
UNDERGROUND HIP HOP ARTISTS AND 
SYSTEMIC BARRIERS IN THE 

CANADIAN MUSIC INDUSTRY 

LESSON OBJECTIVE(S): 
In this lesson, students will explore how systemic barriers in the Canadian music industry impact 
Black mainstream and underground Hip Hop artists. Students will also learn about ADVANCE - 
Canada’s Black Music Collective and the role the organization plays in advocating for social justice 
and helping to dismantle the systemic barriers for Black and other racialized groups in Canada.

English, Social Science, Dance, Visual Arts and Music-specific activities will enable students to 
identify and respond to systemic barriers in the Canadian Music Industry.

GRADE LEVEL: 
11 - 12
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LESSON CONTEXT
SYSTEMIC BARRIERS IN THE CANADIAN MUSIC 
INDUSTRY

Historically, musical genres derived from Black culture and 
Black artists have been underrepresented in the Canadian Music 
Industry. There are several systemic barriers that have contributed 
to this underrepresentation such as access to grant funding for 
recording and marketing singles, EPs and albums; adequate 
promotion on media platforms such as national radio, television 
and social media; and exposure to Black music in educational 
institutions. Black Hip Hop music and artists have experienced the 
negative impact of these systemic barriers. 

ADVANCE - CANADA’S BLACK MUSIC BUSINESS 
COLLECTIVE

Erected in 2018 and becoming an official not-for-profit 
organization in 2020, ADVANCE is Canada’s Black Music Business 
Collective. ADVANCE’s mission is “to help foster an environment 
within the Canadian music industry that improves, promotes, 
and better retains Black employees and partners” while its vision 
is to create “conditions for long-term success by addressing 
racial equality and inclusivity through three areas: Advocacy, 
Mentorship, and Community Outreach” (ADVANCE Music 
Canada). Since its inception, ADVANCE has played a vital role 
in holding federal, provincial and municipal grant organizations 
accountable so that Black artists can have the same access to 
funding to support their recording projects as non-Black artists. 
ADVANCE has also been instrumental in working with the 
Canadian Academy of Arts and Sciences (CARAS) to ensure that 
there is diversity and representation at the JUNO Awards, from the 
practices that impact how artists are nominated to the television 
broadcast show. ADVANCE presented the award for Rap Single of 
the Year at the 2022 JUNO Awards, one of most diverse ceremonies 
held in its 51-year history.

Photo: Kray Boul
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KEY VOCABULARY
Artists & Repertoire: the department 
in a record company that is responsible for 
finding new singers and bands and getting 
them to sign a contract with the company; 
also known as ‘A & R’

Advocate:   to support or argue for a cause 
or policy

Equity: justice according to natural law 
or right, specifically, freedom from bias or 
favoritism

Grant: a gift (such as land or money) 
bestowed to an individual or organization for 
a particular purpose

Infrastructure: the resources (such as 
personnel, buildings, equipment, or money) 
required for an activity

Licensing: the issuing of a grant by 
the holder of a copyright or patent (or its 
representative) to another of any of the 
rights embodied in the copyright or patent 
short of an assignment of all rights

Marketing: the process or technique of 
promoting, selling, and distributing a product 
or service

Performing Rights Organization: 
an organization that issues licenses to 
users of copyrighted music such as radio 
stations, event venues, and film companies, 
and distributes the royalties collected from 
those licenses to copyright owners such 
as songwriters, composers, arrangers and 
producers; also known as ‘PRO’

Public Relations: the business of giving 
the public information about a particular 
organization or person in order to create a 
good impression

Royalties: a sum of money that is paid 
to somebody who has written a book, piece 
of music, etc. each time that it is sold or 
performed

Systemic Barriers: involves policies, 
procedures, or practices that often unfairly 
discriminate and prevent individuals from 
participating fully in a situation.

Definitions from Merriam-Webster Online 
Dictionary and Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries 

FOUNDATIONAL 
ACTIVITIES
PRE-ACTIVITY

1. WATCH THE VIDEO (8:08)
About ADVANCE and the Canadian Music Industry

2. REVIEW KEY VOCABULARY (3:00) 
Review the Key Vocabulary List

3. DISCUSSION ACTIVITY (10:00)
As a class or in small groups, discuss the following 
questions and share responses

QUESTIONS
What new industry role(s) did you learn about from 
this video segment? 

(i.e., Public Relations, Marketing, Operations, Licensing, 
etc.)

What are your thoughts about the need for equity and 
the valuing of Black music and artists in the music 
industry? Have you noticed an underrepresentation 
of Black (Hip Hop) music in our society? If so, in what 
ways?

