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Dear SCMEA Members, 

It is hard to believe we are quickly approaching the end of another school year. 
Many of you are coming off of or heading into your Spring Breaks. Here is the hope 
that you are all getting rest and recharging for the fi nal few weeks of 2024-2025. 
Good Luck to you all with your Spring performances and productions. 

The 2025 SCMEA Professional Development Conference stands as a testament to 
our collective dedication and passion for music education. The resounding success 
of this event underscores our commitment to excellence and innovation in our fi 
eld. Along with the amazing clinicians, presenters, and speakers, I want to thank 
each division for the fantastic performances we were able to attend during the con-
ference as well. I extend my heartfelt gratitude to all who contributed their time, ex-
pertise, and enthusiasm, making the conference a truly enriching experience for all 
attendees. It has been wonderful watching South Carolina’s professional conference 
grow in quality and relevance. 

Our collective efforts have undoubtedly made a profound impact on the lives of 
countless students, enriching their musical journey and fostering a lifelong appreci-
ation for the arts. Let us take pride in our accomplishments and reaffi rm our com-
mitment to nurturing the next generation of musicians and scholars. Congratula-
tions to you and your students for all of the successes your programs have obtained 
over the year! We look forward to many more in the years to come. 

As the landscape of education changes in the United States, we are looking ahead 
to this year’s National Assembly in June. This event gives an invaluable opportu-
nity for collaboration, learning, and networking on a national scale. I encourage 
all members to participate actively and seize the opportunity to contribute to our 
shared vision for the future of music education. Please send your ideas and concerns 
to me for discussion at this wonderful national forum. This gathering allows us to 
brainstorm with other music educators across the country to help conquer the chal-
lenges as well as discuss our concerns and celebrations with our representatives in 
Washington DC. 

As we embrace the opportunities and challenges that lie ahead, let us remain stead-
fast in our dedication to advancing the cause of music education. Together, we will 
continue to inspire, innovate, and empower the next generation of musicians and 
leaders. 

With warm regards,

Colleen Marcou
SCMEA President

President’s Message
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Dear Friends, 

As we bring the 2024-
2025 year to a close, 
remember to use this 
and every year as a 
springboard to your 
future!  Celebrate the 
successes, learn from 
times you may have 
stumbled, and look 
to the horizon.  There 
is always an opportu-
nity for learning even in the most difficult experiences, and my 
wish is that you end up a stronger person, a better teacher, and 
a more devoted member of this fantastic music community. 

Remember that even the most ardent workhorse needs REST.  
You are never going to be at the top of your game when you are 
exhausted, and people depend on us all to be at the top of our 
games.  Our profession is often impossibly demanding, and we 
owe ourselves and those in our care moments of relaxation and 
fulfillment that recharge us and allow us and our programs to 
thrive.  Allow yourselves grace and cultivate the generosity to-
ward yourselves that you show others on a daily basis. Always 
know that you have a community of SCBDA family members 
who are willing to support and advise, help and nurture, and 
give you a hand when you need it.  

Congratulations to so many of you who achieved firsts this 
year, who reached goals that seemed impossible, and who 
might have had career-defining moments along the way.  We all 
celebrate your accomplishments and encourage you to cherish 
each and every one of those moments.  

Most importantly, cherish the people in your lives. Make and 
take time to reach out to people you love and to those who 
make a difference in your life or for whom YOU make a dif-
ference. The connections we make are the conduit to the next 
chapters of our lives and the fuel that allows us to burn candles 
at every end possible. 

Have a great rest of the year, enjoy the showcases that allow you 
and your students a stage on which to shine, and LOVE LIFE.  I 
look forward to celebrating with all of you in the coming years!

Leslie Gilreath, President

BANDORCHESTRA
Dear SCMEA Orchestra Division,

It has truly been an honor to serve this incredible di-
vision over the past two years. What an extraordinary 
journey it has been—filled with learning, growth, and 
unforgettable moments of music-making together. I 
have seen firsthand the dedication and passion each of 
you brings to the world of music education, and I am 
confident that the future of our field is bright.

