen Strange
saw it, the synthesizer is best approached
as “a collection of possibilities” (Strange,
2022, p. 3) that are not limited by the
physical structures of any one instrument.
A modular synthesizer is unique in that

it affords opportunities for open-ended
inquiry, learning through improvisation,
listening and interacting, and finding
alternative musical “languages” and
(non)notational relationships (Marsella,
2017). Here, “modular synths invite
learners to build sound gestures from
scratch, and in culturally non-specific
ways, that is, in ways where inquiries

are not already mediated by normative
musical conventions or (digitally) encoded
categories of dominant musical cultures”
(Thumlert et al., 2023, p. 349).

With modular synths, there are multiple
pathways for approaching sound and
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music at one’s own pace, or as guided

by emergent curiosity. A student can
begin with a single sound gesture like a
drone and linger with modulating timbres
and harmonic textures; or they can start
with a looping sequence of pitches and
explore rhythm, melody, and harmony
using multiple audio voices; or they can
patch together a thick and complex
soundscape, or even generative music
using the random pitch “sample and hold”
function, to explore how the principles of
sound and the elements of music relate to
and express one another, relationally, over
time (see Thumlert et al., 2023).

Uncorking the Bottle
of Possible Music

While we are not against understanding
the rules of various musical systems

and genres, working with synths help us
to creatively explore the sonic basics,
perceive and make rules through
compositional play, and become adept
at testing the boundaries and colouring
outside of aesthetic lines, based on
peoples’ intrinsic interests and creative
purposes. In “Sound Beginnings” (2020),
Thumlert and Nolan suggest that we
need to provide responsive materials,
tools, and contexts “that challenge
learners to explore rule-bending systems
of melody, rhythm, harmony, timbre,
texture, dynamics, microtonality, and
ambient soundscape construction” (p.
3). Importantly, this rule-bending extends
to challenging the many exclusionary
and ableist norms in music education,
including goals of technical virtuosity and
“talent,” and notions of “giftedness” that
underwrite much formal Western music
education (Bolden, 2010; Gaztambide-
Fernandez et al. 2013; Lubet, 2011;
Schmidt, 2020).

Marsella (2017) cites one of his mentors,
Murray Schafer, to make this point clear,
on the way to uncorking the bottle of
possible music:

Unfortunately, in the Western world,
you know, there’s been this word

MUSIC which has been around now
for a long time, and it has gotten kind
of bottled up with certain kinds of
sounds. A certain historical collection
of sounds are considered music,

and other kinds of sounds outside

of those, are not music. (as cited in
Marsella, 2017, p. 19)

Expanding what counts as music,

too, has implications for enacting

the principles of DisCrit (Dis/ability
Critical Race Studies) as pedagogical
assumptions in institutions may come
with racist and ableist norms (Annamma
et al., 2013).

Marsella (2017) in turn charts a course to
help us hear those other kinds of sounds:

A lot of my work in music education to
date has been based on making the
weird feel normal. Whether it is with
The Parade of Noises, or connecting
the Sun Ra Arkestra to kids from
Regent Park, if you work at something
strange for long enough, it can begin
to feel comfortable. (p. 117)

As Marsella (2017) continues, getting
comfortable with the unusual can also
help us stay open to and appreciative

of difference and dissonance, which
guides him in “creat[ing] environments for
music making that are as accessible and
inclusive as possible” (p. 127). Synths are
just one way to consider the possibilities
for alternative pathways for sound-based
inquiry and learning. While you can patch
a traditional keyboard interface into a
modular synth, there are no shortage

of alternative, hackable interfaces
(consider the Theremin) that open up
different modes of tangible interaction
and physical, gestural expression. As the
RE/Lab team has pointed out elsewhere
(Thumlert et al., 2021), in a way that
resonates with Marsella’s own sound
philosophy, if modular synths “can help
us break music down to the elemental
properties of sound, perhaps they can
also help us attend to the elemental
materiality of our everyday listening and



music making environments,” and then re-
make them in more inclusive ways (p. 12).

