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ABSTRACT 

Components for a Successful Band Program 

By Jonathan Corona 

 

 Running a successful band program demands strategies that increase enrollment and 

retention numbers. This research project takes 4 teachers’ experiences to extract insight and 

strategies on what can be implemented to have students join and remain in band classes.  The 

data extracted was used to build my band program in the first year of being the middle school’s 

band director.  
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION  

My Experiences with Music Educators 

Band in middle school was my initial driving force in my decision to becoming a lifelong 

musician. The middle school I attended had band as part of their curriculum electives and 

remember being nervous about the first day of that class. However, within one week of being 

part of the 6th grade music ensemble, I was hooked.  Many years later, I grew up to be a 

professional saxophonist and music educator as a result of my experiences attending band in 

school. My middle school band director at the time was the most influential teacher I ever had 

and often think of him when reflecting on where my music career is now with my performance 

experience and professional music degrees. Now, with my plan on becoming a licensed middle 

school music teacher, I feel like am carrying the torch he brightly lit for me all these years ago.  

My band director had a great sense of humor that made band class a fun experience. 

Reminiscing, I remember the days where he would poke fun at the band using his digital piano 

that sat in front of the class. It had a feature where it could play a variety of sound effects, 

ranging from ‘an audience applause’ to ‘laser beams.’ One time, he used the digital piano to 

mimic a student’s footsteps as they walked to their seat. As they sat down, he would quickly 

change the piano’s voice to play a fart noise so loud that it was impossible not to burst out 

laughing. This is one of many examples of how he made his band class fun and enticing to come 

to every day. He built his rapport by using light-hearted humor. As importantly, he was an 

effective teacher that presented his students with competent skills in understanding our 

instruments, reading music, and showing how to be a good member of the band. On top of that, 

he was a very talented jazz bass player and saxophonist, which set the foundation for my 
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obsession with jazz music and high-level improvisation. To my surprise, I later discovered that 

he was a graduate from a very reputable University where he received a full-ride scholarship to 

play bass in their jazz program. Coincidentally, I received a similar reward in going to a music 

school to study jazz saxophone.  At times he would jam on his bass before class started and it 

was very inspiring, making me more excited about learning music when I was a young student. 

My excitement for music carried on in high school where I participated in band class for all 4 

years of school. Eventually, I got into college with the intent to venture into music on a 

professional level. My undergraduate and graduate experience was where I had the realization of 

what I wanted to be with my career.  

The jazz director in my college deeply cared about his work and his students. Never in 

my life had I seen someone work so hard to run a music program like his, which included tasks 

like running an award-winning jazz big band, outreach to communities for recruitment, 

composing new big band repertoire constantly, administrating, coordinating a busy yet fulfilling 

calendar for the students, coordinating trips, and teaching a variety of music classes and lessons. 

Seeing and experiencing his great work ethic was exemplary to all the students in the program. 

Additionally, my saxophone instructor was another who set a great example to her students. She 

taught more than 30 students a week and still made time to perform publicly and create music 

content, such as albums and video recordings. As an aspiring musician myself, it was important 

to see teachers like her demonstrate a strong model for students that graduate from college. For 

the longest time, I wanted to be just like her and teach music at a university level, all while 

recording albums and gigging around town as I was doing.   

In general, the best educational experiences I had were of teachers that exemplified care 

and stellar work ethic inside and out of the classroom.  The people I have mentioned above were 
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all music teachers, but I fondly remember other teachers that exemplified these traits in other 

subject areas.  Students may find their spark in certain subjects much like how I have with music. 

Entering the sixth grade on my first day of school, my middle school band director did not know 

who I was and would not have any idea that a student like me would turn out to be a music lover 

and teacher like himself. It is much like a middle school science teacher not knowing that a 

student sitting in the back of the class could be a future bioengineer in a few years.  

What I see in Effective Music Teachers 

As music educators, it is important to have a strong grasp of the technical aspects of 

teaching music, which involves methods that implement strong fundamentals that have been 

standardized in today’s music world. Therefore, qualified music teacher candidates must have 

the capacity to demonstrate their knowledge in sight-reading, intonation, metronomic rhythm, 

and timbre on their specified instrument. It is an advantage for music teachers to be proficient 

musicians--to be strong reference models for students to listen to. They also must have extensive 

experience with performing in an array of settings. Through this experience, teachers have a 

deeper understanding of the value of music culture outside of school and the tools needed to be 

competent in it. Performance experience gives insight to prepare students to perform beyond 

school concert venues. The etiquette and competency needed to effectively be part of a musical 

ensemble all comes together as a common ground, which enables students to effectively work 

with other musicians in the professional world. These elements can often be found scripted in 

state learning standards. Enforcing these standards through strong modeling with a combination 

of effective teaching strategies will contribute to a successful band program, opening doors to 

student creativity, everlasting friendships, musical relationships, and career opportunities.  
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 In middle school band, I believe it starts with creating good behavioral habits and 

routines right from the start. This sets the structure and behavior precedent for the rest of the 

school year. For example, in beginning band during the time when students are still choosing 

instruments, it is a good idea to teach band expectations and go over the routines. Every building 

has a different looking band room with different levels of resources available, so it is best to plan 

what routines would best fit your demographic. Routines and expectations should be taught 

repetitively until the students have satisfied your criteria. The best music teachers I have known 

never under settle with expectations; they always reteach until the students get it right. This 

ideology also carries over with content teaching.  

Once students have their instruments, it is crucial to teach students about their 

instruments and caring for it. Instruments are often new objects to middle school students, so 

they have little knowledge with interacting with it. A good place to start is giving tutorials on 

how to properly set up their instruments. As mentioned previously, this needs to be repetitively 

taught until it meets your criteria. In the long run, this will minimize instrument issues which 

hinders a student’s experience with band. In addition to teaching general instrument care, 

teaching proper posture throughout rehearsal ensures attentiveness and proper air flow for wind-

driven instruments. Before students even learn their first note, this information preloads their 

behavior for attentiveness and optimizes them to produce a good tone. As a final point and 

example, it is important to teach the expectation and routine of being ready to play your 

instrument when asked. Etiquettes like these carry over to professional level bands, so it must be 

enforced in school band classes to promote success in professional opportunities. Part of my 

research project is going to cover more of these strategies learned from other band directors.  
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Once a band achieves a respectable level of good etiquette, band rehearsals become the driving 

force of student learning in music.  

Band is a Student Choice 

Band class is often an elective in K-12 schools, which means that band directors should 

prioritize recruitment and retention strategies to keep band operating with rapport. At times, it is 

effective to view band less as a disciplinary subject, but more of a social recreation that feeds off 

of achievement and socialness. Like a sport, there are students who join for the sake of its 

culture. With this being said, I believe the absolute most important aspect of being a band 

director is to create a culture where students feel excited about learning music so that they feel 

inspired to try hard in class and study it beyond the classroom setting. Doing so requires a 

teacher to be animated, knowledgeable, engaging, and organized in a fun yet professional way. 

The best band directors I have met were the ones that are passionate about what they do and have 

fun doing it. My mentor, for example, has an overwhelmingly successful middle school band 

program in his district. The bands under his direction have won numerous competitions and 

festivals. His secret lies not only in his quality of instructional content but his ability to relate to 

his students on a personal level and making his program fun yet rewarding. He has built his 

rapport through relationship building, performing opportunities, and making band class a 

desirable culture that people want to be part of. When you watch him teach, you see a reflection 

of what his students are: Excited to be part of the music community and excited to be great at 

what they do.  

Being a Resource 

Music teachers should be a library of resources because they can provide students the 

tools and opportunities to excel in their own musical aspirations. For Oregon-based band 
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directors, a great place to start is with the Oregon Music Educators Association (OMEA). OMEA 

provides numerous music scholarships, performance opportunities, festivals, general music 

resources, and conferences that link other Oregon music educators. It is a great resource for 

students and educators to further their professional careers and experiences. 

 I also believe it is important to develop relationships with other music educators around 

your area as many of them create their own festivals, music educational opportunities, and ideas. 

As an example, the local University jazz director here puts on a summer camp for middle school 

and high school students in the University’s music building. There, attendees go through three 

days of classes taught by talented performers and educators in the jazz field. Other examples 

include city jazz festivals which can often be found in schools across your state. Experiences like 

these peak a student’s interest and may spark a passion that will carry on until they end up doing 

it as a career. That is what happened to me.  