(i.e., I noticed that certain non-Black genres of music and 
artists are promoted more on the radio and on music award 
shows than Black genres and artists. Answers will vary)

https://www.merriam-webster.com/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/us/
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=avA5gHsp9ic
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KEY VOCABULARY
Colonialism: domination of a people or 
area by a foreign state or nation;  the practice 
of extending and maintaining a nation’s 
political and economic control over another 
people or area

Conscious (Social or Political): being 
aware of something; noticing something; 
having concern for some social or political 
cause

Intentional: done deliberately

Mainstream Artist: an artist who is 
usually signed to a major record label and 
whose music reaches a large audience 
through national and international radio 
airplay, performances at major concert 
venues, and placement in commercials, 
television shows and/or movies.

Media: the main ways that large 
numbers of people receive information and 
entertainment, that is television, radio, 
newspapers and the internet

Multifaceted: having many different 
aspects to be considered

Platform: a means or opportunity to 
communicate ideas or information to a group 
of people; having a high level of influence

Underground Artist: an artist who is 
usually signed to an independent record 
label or self produces and distributes their 
music; their music reaches a small, usually 
local audience through local radio airplay, 
performances at small local venues; they are 
considered to be not well known in the larger 
community or broader society

Definitions from Merriam-Webster Online 
Dictionary and Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries 

4. WATCH THE VIDEO (6:28)
Systemic Barriers and Black Hip Hop Artists

5. REVIEW KEY VOCABULARY (3:00) 
Review the Key Vocabulary List

6. DISCUSSION ACTIVITY (10:00)
As a class or in small groups, discuss the following 
questions and share responses

QUESTIONS
What new industry role(s) did you learn about from 
What did you find most interesting or surprising 
about the challenges Black Hip Hop artists face in the 
Canadian music industry?

(i.e., I did not know that Black Hip Hop artists have 
challenges booking events in certain venues. I did not 
know Black Hip Hop artists do not have access to as much 
funding as other artists/genres of music.)

What did you find most interesting or surprising about 
the differences between an Underground Hip Hop 
artist and a Mainstream Hip Hop artist?

(i.e. I did not realize that there are two types of 
Underground artists–by choice and by circumstance. I did 
not know that Underground Hip Hop artists focus more on 
political and social issues in their music than Mainstream 
Hip Hop artists.)

Photo: Joel Muniz

https://www.merriam-webster.com/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/us/
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=500
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=avA5gHsp9ic
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KEY VOCABULARY 1
Bottom-up: starting with details and then 
later moving on to more general principles; a 
bottom-up approach to tackling the problem; 
progressing upward from the lowest levels 
(as of a stratified organization or system)

Dismantle: to take apart a machine or 
structure so that it is in separate pieces

Funding Organizations: institutions or 
companies that raise and provide money for 
a particular purpose

Lived Experience: personal knowledge 
that you gain about the world and events 
from being directly involved in events, rather 
than from other people’s descriptions of 
them

Marginalized: individuals or groups 
prevented from participating fully in 
social, economic and political life because 
of a lack of access to rights, resources and 
opportunities

Music Industry: the people, 
organizations and activities involved in 
producing and distributing music

Social Justice: the fair distribution of 
wealth and opportunities within a society

Top-down: starting from or involving 
the people who have higher positions in an 
organizatioion

KEY VOCABULARY 2
Glamorizing: to make somebody/
something appear attractive or exciting, 
especially something that is actually bad

Provocative: intended to make people 
angry or upset; intended to make people 
argue about something

Romanticizing: to make something seem 
more attractive or interesting than it really is

Stereotype: a fixed idea or image that 
many people have of a particular type of 
person or thing, but which is often not true 
in reality and may cause hurt and offense

Definitions from Merriam-Webster Online 
Dictionary and Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries

7. WATCH THE VIDEO (3:31)
Dismantling Systemic Barriers for Black Canadian Hip 
Hop Artists

8. REVIEW KEY VOCABULARY (3:00) 
Review the Key Vocabulary List 1

9. DISCUSSION ACTIVITY (10:00)
As a class or in small groups, discuss the following 
questions and share responses

QUESTIONS
Of the many ways ADVANCE is working to dismantle 
the systemic barriers faced by Black Hip Hop artists in 
the Canada music industry, which action do you feel is 
most effective and why?

(i.e., Speaking to funding organizations so Hip Hop artists 
can get access to more grant money to record and market 
their project. This is most effective because having more 
Black Hip Hop recordings increases representation in the 
Canadian music industry. Answers will vary.)