As I step down, I am filled with excitement and opti-
mism for what lies ahead for our division. Under the 
guidance of our incoming president, Tammie Burrows, I 
know we will continue to thrive and reach new heights. 
I am also thrilled to welcome our new President-Elect, 
Chad Hammer, and I have no doubt that his leadership 
will inspire us all. A special thanks to Past-President 
Erik Hines for his support, guidance, and dedicated ser-
vice to the Orchestra Division over the years. 

As we move into the summer, I encourage you to take 
time to rest and recharge. Find joy in the things you love, 
and remember the profound impact you have on your 
students and the community around you. Music educa-
tion is a powerful force, and you play a crucial role in 
shaping the future.

Thank you again for the privilege of serving with you. 
I look forward to watching our division flourish in the 
years to come.

With deep gratitude and appreciation, 
Allison Key

Allison Key, President
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Rosetta Dingle, President

HIGHER EDUCATION
Dear SCMEA Colleagues,                                        
	 Teaching music continues to be a most reward-
ing profession as related to the holistic functioning of all 
students. During this year’s conference, the Higher Edu-
cation Division sponsored sessions dealing with modern 
band education, social emotional learning, and practice 
mapping among others. From each of those sections, pre-
senters provided information and demonstrations that 
may be used as teaching tools to affect students’ intrinsic 
valuing of making music. Teaching music with “joy” may 
expand teachers’ levels  of effectiveness. Such teachers cre-
ate learning environments for students to think, connect, 
perform, and continually advance their music knowledge 
and skills. 

	 Students who perform music with ‘joy’ also in-
crease their knowledge and skills. They learn to make 
meaningful connections that are unique to them and oth-
ers. They perform with an attitude of enjoyment, satisfac-
tion, and with a thirst to know and do more. They devel-
op relationships with classmates and fellow performers. 
They learn to collaborate and work cooperatively while 
continuing to learn music content. Those students wel-
come content that is varied, advanced, and relevant, and 
they acquire 21st  century work skills needed in today’s 
job market. May we teach music and inspire with skill and 
‘joy.’                   

PIANO
Hello, SC Musicians! I hope 
this letter finds you well as 
you wrap up your school 
year.

We have lots of great news 
in the Piano Division. The 
77th SCMEA Conference 
was a great success. Our Honors Piano Recital had some 
of the best performances as we had twice as many piano 
students to choose from for the same slots. Dr. Scott Price 
from USC was transformative for our students during 
the Masterclass. Our sessions were well attended, espe-
cially our “So…You Have to Teach Piano. What Now?” 
with teachers from all over SC sharing their experienc-
es, tips, tricks, and technology. We are gearing up for an-
other talent-packed Spring Festival with two days in the 
Lowcountry, and the Upstate event returning, plus a new 
Virtual option to give more students who can’t travel the 
opportunity to perform for a judge. We keep connecting 
with teachers all over the state, and it is an exciting time 
of growth and renewal in our division. 

You can learn more about our SCMEA Piano Division on 
our website. Here, you can find the latest updates, the up-
coming Calendars, and our latest informative newsletter. 
Contact me directly if you need any additional informa-
tion.

Yours,

Andrea Quinn, President
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Seth Phillips, President

ELEMENTARY
Happy Spring Elementary Music Division,

	 As I conclude my term as President, I want to ex-
press my gratitude for this incredible journey. Serving in 
this role has been an honor, and I appreciate the connec-
tions and experiences we’ve shared. Thank you to all who 
attended our conference and supported the Honor Choir 
Performance. Special thanks to our Honor Choir Com-
mittee, clinicians including Missy Strong, and our dedi-
cated educators.

	 Congratulations to Kristin Bence, our new Presi-
dent-Elect, and Ginny Capps, who will assume the Pres-
idency in July. I also extend my deepest appreciation to 
Denise Thomas for her six years of leadership and her 
SCMEA Hall of Fame induction. Mark your calendars 
for the 2025 Fall Workshop on September 6th and Honor 
Choir auditions beginning September 8th. 
	