Differentiation  

Much like music, a student body is diverse, so it is important to be able to recognize this 

and adapt to each student’s personal aspirations and maintain equal opportunities and 

expectations for each student. For example, the reality is that not all students can afford to rent or 

own an instrument. As an educator of any content area, it is important to realize that people come 

to school from all sorts of socioeconomic backgrounds. I strongly believe that in band, the 

socioeconomic background of a student should never be a barrier between them wanting to learn 

music. Some of the most successful band directors that I know of are in title 1 districts, but 

because they take it upon themselves to not let this be a hindrance to music education 

accessibility, they still find success with enrollment and student learning.  
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Diversity also comes in the form of personalities, goals, learning, and many other traits. 

There are never two students alike, so developing a positive relationship with every student is an 

important step in their success so you can cater to their individual goals, strengths, and 

weaknesses.   

Getting Support 

I believe that much of the success of music programs come from having a supportive 

administration team and being vocal about the needs of your music program. Even if music 

teachers end up teaching in a building or district that shows very little support in music, an 

exemplary band director would make it their duty to do their very best in changing that dynamic. 

A mutual understanding between teacher and administration creates a higher potential for an 

exceptional music program. In addition, I believe that connecting with families is a key factor in 

getting support for a music program. Contacting parents/guardians on a regular basis builds 

rapport, trust, and effectiveness in building a band program. In my literature review, I will 

further discuss the importance of having parents on board with supporting your band program.  

As an example, a student may show promising talent on their instrument. With the trusting 

relationship you have with their parents, you can effectively tell them that you highly 

recommend private lessons to get the most out of their musical development. This is just one of 

many examples of why it is so important to connect with parents and guardians when you can. 

Parent-teacher relationships only help understand our students better and can give us leverage to 

providing accessibility and more meaningful and effective instruction to them.  

Closing Thoughts 

Because I believe that these are traits of a successful band teacher and program, I have 

read literature to help me understand what specific components dictate successful school music 
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programs. My goal as a developing teacher was to get a better grasp of knowing strategies to 

help support these components.   
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Chapter 2 

 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Since the start of my initial licensure program at Western Oregon University, I was 

offered to teach a jazz ensemble at a school in Oregon. The position was a mere .17 FTE 

(Fulltime Employment), though I eagerly accepted the position so I can get my foot in the door 

in the district I was hoping to work for once I obtained my initial license. The circumstances that 

led to hiring someone like me to do this was purely out of student and parent retaliation: the 

current band director at the time could not fit jazz band in their schedule, which typically met 

during 7am, or “zero period.” Before this director, the school’s jazz band was competitive and 

involved, so not including jazz band in the curriculum during the 2020 school year made students 

and parents/guardians upset.  The district also had a history of having outstanding jazz ensembles 

at the middle and high school levels, so not having a jazz band was a big deal to them. 

Because of this, a parent decided to reach out to the local music community through the 

local University, where I recently graduated with a Master’s in Jazz Performance. Soon after the 

parent’s inquiry, I received an email forwarded to me and a few other colleagues about pushing 

to get jazz reinstated at my school by offering to teach it in the morning. Not long after, I had 

been hired to teach my school’s zero-period jazz band on an emergency license.  

 Directing that band fueled my energy every morning, even if it met during an early 

morning “zero period.” However, right before our debut concert of the year, the school shut 

down due to the covid pandemic. Because of this, the general band director decided it would an 

appropriate time to resign from his position. As a result of his resignation, the district human 

resources coordinator called me and offered me the position. Since then, I have been running the 
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band program full-time since the beginning of the 2020-21 school year while going to graduate 

school full-time.  

I inherited a program that during a time of the COVID pandemic and everything went 

online. As a result, the music program had dwindling enrollment numbers from what it used to 

be. This all means that I have the challenge of beginning my first year of teaching building the 

program’s rapport from the ground up. Since I am now the band director for this school, I want 

to make sure that students retain interest in remaining in band, along with effectively recruiting 

incoming 6th graders. A goal for this project is to find out how I build rapport so I can influence 

students, families, and administration to let them know that band is a worthwhile commitment 

and get the fullest support possible. I will be conducting questionnaires to teachers that are part 

of established and renowned music programs in the State of Oregon. 

“Post-COVID” was always in the forefront of my mind, so my action research pertains to 

a post-COVID format. At the time of writing this, I and most teachers at my building have been 

fully vaccinated; The city has moved from extreme to moderate risk of contraction; students will 

be coming back to the building in limited numbers. Indications are clear that we are going back 

to normalcy, so I want to be ready to hit the ground running with positively influencing the 

school’s band program. As the new band director, I want to make sure to make my classes are as 

enticing as they can be so I can see improvement in enrollment numbers. In addition, I want to 

build the skills for effective teaching in music to make my ensembles perform exceptionally 

well. Students being part of a strong ensemble is the key to a memorable school band experience 

and the ultimate rapport builder.  
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Literature Review 

My purpose of the review of the research was to establish common traits I have seen in 

successful band programs and in readings and interviews from accredited scholars, music 

educators, and performers. In addition to resourcing readings, I turned to my own peers who 

have experience and success with their own award-winning music programs. I believe that there 

is strong merit in primary sources who have shown extraordinary success in their field. 

Specifically, I turned to local Oregon middle school band directors as that is the demographic I 

will be working with. In one portion of my literature review, I will be referencing band directors 

that I know. I believe it is important to extract knowledge from successful Oregonian band 

directors, of which written literature is limited.  

 From all of the written literature I have read, I came across recurring themes of which I 

will emphasize as the primary elements to run an effective band program. There are components 

such as management, differentiation, and unique culture building strategies that set the 

foundation of having a successful music program with an embedded culture where students 

thrive. So, for this literature review, my focus was to support and extend my found methods and 

ideologies that I believe structure a successful band culture, structure, and effective teaching 

strategies that enables and engages students to not only excel in music but to remain life-long 

musicians—a longer term goal that should be every music teacher’s priority. Retention is a key 

factor for this content area since it is an elective. Students choose whether or not to take part in 

their school music ensembles, so band teachers must have diligence in building a program that is 

effective, fun, and inclusive—a place where students will enroll and continue with music 

ensembles. There are must-have components to build one, and this literature review will extract 
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those methodologies from education scholars and experienced teachers to establish success in 

public school music programs.  

 I will also use this research to inform my understanding of how to meet the goals I have 

set to study and improve my own practice through this Action Research Project.  These goals are 

to; 1) Find reoccurring themes and methods that generate support, rapport, smooth operation, and 

interest in band programs; 2) Learn what teaching strategies prove to be successful in creating 

exceptional sounding ensembles. I will implement these learned strategies onto my own program 

at the school I teach in. Even if life leads me to teach at other schools, I wish to carry over these 

strategies to whichever school I teach at.  

The Roots to Building a Strong Program: Fighting for a Budget 

Building a strong program first starts with what resources are available. Funding is an 

important factor in establishing a successful music program. Without funding, there is limited 

access to things like school instruments, travel to festivals and competitions, and many more 

factors that can limit the needs of creating a great band experience for all students. Every school 

district and building vary in budgeting support for liberal arts programs, though the sad truth is 

that many schools often do not see the value of music education and are more often at risk of 

suffering serious budget cuts (Pergola, 2014, para. 3). This can go beyond district wide 

decisions—it can be the result of local and state government decisions that would rather allocate 

funds to other sectors. As music educators, it is our duty to combat this any way we can.  

Persuasive skills with administration are a useful tactic in increasing funding for fine arts 

programs. Slaton (2012) says that many people work against the idea of funding music programs 

simply because they believe that the money could be better used in other ways (p.34). An 

effective argumentized narrative is to correlate the relationship between music and general 
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academic performance. Church (2001), a world-recognized expert on childhood education, said 

“neurological research has found that the higher brain functions of abstract reasoning as well as 

spatial and temporal conceptualization are enhanced by music activities” (p. 50). Clearly, music 

has benefits to brain development, function and intelligence. Schellenberg (2011), a professor of 

Psychology and director of a Music and Cognition lab, conducted an experiment that involved 

two groups of students that were either musically trained or untrained. It was concluded that the 

students who were musically trained scored consistently higher in an IQ test than the students 

who were not musically trained (p. 185). Among this study, there is numerous other research that 

proves the benefits of music with academic performance—a worthy argumentative point that can 

be made with administrations to increase the value of music programs in schools.  

Another argument that can be made is through the topic of cultural value. In an article 

written by Shorner-Johnson (2013), the director of music education at Elizabethtown college, 

explains: 

While the challenges that all countries around the world face from an economic 

recession are immense, the world needs its culture and forms of creative expression as 

much during these times of plenty. The risk of losing culture and the unique 

expressiveness of human experiences is too great a peril to leave to the whims of markets 

and currency valuation (p. 55). 