Further, turning towards and attending
to the granular particulars of sound is
an essential move in an increasingly
mediated world where so many sounds,
and arrangements of sound, are pre-
fabricated for us, encoded in digital pre-
sets and “apps,” or made “executable”
through corporate Generative Al and
“song-writing” systems that, by doing
all the hard work of music learning and
music making for us, and by reproducing
the most threadbare of musical
conventions, undermine not only our
own learning but our own adventures in
sound.

Adventures in Synthtopia

Hence the genesis of our flagship Synth
Club at our Regent Park location just a
couple of years ago. In the summer of
2023, Kurt, Jason, and their research
colleague Heidi were awarded a grant
to develop workshops and learning
materials for CMST faculty to begin
introducing modular synths into our
learning spaces (see Figure 1 and Figure
2). It was an immediate hit, and faculty
and students latched onto it.

Figure 1
Heidi Chan at the 2023 CMST Jane Finch
Summer Music Camp with the Synths

Figure 2
Synths used at the 2023 CMST Jane
Finch Summer Music Camp

This relationship, funded by the 2023
York Carswell Research Chair, brought
the research team to CMST in a very
meaningful way, and also brought several
instructors from CMST (including future
Synth Club lead, Ofield Williams) to the
RE/Lab for modular synth workshops,
led by Heidi. The collective expertise

in modular synthesis paired nicely

with CMST faculty and staff to bring
together a pilot program that eventually
led us to launching our Synth Club in
Regent Park. As a community music
school, whose goal is to expand the
music room materially, aesthetically,

and pedagogically, with methods that
modulate traditional ensemble norms, the
idea of a Synth Club was appealing.

Seeing some of our students gravitate
towards the weird sounds they were
producing was an indicator that if we built
something truly modular and adaptable
at the school, using these synths, we
anticipated that students would enjoy

it. In these photos, we see our summer
pilot, where we developed the curriculum
with some of the seasoned CMST faculty
members.

The research team created videos on
how to use the instruments and created
sets of laminated patch cards that were
developed for the Eurorack systems that
were put together for our school as a
part of this grant. As an example of the
system and the cards, this photo shows
the R2D2 laminated patchmat (Figure

3), which is just one starting point for
learning synthesis principles and further
patching (see Figure 4 and Figure 5).

Figure 3

Example of a Laminated Patch Card for
Creating an R2D2 Patch Using Sample
and Hold Technique

Figure 4

Figure 5
Children at CMST Playing Modular Synths
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A student might get a patch going and
then others can instantly feed off of it,
add to it, or patch in a drum machine (we
included two System80 880 modules that
recreate the classic Roland 808 Rhythm
Composer environment), then record

on a digital audio workstation (DAW),

and so on. Often enough, a parent will
get involved and work alongside our
faculty, and it becomes a beautiful stew
of sound, noise, and musical ideas; or
players will improvise along with whatever
instruments are on hand. We kept the
model “drop in” as the community design
needs to be itself modular and invite
children and youth of all levels on their
journey. In the first year of delivering the
program in Regent Park, we had fully
committed students attend on a regular
weekly basis, and some dip in and out.
One parent told us their child was not
fitting in nicely at school, but the Synth
Club was hitting their core as a learner,
notably as a STEM-engaged practice that
school boards often seek to support.