	 As the year ends, take time to recharge and cele-
brate your impact on students. Thank you for allowing me 
to serve. It has been an unforgettable experience.
Wishing you a wonderful summer!

CHORAL
Greetings!

	 SCMEA Profession-
al Development conference 
this year was a great mix 
of inspiring presenters and 
performers. Performance 
applications for our 2026 
SCMEA Conference are due June 1, 2025. Session pro-
posals are open until June 15, 2025. 
Thank you to our choral division chairs and committees! 
Our chairs, treasurer, webmaster, committee members, 
and other volunteers are worth a million dollars for every 
fiber of their being! 

	 As I transition to immediate past president, it has 
been an honor serving with a team open to change, that 
supports each other and is willing to take necessary risks 
for the growth of our division. I cannot wait to see the 
wonderful work that William Bennet will do in his role 
as President, and I am very excited to add Millie Shiflett 
to the team as our President Elect! Thank you to David 
Richardson who has been a constant source of encourage-
ment, support, and wisdom!

	 Every choral director in our state is a needed pow-
erful agent for positive change in the young lives entrust-
ed to us as well as our school, local, state, regional, and 
national communities! Embrace it! Thank you all for the 
inspiration, trust, and patience! 

With the sincerest gratitude,

Maurice Burgess, President
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This piece, although not available for full orches-
tra, was a good fit for use with my strings.  Our 
sightreading at CPA will be at the .5 level, and 
for my string instruments, this piece fit the bill 
perfectly.  It is not a fast tempo piece, has some 
nice passing back and forth of rhythmic elements 
between instrument sections, and provides oppor-
tunities to shine by passing the melody around to 
different parts.  There is also a written piano part 
which allows a director to accompany the strings to 
fill in or help with those who may be struggling to 
learn their parts, or just make their parts louder.  It 
has some dynamic contrasts and builds to climax 
points with the use of crescendos and terraced 
dynamics.  I used it for sightreading for the string 
players and it is just right for middle school or any 
program that is looking for a full sounding piece 
that has easy rhythms and many opportunities to 
develop vibrato.  I highly recommend adding it to 
your music library if you are looking for pieces in 
the grade .5 level. 

Wayne David Barkley

Loris Middle School

String ReviewString Review

Strength and Honor 
Sean O’Loughlin

Organized By:
Susan Wines
Byrnes High School 
Freshman Academy
Greenville, SC

Great piece for 7th grade or 2nd year students for 
winter performance.  I would rate it as a grade 2.
I love how the melody is passed around through-
out the piece and that is alternates between pizzi-
cato and arco in each section.   The section cues for 
long measures of rest are perfect for listening to and 
counting.

I wish the bass section had a more challenging part.

Rebecca Leonard

League Academy Orchestra Director

Snowy Woods
James Lockett
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In MemoriamIn Memoriam

Dr. Anthony “Tony” Lenti
Rochester, NY Eastman School of Music
1970-2009 Professor of Music at Lander College
2010-2021 Professor Emeritus, Lander University
1963-2003 Lenti Piano Duo 40 years (33 of 50 states)
1990-2003 SC Governor’s School of the Arts Piano 
Teachers
1988-2018 SCMEA Piano Division President, 
February 2013 Inducted to the SCMEA Piano Division 
Hall of Fame

*An En Memoriam plaque for Dr. Tony Lenti’s contribu-
tions to the SCMEA organization was given to Dr. Robert 
Kelley on behalf of the Lenti family at the SCMEA Piano 
Division Honors Recital on February 8, 2025.