Cultural value can be more of a subjective argument to fighting for funding, though can hold 

strong merit and push. It is, in fact, how the school I teach at got jazz band reinstated: Parents 

and students were upset about missing the cultural piece in my school’s curriculum, so as a 

result, a change was made to hire a third-party to reinstate that cultural piece.  
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Parent/Guardian Involvement 

 There is a familiar method of teaching music that has been followed by many devotees in 

the field of music education. Shinichi Suzuki, a Japanese violinist, is the founder of an 

internationally known music curriculum that is now called the Suzuki method, which heavily 

involves on the relationship between parent/guardian, teacher, and students. In fact, this 

curriculum is so well established as a form of music education that a quick Google search of 

“Suzuki Music” brings up local schools and academies that exclusively teach this method for 

young musicians. In summary, the Suzuki method applies the principles of language 

acquisition—a method named the “mother-tongue approach” where the ideas of parent 

responsibility, encouragement, repetitions are special features of the Suzuki approach (Suzuki 

Association of the Americas). 

 Like the Suzuki Method, it is generally well supported in research that parental 

involvement is attributed to positive academic outcomes, making no exception to music 

development. Parents who are generally not engaged in a high-level musical activity themselves 

but offer high levels of involvement result in flourishing music students (Davidson, 1996, p. 44).  

Because of this, music teachers need to actively connect with family and encourage support for 

the program and their child. Building rapport with parents can help glue a music program’s 

integrity, foster student growth, and build available resources. Through involvement, a music 

program can see support financially, culturally, and enrollment interest. Booster clubs, as an 

example of financial support, may amount to tens of thousands of dollars, and can drastically 

supplement music programing needs (Fermanich, 2011, p. 138).   

 

 



BAND PROGRAM COMPONENTS  15 

Recruitment and Retention 

The number of students enrolled in band classes directly contributes to a strong program 

(Bazan, Bayley, 2009, p.72). It is of paramount importance to have strategies in place to keep 

your music program running with a steady stream of participators. In an interview study 

conducted by Albert in 2006, a questionnaire was given to three qualified and successful music 

educators. One of the questions was: what strategies do the teachers employ to recruit students 

(p. 60)? From reading all three interviews, it is clear that the general theme to effectively recruit 

new students is to generate as much excitement as you can.  All three teachers took proactive 

actions in anticipating future students in the band program (p. 63). Furthermore, exposure was 

cited as a major element in the teacher’s recruiting strategies (p. 60). Exposure generates interest, 

though the incentive is not necessarily reliant on the music itself. One of the teachers explained 

that recruitment and retention have nothing to do with music—it has to do with the perception of 

the group and being part of something that is cool (p. 61). 

Effective Teaching: Classroom Management 

From my research, it became apparent that management is the underlying foundation 

from which you can build good teaching skills. Without a rooted system, assessment tools and 

data collection become an intangible part of teaching practices. Effective teaching is more than 

accumulating skills and strategies for your specific content area—it takes strong management 

decisions that are tied to your personal teaching beliefs (Larrivee, 2010, p. 293). As band director 

Rush (2006) said, once all your ducks are in a row, differentiated instruction--which ties into 

culture building--can become fully unanchored and arrive at the nirvana we call music-making 

and culture building (p.1).  
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Every aspect of teaching music comes into its most natural state when a reliable and 

efficient, organized system is in place because it limits stress (Scheib, 2003, p. 135). According 

to Scheib (2003), “Stress comes from the incongruences of the teacher’s expectations and beliefs 

versus what the system allows” (p.135). No matter what teaching philosophy a teacher may have, 

there must be strong organizational skills to back it up. Without any management in place, stress 

creeps into your teaching delivery and diminishes it (Scheib, 2003, p. 135). Inducing stress can 

negatively skew the focus and energy that a music class crucially needs for success. 

Differentiation, Diversity, and Inclusion 

As the famous Stevie Wonder (1976) said in his song Sir Duke, “Music is a world within 

itself with a language we all understand.” Music is universal for making people feel something, 

though people are diverse, which is why there are virtually unlimited musical genres and sub-

genres present those students may identify with. With this being said, an effective musical 

learning environment is differentiated to cater to every student’s unique attributes.  

Tomlinson (1999), a well-known researcher on the subject of differentiation, states, 

“Today’s middle and high school teachers have greater accountability for a more diverse 

population of students than ever before” (p. 5). This is even more true for today’s world; (at the 

time of writing this paper), 22 years have passed since this book was published. Differentiated 

instruction is student-centric where the priority lies on modifying content to fit all your students’ 

needs for effective learning. Tomlinson states the following: 

Quite simply, students in any learning context learn better when teachers persistently 

study their students as people, ascertain the proximity of their students to essential 

content goals, and use that knowledge to modify instruction in that support growth, 

motivation to learn, and efficiency of learning (pg. 35). 
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Differentiation recognizes that students are at different levels of readiness and process 

information differently (Standerfer, 2011, p.44). This ties to the diversity of what we typically 

see in a modern classroom. According to Tomlinson, it must be recognized that learners differ in 

background, experience, culture, language, gender, interests, confidence, and a host of other 

ways (p. 13). From the literature reviewed for this paper, there is overwhelming support for 

differentiated learning in all classroom settings, with no exception for music content teaching. 

Kelly (2002) states:  

This social perspective embraces music as a global human phenomenon serving multiple 

roles for individuals within diverse cultures. Due to the human need to perpetuate itself, 

music and music education always have been and always will be linked to humans 

through the need for cultural transmission (p. 47).  

According to Standerfer (2011), “If students are grouped for a specific purpose or are allowed to 

choose the most appealing task, they can process the new information or practice the new skill in 

a way that matches their skill level, interests, or preferred learning style” (p. 45). It is crucial to 

give students choices in learning. This can start from as early as a beginning band class where 

students are encouraged to try out instruments to see what would best suit them. Certain students 

will flourish on certain instruments due to family history, or maybe just like the way the 

instrument sounds. A band director that I know of offered an “instrument petting zoo” at the 

beginning of the year, where beginning band students are encouraged to try out instruments 

before they commit to one (personal communication, January 6, 2021).  Another example of 

providing choice can be found in music repertoire. As an example of this ideology, having a 

diverse music repertoire to pull from can benefit students to choose what music fits best with 
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their interest and skill level. More specific content-related strategies in lieu of differentiation will 

be mentioned later on in this review.  

Professional Development 

Even with expensive credentials from music education degree programs, there is no way 

these programs can meet the preparational needs of what a music teacher will encounter 

(Bowles, 2000, para. 3). Bowels conducted a study using a survey questionnaire of respondents 

that were teachers of band, orchestra, choir, choir, elementary general music, secondary general 

music, and private lesson instructors. The questionnaire asked to indicate preferences of the 

programming of more workshops intended for professional development when they were in their 

degree program. Overwhelmingly, the respondents answered with wanting a lot more 

opportunities involving music-related workshops and are willing to pay for it with university 

credit fees (para. 19). 

Through this research, it is clear that most educational degree programs do not prepare 

music teachers with enough content-related training. In a study conducted at the University of 

Michigan, Conway (2008) interviewed 13 “mid-career” teachers with 5-11 years of experience 

and “veteran” teachers that have been teaching for more than 16 years. The procedure consisted 

of extensive interviews with an overlying questionnaire being “tell me about what you believe to 

be the most powerful professional development experiences of your career” (p.10). The findings 

showed that teachers prioritized what Conway decoded as “informal interactions,” along with a 

secondary theme that went along with: “(a) the need to be proactive in finding appropriate 

professional development; (b) learning from others; and (c) broadening the definition of the 

meaning of the word ‘teacher’” (p. 12).  
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Through research in this subject, it is conclusive to say the least that music teachers must 

take ownership in developing skills and knowledge in their profession on their own. With this in 

mind, it leads to the importance of making strong relationships with peers that are in a similar 

field. Reaching out to other band directors in your district is an excellent starting place to seek 

out support. In addition, it is crucial to find the most development opportunities as you are able 

to attend.  Every state has its own music educators conference, which would be a great place to 

start.  

Modeling 

Modeling is more than just a strategy in teaching; it is embodied in our culture to 

illustrate life lessons (Brookhart, 2017, p. 79). At its most fundamental, modeling is simply 

learning by observation. Though as a culturally responsive music teacher, it means 

demonstrating an embodiment of the band culture you want to set for your students. When we 

teachers do not practice what they preach, “there is little reason for others to do what we 

advocate” (p. 79).  There is effectiveness found in teachers that immerse themselves in the 

culture of their students. Music teachers that can exemplify good musician skills will have the 

tools to teach students in ways to explaining cannot.  

Best Practices for Developing a Strong Ensemble: Band Room Structure and System 

Since my focus is teaching music at a middle school level, I will be mostly referring to 

literature that focuses on strategies that help with maintaining an effective ensemble class. 