How has ADVANCE’s work benefited other artists 
besides Black artists? 

(i.e., ADVANCE has reached out to other racialized and 
marginalized groups to understand how their music and 
artists also experience barriers so they can also advocate 
for these groups while advocating for Black artists and 
their music)

10. REVIEW KEY VOCABULARY (3:00) 
Review the Key Vocabulary List 2

https://www.merriam-webster.com/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/us/
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=876
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=876
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=avA5gHsp9ic
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DISCUSSION 
ACTIVITY
In small groups, review ONE of the following video segments and 
discuss the related question. Reflect on the pre-activity videos 
and discussions as well as the key vocabulary terms as needed. Be 
prepared to discuss your assigned video segment and share your 
group’s response to the related question with the class. Groups 
may create a slideshow presentation if desired.

Note: Educators can assign specific activities from the list 
provided or have groups select the activity of their choice.

1. WATCH ACTIVITY VIDEO 1 (4:40)
Discuss the following question:

How might Hip Hop music impact the music industry and 
society in general if mainstream Hip Hop artists had more 
freedom to address social and political issues through their 
music?

2. WATCH ACTIVITY VIDEO 2 (5:22)
Discuss the following question:

What examples of negative stereotypes and/or perspectives 
about the Black community have you experienced or 
observed in your life can be connected to the impact of 
mainstream Hip Hop music?

3. WATCH ACTIVITY VIDEO 3 (4:59)
Discuss the following question:

Do you think that the systemic barriers faced by Black Hip 
Hop artists in the Canadian music industry is a form of 
oppression? Explain your answer.

Photo: Colin Llyod

https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=1094
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=1378
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=1790
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4. WATCH ACTIVITY VIDEO 4 (8:13)
Discuss the following question:

What intentional steps can Black Hip Hop artists take to 
rise above the systemic barriers they face in the Canadian 
music industry?

5. WATCH ACTIVITY VIDEO 5 (1:47)
Discuss the following question:

How has ADVANCE been impactful in advocating for social 
justice in the Canadian music industry?

     Feel free to explore the ADVANCE Advocacy web page to                   
     assist you in responding to this question.

6. WATCH ACTIVITY VIDEO 6 (2:55)
Discuss the following question:

After reviewing the Breaking Down Racial Barriers 
Declaration to End Anti-Black Racism in the Canadian 
Music Industry (also see below), what might dismantling 
the systemic barriers faced by Black Canadian Hip Hop 
artists look like for:

• a radio station?

• a major recording label / company?

• a performance venue?

• The film industry (i.e., television commercials, television 
shows, movies)?

Photo: Denisse Leon

https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=2093
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=2590
https://www.advancemusic.org/advocacy
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=2703
https://www.advancemusic.org/advocacy/bdrb
https://www.advancemusic.org/advocacy/bdrb
https://www.advancemusic.org/advocacy/bdrb
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BREAKING DOWN RACIAL BARRIERS DECLARATION

To build an inclusive Canadian music and entertainment industry, 
it is critical to address the anti-Black racism that exists in the 
systems and working environments within which Black music 
professionals and creatives operate.

The eradication of anti-Black racism requires a commitment to 
anti-racism - an active, conscious and ongoing effort to work 
against racism: to acknowledge; to atone; to create mechanisms 
that dismantle systems that perpetuate racism, and to create 
actionable solutions with measurable outcomes.

Efforts will look different for solo entrepreneurs, small businesses, 
organizations, corporations, and government institutions. Thus, 
it is important to understand that an inability to execute all 
commitments listed herein, does not constitute failure. Rather, 
starting points for signatories will differ, with efforts progressing 
over time: start where you are, and work towards the goal.

Source: https://www.ADVANCEmusic.org/advocacy/bdrb

Photo: Wocin Tech Chat

https://www.advancemusic.org/advocacy/bdrb
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SUBJECT-RELATED 
ACTIVITIES
MUSIC
• Review the List of Inductees for the Canadian Music Hall of 
Fame. Review the biographies of each inductee and create a 
table to keep track of the main musical genre each inductee 
represents. Which music genre is most represented by inductees 
in the Canadian Music Hall of Fame? Which musical genre 
is least represented by inductees in the Canadian Music Hall 
of Fame? Which musical genre(s) is not represented at all by 
inductees in the Canadian Music Hall of Fame? Write a letter to 
the Canadian Music Hall of Fame outlining your observations and 
recommending steps to respond to your observations. (60:00 - 
120:00)

• Read the article/interview, “Black and Indigenous solidarity: an 
oral history of Maestro Fresh Wes’s ‘Nothing At All’”. Write a short 
journal reflection responding to the following questions: (60:00 - 
75:00)

• How does Maestro Fresh Wes’ experiences in his early 
career confirm what you have learned about the systemic 
barriers faced by Canadian Black Hip Hop artists, both from 
a mainstream and underground perspective? Give specific 
examples from his interview. 

