
The second phase of my teaching career began after two           
unsuccessful years and seven years away from teaching. What I 
did not know certainly exceeded what I did! I was hired to 
teach 6-8 grade bands, high school band and choir. The middle 
school had 300 students and the high school a handful more 
with weak programs. The first day of school I walked into a 
room with 15 students who looked at me and asked: “What 
class is this and why am I here?” Several never returned and 
the rest of us, including five drummers, began the nearly            
insurmountable task of bringing excellence, pride and            
commitment to the program. It was not easy, yet each day I 
returned, working harder to provide those students with a 
valuable musical experience. 

 The 40 students I started in 6th grade became the 
core of my program. What an opportunity I had teaching 
grades 6-12. It took a good six years to make true progress. 
When I left ten years later, we had performed a 30-minute               
concert at Disneyland, achieved Superiors at consecutive band 
festivals and signed up a record 70 students. 

 After reading about Intrinsic versus Extrinsic                
learning from Eric Jensen’s The Arts with the Brain in Mind, I 
determined it was not what I “knew” that helped me build that 
program.  I realized that if students came into my classroom 
and I provided them a positive learning environment with clear 
guidelines and a high achievement bar, we would have a band 
program students would want to be members of.  Here are a 
few strategies I learned to recruit students into my 6th grade 
program and retain them through graduation:  

Ensure students are entering an excellent learning                     
environment. Listen to others, adjust and make changes- ask 
for help.  

 If you are not providing quality music education for            
students, the word gets out and recruiting becomes  
nearly impossible. Students must know their time is going 
to be well spent. 

Schedule special recruiting events. 

 Partner upper-classmen with in-coming freshmen so the 

first weeks/months of high school are less intimidating. 
They can give school tours and assist students with                 
developing four-year class schedules that include music. 

 Develop events with food and music-making. 

 Provide at least two opportunities for 8th graders to  
perform with the high school. My students played at 
football games and graduation.  

 Every March we had “Zone Concerts” where students 
grades 6-12 performed together to celebrate Music in 
Our Schools Month (www.nafme.org information on 
MIOSM).  

Ensure that there is communication between directors. 

 Have mutually accepted expectations. Work together on 
music selection for joint performances. Have the high 
school students play alongside middle school students in 
rehearsals and mentor them.  

 It is your responsibility and honor to develop                     
relationships with students you want in your program. 
Get to know students you are recruiting, and let them get 
to know you. Show you want them in your program, but 
gracefully accept you may not get every student.               
Beginning band teachers – it’s YOUR responsibility to 
teach fundamentals and help students develop a life-long 
love of playing and listening to music. Treat all students 
with respect and they will respond positively. 

 I have always encouraged students to continue playing 
their instruments. I taught my 8th graders to march so 
they would see the fun and be prepared when they          
entered high school. This was important because they 
developed a love for their instruments that kept them 
playing year after year.  

Parent Involvement is crucial. 

 A final area of importance is ensuring parents are               

supportive of your program from beginning to                          
graduation. Encourage them to see what you are doing in 
your classroom.  

 Make sure they understand the benefits of participating 
in a music organization.  There is easily accessible                
information online outlining the benefits of performing in 
musical ensembles.  

The recruitment and retention of students is fundamental to 
building and keeping successful music programs. High-stakes 
testing makes it difficult for arts classes to remain part of core 
curriculum. Schools cannot be blamed for cutting under-
performing and under-enrolled arts classes and adding                 
additional sections of classes that assist students in graduating. 
We must take responsibility, working together as music                
educators to respectfully provide our students with successful 
musical experiences. Developing quality music programs with 
engaged students and supportive parents and administrators 
are crucial to our success.  

How Do We Get Students 
       In the Door?  Then What? 

Greetings. In this edition of Touchpoint, Martha O’Neill, Program Associate 

at the Sierra Arts Foundation, shares her insights and strategies regarding                
recruitment and retention.   
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Welcome to our Newest VIPs: 

.ƻō .Ǌȅŀƴǘ                               
Katy ISD, TX 

WƻƘƴ .ƻǿƳŜǊ                          
Woodford County High School, KY 

aƛŎƘŀŜƭ tŀȅƴŜ                                 
George Rogers Clark                                 

High School, KY 

YŜƛǘƘ wǳǘƭŜŘƎŜ                          
Siloam Springs High School, GA 

An article by Dr. Eric Hammer,  
Director of Bands at the University 
of the Pacific in California.        

Your Band is Not too Small by 
Bruce Carter                                               
Click here for the full article 

By Martha O’Neill 
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