American music programs at the middle school level implement ensembles as the set medium for 

music education, such as choir, band, and orchestra. Specifically, I will be focusing on 

instrumental ensembles since my position does not contain teaching any choirs are orchestras. 
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Along with written literature, this section will feature two Oregon-based music directors at a 

middle school level--both of which having renown band programs during their careers.  

In band, there is traditionally a differentiated system in place: chair placements. “First 

chair” students are often given the solos and the more difficult part, whereas second or third 

chair students are given easier parts to develop rudimentary skills (Standerfer, 2011, p. 44). In 

addition, the hierarchy of chairs also gives a healthy dose of competitive culture that extrinsically 

motivates students to excel and implements leadership opportunities. Playtests as an assessment 

with a clear rubric can indicate how to differentiate each student’s musical abilities so that you 

can give them a part that fits their level while still contributing to the arrangement harmony.  

 In band, most of the learning comes from rehearsals. Band directors spend a great deal of 

time preparing their ensembles for public performances such as school concerts and music 

festivals. According to some of the literature I have read, it is clear that during these rehearsals, 

directors have the greatest opportunity to engage students in learning about music (Blocher, 

Greenwood, Shellahamer, 1997, p. 457). Because of this, rehearsals must be productive and 

strongly lead by the director.  

In an informal conversation made with a long-time friend and experienced band director, 

I asked various questions about building the right band setting to maximize success in student’s 

music education. According to her, an important strategy to instill the mindset that your class is 

not your class—it is everyone’s class (2020). This itself builds rapport of mutual respect, a 

crucial element to start constructing a culturally responsive environment to your vision. In 

addition to building that rapport, you have to be able to be a role model of what you want to see 

happen in the band room.  
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Another conversation I had was involved with an award-winning band director. I had 

asked for examples of strategies he implements to structure his program. Brilliantly, he explained 

that as the class bell rings, he cues the percussionists to play the “Tardy Cadence,” which is a 

student-led activity that signals that class is beginning. If students are not in their seats ready to 

play by the end of the cadence, they are marked tardy. 

Integrating Technology 

At the time of writing this paper, I had been teaching as a middle school band director 

from the start of the 2020-21 school year in the midst of a global pandemic. COVID-19, also 

known as the coronavirus, has led all public schools to shut down brick-and-mortar teaching. As 

a result, schools across the United States were guided to teach remotely in a plan called 

“Comprehensive Distance Learning,” which is a thorough attempt to provide meaningful 

education in safe, distanced manner that would prevent contracting COVID-19. This of course 

required the use of technology and resulted in a speedy adjustment to teach exclusively using 

technology. In section 5c of Oregon’s Plan for Comprehensive Distance Learning (CDL), it lists 

required material to make CDL work: 

• To the extent possible, every student has a computing device capable of using 

digital learning software and accessing internet.  

• Every educator that is assigned to teach or support students online has a 

computing device capable of using digital learning software and accessing 

internet. 

• Every Device must be equipped with a filtering mechanism for compliance with 

the Children’s Internet Protection Act. 
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• Devices must be configured, with appropriate apps, and maintained b the 

school/district.  

In an article from the National Association for Music Education (NAME), Perry (2020) 

writes, “We should remember none of these technology strategies will ever supplant the 

important, person-to-person human interaction, connection, and collective creation that an 

ensemble class provides” (para. 2). While this is true, there are numerous online resources for 

creating and working on music that can prove to be effective and engaging. Even as these 

resources have proven to become necessary for distance learning, they can be used as an 

effective measure for in-person instruction as well. 

Regardless of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is without question that today’s student 

generation relies on technology in social, entertainment, and educational ways. It is an 

exaggeration to say the least that there is widespread availability for music-related technology 

resources (Comber, Hargreaves, and Colley, 1993). The implementation of music technology has 

the potential to enable any student to engage in creative and imaginative activities without the 

use of the traditional method of developing proficiency on an instrument (Comber, Hargreaves, 

and Colley, 1993). Software programs such as digital audio workstations and notation software 

can be implemented with the intent that the music field has vast opportunities that is not just 

limited to performing an instrument.  

    There are so many devices readily available nowadays that can help music students 

navigate in understanding music concepts. As an example, electronic devices like tuners could be 

helpful in performance-based teaching. It is without a doubt that visual tuners, a unit that 

displays whether you are in tune or not, can be helpful in the first step in correcting pitch 

(Griswold, 1988). Computer programs, devices, and phone applications could aid a classroom for 
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improved content learning. In distance learning, for example, I have been using Sibelius, a 

notation software, to right music on the spot for students to see. Even in a classroom setting, this 

can be utilized on a projector during rehearsal.   

Rhythm 

 I have spent a great deal of time practicing rhythm, especially during my time as a 

graduate student. As the leading tenor saxophonist for both the premiere big band and jazz 

combo, it was expected of me to have an accurate sense of rhythm. Metronomic rhythm displays 

discipline in technique, but more importantly, feel.  Any professional musicians know that 

rhythm trumps all other aspects of music. A bassist, for example, can have known every single 

blues lick in the book. But if they cannot hold a groove, the music will quickly stop sounding 

good. “The ways in which bodies synchronize to regular yet rhythmically complex beats are 

perhaps the most overt expressions of music-induced pleasure.” (Witek, Clarke, Wallentin, 

Kringelbach, Vuust, 2014, para. 1). The best way to teach rhythm is to use the Dalcroze method 

or a variation of it. 

 The Dalcroze method utilizes eurhythmics to have a deeper understanding of 

rhythm and music. The developer of this method was Emile Jaques Dalcroze, a Swiss music 

educator from the early 20th century. In his book “Rhythm, Music, and Education,” published in 

1921, he extensively argues a reform in music education—to stray away from secular tradition 

that has long been established in all musical activities throughout history. His proposition and 

research have led to the conclusion that incorporating the body in music education is effective 

and necessary for musical development.  

The ear perceives rhythms. By means of repeated daily exercise, sound memory may be 

acquired, sharpening and stimulating the critical faculties. This will enable the student to 
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compare the perception of rhythms withers their representation. If at this stage—working 

on the principle should precede perception and criticism—we compare the functions of 

the ear with those of the muscular system, we arrive at the conclusion that the first place I 

the order of elementary music training should be accorded to muscular system (Chapter 

4). 

As an active professional jazz saxophonist, I can attest to the importance of being able to 

feel rhythm to get the most out of executing it. In jazz, there are many syncopated rhythms, 

which are rhythms that reside on the “off” beat as opposed to “on” the beats. As an example of 

this, I have included a familiar melody, “Twinkle Little Star” in a normal, unsyncopated way and 

a syncopated way: 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

Notice how in the first line of figure 1, the melody is notated with rhythms that lie on the beat, 

whereas the second interpretation has many eighth rests and eight notes to offset many rhythms 

on the upbeats. The Harvard Dictionary of Music defines syncopation as a momentary 

contradiction of the prevailing meter or pulse (2003). Using the Dalcroze Method is an important 

technique in getting students to accurately feel the offbeats using their bodies to feel the strong 
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beats as a strong point of reference. To truly feel the more intricate syncopated rhythm, one must 

feel the underlying beat in the body. In a scenario where a teacher is teaching a school band, this 

can be as simple as telling students to tap their foot along the beat as they play their instruments.  

Not only does this result in more accurate rhythms, but it also rewards the student with 

familiarity and pleasure in feeling the beat. A study conducted in 2014 goes over the association 

between groove and desire to move the body. Conclusively, the study shows that there is success 

and pleasure when there is music paired with eurythmics (Wallentin, Kringelbach, Vuust, 2014). 

In regard to the syncopation example, the study states: 

Syncopation in music associated with groove could be seen as an invitation to the body to 

synchronize with the meter, the desire to move may be a response to this invitation and 

the pleasure a result of the fulfilled desire. (para 9). 

The use of eurythmics can also excel students to execute more complicated rhythmic tasks, such 

as hemiolas and mixed meters.  

Conclusive Thoughts 

From the literature I have read, I wanted to extract the components needed to have a 

meaningful and successful music program. Conclusively, the components were retention, 

recruitment numbers, and strong performing ensembles. In my action research project, I will be 

gaining insight of strategies that can help strongly build these components. Though, aside from the 

literature, I personally believe that it begins with the right teacher values: no matter how 

knowledgeable a teacher may be in their content area, or how organized they can be, their heart 

must be given to the students first. Caring about your students’ well-being and education leads a 

direct path of what dictates a “good” teacher. When all of these components fall in place alongside 

core teacher values, the unique attributes that make up your teaching style can flourish.  
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The next chapter describes the plan I made for studying how I would implement what I have 

learned from the research in relation to my research questions in my own teaching.  I will describe 

the data I decided to collect and the methods for this data collection.  
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Chapter 3 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 The methods of inquiry for this study focused on the principles and practices of action 

research, using self-study aligned with professional teaching standards, teacher artifacts, 

conversations, and observing teaching as a means of data collection.  I will begin with a review 

of action research principles to establish the foundation for this study’s method of inquiry. 