Conclusion: Building Access
in Music Making

Often enough, in music classrooms
where one does not have the luxury of
leaving the gear setup all week, we need
to think of clever ways to make the most
of the hour-long lesson. In year one of
Synth Club, we found that too much
time was spent getting the systems set
up and pumping sound. Since then,

we have sorted out a way to have all

the instruments ready to go and, with

a flip of a switch (or three), get straight
to the music-making. This is all helping
tremendously with the engagement
factor of the program. The pilot year of
Synth Club in Regent Park was such a
success that we decided to launch a new
Synth Club at our Jane Finch location

in September 2025. With the support

of the RE/Lab and York University, this
program continues to thrive and grow
stronger with each week. In the interval
since our first Synth Club was born,

the BAMM (Building Access in Music
Making) network has formed across
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the country, and as part of this initiative,
the BAMMSynth was developed in
partnership with the RE/Lab team and
Thumlert’s YorkU research initiative,
Designing Sound Futures. BAMM stands
for Building Access in Music Making, an
initiative that our colleague Dr. adam bell
is spearheading at Western University,
which is pulling together an international
network of scholars, industry partners,
and community members with one goal
to in mind: to increase accessibility to
musical instruments and music learning
and performance, using a disability-led
and community-led research model.

The BAMMsynth (Figure 6) is now being
piloted at CMST Synth Club as we
write, and the instrument was in fact
designed to provide more immediate
sound output from the get-go. One

of the challenges of working with a
modular synth, as a newcomet, is simply
getting the thing to make noise. As you
can see from Figure 3, there are lots of
patch points and cables and mutual-
modifying relationships, which is both
the beauty of synthesis, but also the
intimidation factor. The goal in designing
the BAMMsynth was to get everything

from the first systems into one responsive

semi-modular instrument that allows for
immediate experimentation and play, as
shown below during our summer 2025
CMST faculty workshops (see Figure 7
and Figure 8).

Figure 6
BAMMsynth

Figure 7
CMST faculty and team members
learning to BAMMsynth

Figure 8
CMST faculty and team members
learning to BAMMsynth

Once powered up, the BAMMsynth
provides continuous sound and

feedback to invite interaction and reward
experimentation. Second, we created
internal signal routing so lots of patching
was not required to get going, while

still retaining dynamic opportunities for
exploring musical possibilities. We also
tried to follow the low-barrier/high ceiling
principle, that is, a low-threshold for being
able to make noise, and a high-ceiling for
exploring more complex aspects of the
practice, including Frequency Modulation
(FM) synthesis. The BAMMSsynth works as
a fully independent analog instrument but
can of course be patched with CMST’s



other Eurorack systems, or any external
module or controller that can send pitch
or other control voltages (e.g., from
sequencers, keyboards, capacitive touch
interfaces).

This new instrument was made with

the Synth Club in mind, and now the
instrument that developed out of the
lessons learned from our pilot program
is being manufactured at the RE/Lab

in conjunction with Designing Sound
Futures, with additional CMST curriculum
development support from York’s Helen
Carswell initiative (instructor Ofield
Williams has taken the lead in developing
video tutorials and Synth Club activities).
Ofield is now making videos at the RE/
Lab to support children’s take-home
play with the instruments, and the final
version of the synth includes safety-first
headphone jacks with a built-in reverb
circuit. We also hope to connect the
Synth Club with a wider community of
mentors, as Toronto is home to many
community-based electronic music
practitioners, including the Canadian
Electronic Music Ensemble and the
Frequency Freaks community.

The goal now is to work out fundraising
campaigns that will provide public access
to the BAMMSsynth to support ongoing
initiatives, and to enable the wider

synth community to donate affordable
instruments to community music schools
across Canada and beyond. As a team,
we hope to scale this model so that
other community music schools across
the country can build similar programs

or bring audio synthesis into classrooms
for transdisciplinary inquiry and learning
(Keown, 2024). For Marsella, who dreams
in sound, this is a dream come true, and
this pilot program has already exceeded
expectations, with Williams thinking
about how CMST offerings like music
production and beatmaking courses can
loop in the synths.

The BAMMSynth is just one connection
point between Community Music
Schools of Toronto (CMST) and the

wider Building Access in Music Making
(BAMM) network, and together our aim

is to support a culture of sound-based
creation that is process-oriented, open to
improvisation and experimentation, with
inclusive learning and artistic goals that
are defined by the community itself.
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