• How is Maestro Fresh Wes an example of a mainstream Hip 
Hop artist who has been able to record and release socially 
conscious music? What challenges does he still face with his 
socially conscious recordings that are similar to the challenges 
faced by underground Hip Hop artists?

Maestro Fresh Wes. Photo: Still from 
Nothin’ At All, YouTube

https://canadianmusichalloffame.ca/inductees/
https://canadianmusichalloffame.ca/inductees/
https://canadiandimension.com/articles/view/black-and-indigenous-solidarity-an-oral-history-of-maestro-fresh-wess-nothing-at-all
https://canadiandimension.com/articles/view/black-and-indigenous-solidarity-an-oral-history-of-maestro-fresh-wess-nothing-at-all
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DRAMA
• In small groups, write, develop and perform a short skit depicting 
how Black Hip Hop artists face systemic barriers in the Canadian 
music industry. (60:00 - 120:00)

• In small groups, write, develop and perform a short skit depicting 
action taken by an organization (i.e., a radio station, record 
company, performance venue or film company) to dismantle the 
system barriers faced by Black Hip Hop artists in the Canadian 
music industry. (60:00 - 120:00)

ENGLISH
• In small groups or individually, have students write a short 
advocacy letter to an organization in the Canadian music industry 
(i.e., radio station, record label or film company). In your letter, 
clearly identify a systemic barrier(s) that the organization has 
set up for Black Canadian Hip Hop artists and recommend 
steps the organization can take to remove the barrier(s). Note: 
The organization can be a real-life company or a made up 
company. (60:00 - 120:00)

SOCIAL SCIENCE
• In small groups or individually, review the List of Inductees for 
the Canadian Music Hall of Fame. Identify how many Black artists 
have been inducted versus the total number of inductees. Identify 
the amount of time between when the first Black artist was 
inducted and the last Black artist was inducted into the Canadian 
Music Hall of Fame. In what ways does the Canadian Music Hall of 
Fame confirm systemic barriers for Black artists in the Canadian 
music industry? Write a letter to the Canadian Music Hall of Fame 
outlining your observations and recommending steps to respond 
to your observations. (60:00 - 120:00)

Oscar Peterson. Photo: Canadian 
Music Hall of Fame

https://canadianmusichalloffame.ca/inductees/
https://canadianmusichalloffame.ca/inductees/
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VISUAL ARTS
• Create a drawing or painting depicting how Black Hip Hop artists 
face systemic barriers in the Canadian music industry. (60:00 - 
120:00)

Create a drawing or painting depicting action taken by an 
organization (i.e., a radio station, record company, performance 
venue or film company) to dismantle the system barriers faced 
by Black Hip Hop artists in the Canadian music industry. (60:00 - 
120:00)

Painting of muscian. Photo: Sterling 
Lanier
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LESSON 
RESOURCES 
AND LINKS
PRE-ACTIVITY

About ADVANCE and the Canadian Music Industry

Systemic Barriers and Black Hip Hop Artists

Dismantling Systemic Barriers for Black Canadian Hip Hop Artists

DISCUSSION ACTIVITY
Activity Video 1

Activity Video 2

Activity Video 3

Activity Video 4

 Activity Video 5

ADVANCE Advocacy web page

MUSIC ACTIVITY
List of Inductees for the Canadian Music Hall of Fame

Black and Indigenous solidarity: an oral history of Maestro Fresh Wes’s ‘Nothing At 
All’

SOCIAL SCIENCE ACTIVITY
List of Inductees for the Canadian Music Hall of Fame

https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=500
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=876
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=1094
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=1378
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=1790
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=2093
https://youtu.be/dYjHi4MaEug?t=2590
https://www.advancemusic.org/advocacy
https://canadianmusichalloffame.ca/inductees/
https://canadiandimension.com/articles/view/black-and-indigenous-solidarity-an-oral-history-of-maestro-fresh-wess-nothing-at-all
https://canadiandimension.com/articles/view/black-and-indigenous-solidarity-an-oral-history-of-maestro-fresh-wess-nothing-at-all
https://canadianmusichalloffame.ca/inductees/