Second, I will review the choices and purposes of data collection that helped to highlight my 

instruction and means for searching for improvement. Third, I will detail my context for the 

study, methods of data collection protocols, maintaining credibility and trustworthiness of the 

data, and acknowledge my limitations as a researcher. Finally, I will present the procedures used 

for studying my practice, while providing data and analysis that speaks to adaptations and 

adjustments made to my instruction as I implemented this study.  

Through my research review, it is clear that the components to build a successful band 

program are correlated with positive student enrollment numbers, student retention, and 

exceptional performing ensembles. While the insight I gained from the literature was valuable 

knowledge and helped me understand effective teaching and band program building, much of the 

literature was from scholars that work at a university level or were exclusively part of a 

professional music association. There was limited literature from actual dedicated middle and 

high school band directors—and less so from the state of Oregon. Therefore, I will be reaching 

out to “veteran” middle school band teachers that have shown exemplary work in their fields. 

The prerequisite will be: 1) they are from the State of Oregon for demographic relevance to my 

own position; 2) They have been a band director for 5 years or longer, and 3) They have 

accolades to show proof of exceptional performing ensembles. The purpose of this study was to 
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inform myself and use these methods to help me develop a meritorious band program within the 

district of my current school of employment.  

Through my graduate experience at Western Oregon, it is clear that adhering to INTASC 

standards is what dictates a path to professional licensure and merit in the teaching field. I made 

sure that this project was aligned with these standards for teacher professional development. 

While all of the INTASC Standards are equally important, my research questions are focused on 

professional responsibility, of which standards #9 and #10 are in Professional Learning and 

Ethical Practices, and Leadership and Collaboration. 

Research Questions 

 My focus for this research was to find reoccurring themes and methods that generate 

support, rapport, smooth operation, and interest in Oregon-based band programs. I hope to 

implement some of the learned strategies to my own band program and note the methods that 

appear frequently through the different teachers I had conversations with.  Specifically, the 

research questions I had are: 

1.  What are the best strategies used to maintain or increase retention in music programs. 

Since band is commonly an elective subject, students have the choice to opt out of 

band during or after their school career. For many students, middle school is the 

gateway to learning how to play an instrument. Ultimately, my mission is for teaching 

middle school band to be an enriching part of students’ lives so that they continue 

with music.  

2. What teaching strategies are used to produce a great sounding ensemble? While 

enrollment and retention are key factors in measuring a band program’s success, it is 
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important to produce exceptional bands to build rapport, a strong outreach tool, and 

achievement accolades that create a more memorable band experience.  

INTASC Standards 

INTASC Standards define and support teaching effectiveness in a comprehensive and 

organized fashion. It is meant to be a resource that underlines ongoing teacher development. 

Overall, there are 10 standards which are categorized by these title headings: The Learner and 

Learning; Content; Instructional Practice; Professional Responsibility.  The standards are split up 

in the headings as follows: 

• The Learner and Learning 

o Standard #1: Learner Development 

▪ The teacher understands how learners grow and develop, recognizing that 

patterns of learning and development vary individually within and across 

the cognitive, linguistic, social, emotional, and physical areas, and designs 

and implements developmentally appropriate and challenging learning 

experiences.  

o Standard #2: Learning Differences 

▪ The teacher uses understanding of individual differences and diverse 

cultures and communities to ensure inclusive learning environments that 

enable each learner to meet high standards.  

o Standard #3: Learning Environments 

▪ The teacher works with others to create environments that support 

individual and collaborative learning, and that encourage positive social 

interaction, active engagement in learning, and self-motivation.  
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their connections, and to build skills to apply knowledge in meaningful 

ways.  

• Professional Responsibility 

o Standard #9: Professional Learning and Ethical Practice 

▪ The teacher engages in ongoing professional learning and uses evidence to 

continually evaluate his/her practice, particularly the effects of his/her 

choices and actions on others (learners, families, other professionals, and 

the community), and adapts practice to meet the needs of each learner.  

o Standard #10: Leadership and Collaboration 

• The teacher seeks appropriate leadership roles and opportunities to take responsibility for 

student learning, to collaborate with learners, families, colleagues, other school 

professionals, and community members to ensure learner growth and to advance the 

profession.  

Through my graduate experience at Western Oregon, it is clear that adhering to INTASC 

standards is what dictates a path to professional licensure and merit in the teaching field. I made 

sure that this project is aligned with these standards for teacher professional development. While 

all of the INTASC Standards are equally important, my research questions are focused on 

professional responsibility, of which standards #9 and #10 are in: Professional Learning and 

Ethical Practices, and Leadership and Collaboration. 

Methods and Procedures 

 Because my purpose was to describe my own teaching practice as well as how I use data 

to improve my own practice in line with the INTASC professional standards, it was important to 

choose a method that could account for both what the standards were and how I was paying 
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attention to my own practice through data collection to improve it. Accordingly, this study was 

designed as an action research study.   

 Since teaching music is very collaborative and many professional music teachers rely on 

one another for support, my methods for data gathering will include having conversations with 

experienced band directors. These conversations will be had with 4 accredited “veteran” teachers 

in the music field around the state of Oregon that have shown exemplary work in their fields. 

These teachers are also colleagues that I have always looked up to and whom which I constantly 

model from as a first-year band director. The prerequisite for the teachers I will be extracting 

data from will meet the following criteria: 1) they are from the State of Oregon for demographic 

relevance to my own position; 2) They have been a band director for five years or longer; 3) 

They have accolades to show proof of exceptional performing ensembles. To be focused, the 

conversations will be based on an open questionnaire to align with the research questions I 

implemented in this research project. This data collection can be viewed as question-and-answer 

interactions, though this enactment occurs regularly in my teaching practice and has been the 

most helpful resource in developing my teaching practices.  These questions will be as followed 

(but not limited to): 

▪ What strategies do you use to maintain or increase retention in your band program?  

▪ How do you make band an appealing elective? 

▪ What recruitment strategies do you implement to have steady or growing enrollment 

numbers? 

▪ What outreach opportunities do you provide?  

▪ How do you build rapport for yourself and for the band program itself? 
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▪ What teaching strategies have you found effective to develop exceptional performing 

ensembles? 

▪ How do you measure success in your band program? 

The reasoning behind creating this questionnaire is to gather insight on effective 

strategies to retain and recruit students, as well as teaching strategies that make a good sounding 

ensemble. I wish to take their strategies and implement them in my own program. Since COVID 

limited my practicum experience to an online format, I need to take it upon myself to prepare to 

build techniques to get students playing well and remain joining ensemble classes.  

 With this information gathered, I wish to inform my teaching to better my understanding 

of effective strategies to create a strong music program that sees rapport, high enrollment 

numbers, retention, and strong performing skills. Because I believe that these are traits of a 

successful band teacher and program, I have set the following goals to improve my own practice 

while I have been working toward my teaching license: to document and implement strategies to 

make band an appealing elective to incoming 6th graders; to document and implement strategies 

to maintain or increase retention for the students that are already in band; and to document and 

implement effective teaching strategies to produce great sounding ensembles and music students. 

The implementation of these strategies will be used to strongly communicate with my 

administrators about creating a strong schedule basis. In addition, I will be using what I learned 

to create a short-term calendar planner for what an ideal starting school year would look like for 

band. I believe these methods for my action research project will be valuable insight to my 

development of becoming an effective band director, due to the lack of literature available for 

my career field in my specific region.  
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The conversations will be transcribed into notes so that I can reference back on them for 

analysis and implementation for lesson planning. Through the use of the literature and this action 

research project, I believe I will be able to strongly defend my reasoning behind having these 

specific strategies in place. In addition, I wish to have the resource knowledge to name strategies 

that have been proven to be effective to build a strong band program. The next part of this 

project will be presenting my findings and using the data to further develop my own band 

program.  
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Chapter 4 

PRESENTATIONS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

 First of all, it was a pleasure and extremely insightful to have talked with these 

experienced band directors. While I have maintained a professional relationship with them 

throughout the years, I believe that this project formality created a gateway in forming life-long 

friendships with these wonderful and talented people. I see myself deeply connecting with them 

more throughout my teaching career. Talking to them made me feel proud to be in a community 

where there are other passionate band directors. 

Conversations with Other Band Directors  

 Altogether, there were 4 teachers I reached out to in getting support to answering the 

questions I had. To restate, the criteria I created for being a reliable a relevant primary source 

were that 1) they were from the State of Oregon for demographic relevance to my own position; 

2) they have been a band director for 5 years or longer; and 3) They have proof of having 

exceptional performing ensembles.  The following teachers met those criteria. 

The first teacher has been teaching in K-12 schools for over 30 years. Alongside being a 

long-time respected school music teacher, he is a strong jazz electric bass player and is an active 

performer to this day.  

The second teacher has been teaching for 14 years. He has shown incredible success and 

has one of the most reputable middle school band programs in the state of Oregon. His jazz band 

in particular has won numerous accolades and even recognition from jazz icons like saxophonist 

Branford Marsalis. During my undergrad, I will never forget the time when my university jazz 

ensemble took a trip to this school to perform. At one moment during the meetup, the band 

director had his students play us a song—a ballad. I was simply blown away and believe this was 
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the exact moment in my life where I was set on becoming a licensed music teacher—in hopes 

that I can stand in front of a young, talented band like that one day.  

The third teacher I reached out to is an accomplished high school teacher that has one of 

the most amazing and organized work ethics I have seen and shows constant involvement in 

music professional development. During her recent employment at her school, she quickly built 

up an amazing high school band program from what it was before. She is quickly becoming 

known as a renowned music educator in the State of Oregon.  

The last teacher I communicated with is a retired band director. To many of my 

colleagues and peers, he is deemed as “legendary” and is said to be responsible for building the 

beginnings of his former middle school’s band program to where it is today.  

Common Themes Between Candidates 

 There were many overlapping philosophies and strategies with each of the directors. 

Below, I will provide a table so that the similarities can easily be seen. The text in bold are 

responses that overlapped with 3 or all of the teachers. The responses that overlap between 2 

teachers are in regular text.  

 

 

Questions Asked   Responses 

What strategies do you use to maintain or 

increase retention in your band program?  

 

o Making it fun 

o Focusing on the 6th graders 

o Big picture planning  

o Not letting students fall 

behind.  
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How do you make band an appealing 

elective? 

 

o Implementing a lot of performing 

opportunities 

o Use of student leaders 

o Effective recruitment strategies 

o Being on top of student scheduling 

What recruitment strategies do you implement 

to have steady or growing enrollment 

numbers? 

 

o Performing to the feeder schools 

o Connecting with students  

o Getting parents onboard 

What outreach opportunities do you provide?  

 

o Many through the year 

o Festival participation 

o Trips that get students to travel  

How do you build rapport for yourself and for 

the band program itself? 

 

o Avoiding staying in the band room 

all year 

o Connecting with other teachers 

o Building personal connections to 

students 

What teaching strategies have you found 

effective to develop exceptional performing 

ensembles? 

 

o Being a great technician and having 

good general teaching practices  

o Be encouraging 

o Don’t give up on them 

o Showing students models of high level 

playing 
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How do you measure success in your band 

program? 

 

o Enrollment numbers 

o If students carry on with music  

 

Table 1 

 

The Importance of Beginning Band 

 Reflecting on the conversations and looking back at my notes, it is clear that beginning 

band is what carves a path to an overall successful band program for years to come. All teachers 

I spoke with highlighted the importance of beginning band, even including the one high school 

teacher I talked with. Setting the right precedent with incoming 6th graders seems to be a huge 

factor in students deciding whether or not to continue with band. As the last teacher I spoke with 

said in his closing thoughts, it is crucial to carefully plan out what the first few weeks of school 

will look like. For 6th graders, it would be wise to set the expectations while getting them excited 

to be in your class. As the high school teacher said in our conversation, band teachers need to sell 

students the idea that band is a worthwhile commitment. Teachers should heavily plan on what 

the year will look like, and include dates with enticing trips, performances, and opportunities. 

With band being an elective choice, much of the program’s success will correspond with 

enrollment numbers so it is necessary to frontload the class with future exciting plans in store.  

Scheduling 

 During my conversations with the 2nd teacher, he explained that nothing demolishes a 

band program more than a poorly implemented schedule. Ideally, schedules at the middle school 

level should include two electives for students to take during a trimester/semester of school. 

When schools only offer one elective, you lose a large percentage of potential music students to 
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the other elective classes offered. Giving students at least 2 electives to take increases the 

likelihood of students trying band when signing up for classes. As a scenario, let us say that the 

curriculum offers band, drawing techniques, and computer science as electives. If students are 

only allowed to choose one elective, the chance of them picking band would be 1/3. If students 

are allowed 2 electives, then the odds double to 2/3 chance. Instead of students choosing one 

elective over the other, students can have the option to diversify into various electives every 

trimester/semester.  

With this in mind, I had included myself in the master schedule meeting, where a 

collection of middle school teachers collaborates to build the upcoming year’s curriculum and 

student schedules. After reading literature and talking with other experienced band directors as 

part of my action research project, I made sure to voice my opinion about scheduling, and how it 

deeply affects music programs. Before the master schedule meeting, I spoke with my building 

principle and convinced her to implement at least 2 elective courses to students as it is great basis 

to build a strong music program. I even offered to teach choir—a course that has not been 

offered at my school in years—so that there would be enough elective classes for students to 

choose from.   

Below is the schedule that I took part in collaborating on. In the end, we successfully 

concluded to offer three electives to each student, which was a wonderful surprise. Below is a 

snippet of the schedule. Towards the bottom, you can see my teaching schedule. Historically, this 

school has employed music teachers on a .5 FTE, which negatively affected teacher retention. 

However, with a 1.0 FTE offering for a music teacher position, it makes the position a lot more 

enticing for teachers to stay long-term, making the music program a lot more stable and giving it 

room to develop.  
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Figure 2 

 

As seen in a section of the master schedule, each middle student will take 4 core classes and 3 

elective classes. I made sure that students had an opportunity to take both choir and band at the 

same time so that they would not have to choose between the two. This will not inhibit my 

potential enrollment numbers for band nor choir.  

Connecting With Students Prior to Elective Offerings 

 Another important factor that I learned from all the teacher conversations is the 

importance of connecting with students before their schedules are set up for the first term of 

school. Every director I spoke with recommended talking with your building’s admin to figure 

out when students choose their elective classes. Before this happens, I learned that it is crucial to 

connect with students so that you can make a personal connection with them, helping aid the 

interest in taking band with personal contact and general band advertisement.  
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Rapport 

 According to the conversations had, rapport is mostly built through being good at your 

job. As simple as it sounds, it means to have your program organized and consistent so that it can 

operate smoothly. It also means to be an active and responsive communicator with admin, 

students, and parents/guardians. So, in summary, the technical aspects of teaching and being part 

of a building team should be well taken care of in order for the program to shine and build 

rapport. This can include examples like having concert performance dates planned out and sent 

to students and parents well in advance, and having the venue space already reserved with 

admin.  

 Another specific rapport building according to the conversations had is to be seen beyond 

the band room. It is easy to remain in the band room, teach your classes, and leave. Though in 

order to build general rapport as an educator, it is important to build rapport with the staff you 

are working with. The last candidate mentioned that it would be a great idea to get in touch with 

other content teaches and see if you can perform for their class. Doing this example, along with 

connecting with other teachers as frequently as you can throughout the year, builds your 

reputation. Over the last few months of school, I have taken action in getting to know all of the 

staff that I work with. 

Building a Program Around Performances 

 Overwhelmingly, it seemed every teacher I spoke to strongly supported the notion of 

building the band calendar with various performance opportunities that go beyond just school 

concerts. It is important to outreach to other local venues and communities so that students get an 

enriching experience playing music for a variety of reasons. The second teacher that I spoke 

with, for example, sets up yearly trips depending on the ensemble. The 6th graders get 3 school 
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concerts and a “victory tour,” where they go to the feeding elementary schools and perform for 

them.  7th and 8th grade bands take numerous fun trips to music festivals, concerts, and 

performance opportunities. The more extravagant trips with the 7-8th graders entice 6th graders to 

remain in band.  

 Even though the trips should be dedicated to enriching students’ lives with music culture 

and opportunities, it is also important to think of them as social bonding trips. The last teacher I 

talked with mentioned that he gives students a chance to hang out during lunch by dropping them 

off somewhere fun like the mall, which the kids love. Students take these memories with them 

for the rest of their lives, so it is important to facilitate social bonding with your ensembles. 

Drafting a Calendar Using What I Learned 

 Since most of the teachers I spoke with stressed the importance of creating a calendar 

filled with performance opportunities, I asked my administration for a copy of next year’s district 

calendar so I can begin to draft a band calendar for the 2021-22 school year. 

 

Figure 3 
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Thinking about the area and familiarity with local festivals, venues, and conferences, I made a 

list of potential opportunities that I can implement in my band program.  From the conversations 

I had with the band directors, I had considered opportunities that popped up as examples from 

my question of “what recruitment strategies do you provide?”  The ones in bold are 

opportunities that I know will be part of the calendar as they are part of the district’s music 

teacher tradition:  

 

Oregon Music Educators Association Conference 

Attending Concerts 

District Band Festival 

School Jazz Festival 

Building Music Concerts 

End of Year District Celebration 

 
Table 2  

 

 

 

With these opportunities in mind, I drafted a calendar of events for the school I am currently 

employed in. With future revisions and collaborations with other teachers, the plan is for this 

calendar will be sent out to students and parents for the first week of school so that they can get 

excited for what’s to come.  The event calendar below has room to grow, but I believe this will 

be a great basis to start with.  
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Figure 4 

 

Closing Thoughts 

 With all of this in place, I believe I will have enough tools laid out to use for recruitment, 

retentions, and for the beginnings of an effective and enriching band program. As the last 

candidate said, “Really plan out for the first couple of weeks. A successful start is a big deal. 

Summer is going to go by, and eventually, you will find yourself in a room filled with students 

wanting to be in band to play music. You have to know what you are going to do.” With all of 

the knowledge I picked up from the conversations I had as part of this research project, I have no 

doubt that I will receive support from them whenever I ask for it. In the next section, I will self-

reflect on this project process and think of ways to further develop my understandings of what it 

takes to be a competent band director.    
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Chapter 5 

 

REFLECTION 

 This research project has given me the confidence to begin building my school’s music 

program. As a first-year band director during a pandemic, I had many questions about what my 

job entailed when students came back into the building to start rehearsing and playing music in a 

live setting again. After reading literature, talking to peers, and taking action with what I have 

learned, I feel ready to step into the field of music education with enthusiasm to create music and 

an enriching experience for students.   While a lot of this action research pertained to the 

planning of the upcoming year, I believe that this initial outline I created would be a great 

template for how the band program can be in the next 5 years or so.  

 To me, the conversations and connections I have made with the band directors were the 

best actions I took for insight and readying myself to run a successful running a middle school 

music program. There is information through conversations that cannot be extracted in the same 

way as from written literature. Books, studies, and articles gave me a great baseline of 

knowledge and ideas, though there is a special element in gaining knowledge from primary 

sources. The nature of talking to someone has allowed me to build real relationships which 

would aid me as I continue to build my band program.  

Subjectivity 

 Band programs can share many common duties and strategies among directors, though 

not all band programs are the same and neither are teachers. While I did find common themes 

between the successful teachers I talked with, it leaves me to wonder if there are any other 

strategies that can work but have not been implemented yet. Even thinking about the 4 band 

directors I talked with, it is apparent that all of them have vastly different personalities and ways 



BAND PROGRAM COMPONENTS  46 

of thinking. With this being said, the results I produced are not concrete standardized methods of 

running a successful program, but rather methods that have proven successful for these particular 

teachers. The beauty is that teaching is malleable and can be unique to one’s own philosophy. 

While the information I learned was useful, it is not to be used verbatim, but as a baseline of 

structure and inspiration.  

Calendar and Scheduling Changes 

 This action research project empowered me with the knowledge needed to get a schedule 

created that would benefit my band program. I am beyond thankful that this project was a big 

incentive for me to help create the school’s schedule and creating my own calendar of events. 

However, as I learned from working as a schoolteacher during a pandemic, plans can always 

change due to circumstances. The schedule made has already seen changes when first presented. 

In addition, the calendar of events can always conflict with something else. For example, in my 

district, we typically use the high school’s facilities to hold band concerts simply because the 

middle schools do not have a dedicated concert hall. That particular concert hall is always 

reserved for various reasons, so it would not be surprising if one or more of the dates I booked 

ends up being rescheduled.  

Implications and Future Goals 

 Conducting this action research, I learned that being a band director entails a great deal of 

event planning and coordination. While much of class time comes from teaching content and 

rehearsing the band, the true measure of a band program’s prosperity comes from creating an 

enriching experience that goes beyond rehearsing in class. Having an enriching band experience 

filled with performing and listening opportunities is what keeps students joining and remaining 

in band class, which ultimately dictates the success of the music program.  A band director 
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position demands the teacher to not only be a great conductor, musician, and manager, but to be 

a successful events coordinator that creates an enticing culture and music experience.  

 Thinking about my current and future position as a band director, this action research 

project has led me to think about the job differently. Before, I mainly thought about the 

conducting skills needed to rehearse a band effectively so that they can sound good, though 

being a band director is much more than that. It takes strong management skills and a little bit of 

creativity to come up with an experience that students will remember for the rest of their lives.  

Closing thoughts 

Overall, this project has empowered me as a developing music educator. I am already 

seeing the benefits from learning the insights I gathered from literature and had conversations, 

along with the actions I took utilizing that knowledge. Thinking about all the work I have done to 

better myself as a teacher through this medium, I am reassured and even more passionate to be 

part of a field that enriches the lives of students through music. I am also grateful to have learned 

about the components that gave success to the band programs other teachers have directed. Now, 

it is up to me to use this information to develop my own teaching in music. 
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Appendix 

Conversation Transcriptions 

Teacher #1 

 

30 years teaching music in public and private schools. My old middle school band director. 

 

 

What strategies do you use to maintain or increase retention in your band program?  

• Right person at the right school is important for retention.  

• Teach on the fly—teach in the moment and be yourself. 

• You have to make it fun—you can have all the knowledge in the world but make it fun. 

and have humor. Laugh with each other not at each other.  

• Make it a community—make it a social gathering. 

• Make contact with each kid and see kids how they are. 

• Make them buy into you. 

• Make them feel good about accomplishing things. 

 

What recruitment strategies do you implement to have steady or growing enrollment 

numbers? 

• First time he taught at he had 14 kids in band. 

• Good recruiting involves in the elementary schools.  

• Fall recruitment. 1st week of school have it be enticing  

• One thing that hurts band programs is scheduling.  

o Sports can really get in the way. Try not to have band last period.  

o Ideally have 2 electives  

o Accept that not every student wants to join band 

o Never give up on them 

o Good supportive admin that supports the arts 

o Sometimes you end up with admin that only care about state scores  

 

What outreach opportunities do you provide? 

 

• Being a performing arts subject, it is important to pick and choose performing 

opportunities.  

• District music festivals are really important. It gives students opportunities to hear other 

students.  

o Don’t aim for first place trophies—there are some directors that hand district 

music in the fall, so they kick everyone’s butt but they struggle at fundamentals 

and don’t know how to read. Not about the trophy! Match to what’s best for you 

and your kinds.  
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How do you build rapport? 

 

• It’s tough online and you will not build it during COVID.  

• Be yourself and use humor.  

• Don’t hide in the band room. Become friends with other teachers so you can build a 

rapport with them too.  

 

How do you make a good sounding band? 

 

• Have them LISTEN.  

• The band that plays in tune wins.  

• Fundamentals are huge. Breathing, air support, working on chorales, tone production, 

rhythm. 

• Reading is also huge.  

• Get students to where their ears are ON.  

• Play games 

o Ex. There’s a bomb in the room. You have 15 seconds to get in time with this 

person or the band blows up.  

• Encourage them to take chances  

 

How do you measure success? 

 

• The number of students staying in the program. 

• Are they good humans?   

• If they sound good and it feels good, they probably are good.  

• You just sort of know.  

• You don’t know who you are reaching and to who you are creating a spark with.  
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Teacher #2 

 

What strategies do you use to maintain or increase retention in your band program?  

 

• Planning/scheduling performances well. Having plentiful performing opportunities. It 

keeps things moving and not stagnant—creates a memorable experience.  

• Always have something to look forward to—like in 6th grade there is the victory tour 

which involves taking a field trip to the elementary schools they went to.  

• When taking trips, do fun things like taking the students to the mall for lunch 

• 7th graders get out of school for a couple of days for a band/choir showdown—

competitive sport. Feed them pizza, etc. 

• 8th graders go to the coast and perform at a festival and spend some time at the beach. 

• Advertising all these fun activities.  

• Fake blue man-groups auditions.  

• Jazz band goes to Belleview Seattle.  

• Number one student quits band is that they fall behind. You got to help them get on 

top of their skill sets.  

• Having a good program—everyone wants to be on the winning team. Why did you go to 

UO?  

• Get kids playing the instrument they want to play. 

▪ Having a SOLID ROUTINE for choosing their instrument choice.  

▪ it has to be a lot of fun.  

▪  

How do you make band an appealing elective? 

 

• Start recruiting as early as kindergarten.  

o Bring bands over to the kindergarten. Start young.  

o Have lots of audience participation when performing for potential students.  

• Recruiting is driven by the students. BRING students to recruit. Do not rely on yourself 

for recruitment.  

▪ Sending letters home to talk about band.  

o Have a recruitment pamphlet.  

▪ Families.  

o One of the biggest things you can do is connecting with families to get them 

onboard with your band program.  

 

What recruitment strategies do you implement to have steady or growing enrollment 

numbers?  

o People join band because of word of mouth through family members.  

o Start early to put a bug in their ear.  

 

What outreach opportunities do you provide?  

o Does a TON with performance—teach them that music is a gift you can share.  

▪ Example-Memorial Day trip to the cemetery. Learn stars and stripes 

forever.  

o Give back to the community.  
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▪ As an example, students are taken to perform songs like the Star-Spangled 

Banner at the Eugene Cemetery. They learn that Memorial Day is not just 

a day off of school. They understand what it is after an event like that.  

▪ Meaningful opportunities—not just playing in different places. Play for 

different meanings.  

▪ Retirement home playing opportunities.  

 

How do you build rapport for yourself and for the band program itself? 

o Learn people’s names. Go to student’s sporting events and support them.  

o Classroom management and routine.  

▪ Being 10 steps ahead of everyone at a given time.  

o Being a good leader.  

▪ Kids like order and routine. Having your ducks in a row with build you 

rapport.  

o Keeping everything organized.  

o Consistency.  

o Being a good communicator.  

o Having clear commination and having stern expectations.  

o Being on the same page with other teachers and respecting them.  

o Be kind, patient, organized, timely---professionalism.  

 

What teaching strategies have you found effective to develop exceptional performing 

ensembles? 

o One that is missed often is the incorporation of sound models.  

▪ How do we do this for beginners?  

• Bringing in models that are close to their skill level. Having, for 

example, Dave Bender (local trumpet player) come in and just play 

a “C” or having someone play in the section with them.  

o Have students be models—learning from peers. Student leadership is a big part of 

this. Facilitating that as much as you can. 

o Set the bar by showcasing the top bands.  

o Having general good teaching practicing. Teaching embouchure, posture, etc.  

o Getting as many private lessons recommended to students as you can. 

o Teaching parents what good practicing looks like. Telling them what materials 

they need so kids don’t end up reading music on their beds, for example.  

o Teach, reteach, reteach, reteach.  

▪ Be okay with them not getting it right away. Just reteach it until they get it 

and will get there. Don’t admit defeat.  

o Don’t give up on them.  

 

How do you measure success in your band program? 

o If they get a solid start, music will be forever important to them.  
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Teacher #3 

High School Band Director 

 

What strategies do you use to maintain or increase retention in your band program?  

• 6-8th issue. Look at it in as a whole-band perspective.  

• Knowing how they are as a student body before they come into high school.   

• Put all students onto a spreadsheet and put their associative middle school.  

• The hardest thing to do is not taking someone leaving band seriously.  

• Marching band is a big sell.  

• Actively pursuing them—building a bunch of activities. 

o  Normally being in the middle schools within 4J.  

• In high school, a big problem is scheduling.  

• Being prepared to let them go if it doesn’t work out. It’s not the end of the world.  

 

How do you make band an appealing elective? 

• Constantly selling the program.  

• If the middle school kids see the high school kids succeeding, they get motivated to doing 

band.  

• Marching band is huge.  

• You need to be cool.  

o Are you the teacher that everyone knows?  

• Making the program visible.  

• Being successful in making the bands sound good.  

o Picking literature that suits them.  

• Doing stuff with them. They love playing and having fun.  

 

• Get a cool T-Shirt. Make cool stickers.  

• Sell your band as a product. 

o Get a cool t-shirt design. Make cool stickers. Things like this end up being a 

commodity and seen throughout the school.   

 

How do you build rapport for yourself and for the band program itself? 

 

• Heavy involvement in the community.  

• Being really good at your job.  

o Having all your “ducks in your row.”  

• Being an advocate for kids and being professional with the kids.  

• Being pretty strict but as a result they all do well with behavior. 

•  Being “by the book” as much as you can with parents and admin to make them happy.  

• Be accommodating but having everything planned in advanced.  

• Biggest way to building rapport with the kids is personal connection. make sure to 

connect with the student beyond the band room. 

• Community wise putting yourself out there. Getting support from outside resources.   
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What recruitment strategies do you implement to have steady or growing enrollment 

numbers?  

 

• Having a routine every year. Going to the middle school  

• Recruitment nights and making sure there is a high turnout.  

• Finding ways to connect with middle school directors.  

• Long term, always thinking outside the box.  

• See when admin is doing schedules so you can get to the students before admin does.  

• Having resources to easily give information.  

• Giving surveys.  

• Getting students to send postcards.  

• Band day—bring in everyone that is going to be in band next year and do a marching 

band rehearsal.  

• Instrument day 

• Loving the diversity that your band is.  

• Part of recruitment is playing diverse repertoire to represent all cultures in your band.  

• Having care for all kids  

 

 

What teaching strategies have you found effective to develop exceptional performing 

ensembles? 

• Very strong on their instrument.  

• Core self is a strong musician.  

• Not scared to get dirty learning instruments and finding help.  

• Exceptional teachers are creative.  

• Having a good sense of your students—to the point where you know what reed strengths 

they are playing.  

• Having great repertoire that serves them.  

• Build a program that best fits YOU.  

• Being a great technician.  

• Observing.  

• Never think they are done with improving.  

• Seeking out professional development.  

• Building constant connection to the kids.  

• Having good structure.  

• Not caring about trophies.  

 

How do you measure success in your band program? 

 

• In numbers—enrollment.  

• Greatest success comes in personal connection.  

• When parents wear school gear.  

• When students have their band stickers on their water bottles. 

 

Closing thoughts: 



BAND PROGRAM COMPONENTS  57 

 

• For teachers, networking is key. Word gets out fast.  

• Don’t be enslaved by your profession.  

• Keep 2 things in mind:  

o do right for you.   

o do right for your students.  
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Teacher #4 

 

What strategies do you use to maintain or increase retention in your band program?  

 

o Combination of things. 

o  The trick is to be able to teach the 6th graders to read music.  

▪ The kids that don’t make it in band get behind in reading and then 

eventually don’t want to continue with band.  

o Pacing. Don’t go to fast. Hit a goal in a lesson and attack it in different way until 

they absolutely get it. Keep trying until they get it.  

o Take the student leaders and make them peer leaders. Make sure to supervise 6th 

graders but older students are fine. 

o It has to be fun. Make it goofy and make traditions.  

▪ has a story about flying turtles and spam that was made into an inside joke 

for years.   s 

o  

How do you make band an appealing elective? 

 

o Work with the principle and set something up before students chose their 

electives. 

o Find 7-8 of your best student players, arrange some small ensemble music, and 

have them play for elementary.  

▪ Play songs like Let’s Go band, Star Wars, and other fun and appealing 

tunes. Have the students talk about how they love band.   

o Check which elementary schools that feed into your school. Check in with admin 

for more information. 

o Have information for them students and parents.  

▪ Have a calendar for things like 

▪ When parents can come into the band room and choose instruments.  

o Success is in numbers and enrollment.  

 

What outreach opportunities do you provide?  

o 6ths graders had 3 concerts, one of which was at the Hult center.  

▪ They also had the victory tour where they’d go to elementary schools and 

play a fun concert for the students and introduce the instruments. Take 

busses, do the tour, have lunch, order pizzas, the kids love that. They look 

forward to it every year 

o Older students went to numerous festivals. Things to look forward to if you 

preload it.  

o Jazz band was busy. As long as students get good grades, they get to go—

otherwise other teachers get might get mad.  
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How do you build rapport for yourself and for the band program itself? 

 

o It’s easy to get buried in the band room. Avoid being there all the time and see if 

you can go see other staff to build rapport.  

o Have students in the band play for other subjects to build respect of other 

teachers.  

▪ Ex. Have the band go into a history class and play Yankee Doodle. 

 

What teaching strategies have you found effective to develop exceptional performing 

ensembles? 

o Use first 2 weeks to lay down the groundwork.  

o Don’t even try to get them to play instruments because no one will have them. 

o  Have things like time tests – naming notes. Confidence based learn. 

Teach them rehearsal etiquette as well without instruments.  

 

 

 

How do you measure success in your band program? 

 

o Enrollment 

 

Closing thoughts 

 

Really plan out for the first couple of weeks. A successful start is a BIG DEAL.  
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