W e pause to honor the life of Lander 
University’s beloved Piano Professor 
Emeritus, Dr. Anthony Lenti—af-

fectionately known as Tony by those who had 
the privilege of knowing him—who passed 
away in November 2024. Dr. Lenti’s remark-
able legacy includes his 30-year tenure as the 
SCMEA Piano Division President from 1988 to 
2018, as well as his induction into the SCMEA 
Hall of Fame in 2013. As we reflect on his life, 
we ask, “How could one person serve with 
such unwavering stamina and boundless joy 
for both music and people?” Dr. Robert Kelley, 
who worked alongside Dr. Lenti for 15 years at 

Lander University, spoke of him with great admiration: 
“He always showed great respect for his students’ talents 
and had an uncanny ability to offer advice and teach 
without ever drawing attention to his greater experience 
and skill. He wasn’t just the best pianist I’ve ever worked 
with—he was also the most uplifting teacher I’ve ever 
had the pleasure of working with.” Conversations with 
Dr. Lenti—no matter the topic—were always deeply 
reflective, filled with lessons and profound insights, often 
illustrated with vivid analogies. Yet, his humility, gen-
tleness, and kindness ensured that no one was ever left 
behind in those conversations. He always took the time 
to truly connect.

	 After reviewing interviews and tributes, it is clear 
that Dr. Lenti’s core philosophy—both in music and 
life—resonates strongly. As he once said in an inter-
view, “Music is capable of expressing the most noble 
and grand ideas of the human race. It has a profound 
meaning that not too many other things do. We sing at 
funerals, we sing at weddings, we use music at the most 
important times in our lives.” It is without question that 
Dr. Lenti was not only a class act but also a music educa-
tor ahead of his time.



SCMEA Hall of Fame
Denise Thomas

SCMEA Outstanding 
Young Educator Award

Leslie Shealy

Deborah Smith 
Hoffman Mentor Award

Jonathan Hall

Awards

SCMEA Outstanding 
Young Educator Award

Emily Bohl

SCMEA Memorial
Scholarship Award

Savonte Vaughn
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T                        T                        he journey from middle school to high school can 
often feel like an overwhelming transition. With in-
creased elective opportunities and growing pressure 
to attend to academic rigor, many students and fam-

ilies can feel anxious about balancing interests and time com-
mitments during the high school experience. On top of these 
concerns, students working through the added challenges as-
sociated with COVID-19 may feel somewhat detached from 
the traditional music experiences they once loved in school. 
For eighth-grade music students, this period can be a critical 
point for retention in the activity. As a result, music programs 
often see higher attrition when students transition to high 
school.1

As students move into secondary school, 
music sometimes gets pushed to the back burner. 

Here are some ideas to keep it in the forefront 
of students’ (and their families’) minds.

	 As a high school band and orchestra director for ten 
years, I noticed similar annual trends. Students and parent/
guardians were citing reoccurring concerns such as perceived 
schedule conflicts, financial and time commitments, and wor-
ries about maintaining high GPAs each year. After a few years 
of feeling confused about why I kept losing students to these 
anticipated apprehensions, I realized the old process of “re-
cruitment” (i.e., sweeping in to talk to eighth-grade students 
just before course enrollment) might not be the most effec-
tive approach to delivering accurate and effective messaging. 
As a result, I decided to refocus my approach on membership 
growth through the lens of marketing rather than recruitment.
This new plan of action involved a more proactive path infused 
with a variety of strategies from both inside and outside the 
music teaching profession, including information gathered 
from business marketing classes. Promotion of our music pro-
gram became a collaboration with my colleagues and booster 
parents. We developed a coordinated yearlong strategy that, af-
ter three years of implementation, doubled the size of the high 
school music program. The purpose of this article is to (1) ex-
plore the common trends and research related to music-stu-
dent enrollment during the eighth- to ninth-grade transition; 
(2) outline key marketing concepts and how they could sup-
port music-program enrollment goals; and (3) suggest ways 
to apply these strategies to the key target markets of students, 
parents, and administrators. I will also include resources and 
suggested timelines that can be adapted to your teaching set-
ting.

Research on Enrollment
For music educators teaching at the secondary level, attrition 
during the high school transition seems to be a continuous di-
lemma. However, there is little scholarship about this particu-
lar moment in music programs. Much of the extant literature 
examined attrition after the first year of music study.2 Other 
investigators studied this topic more broadly over the course of 
students’ entire time in public school.3 The Tanglewood Sym-
posium of 1967 produced one of the first formal acknowledg-
ments of this transition point and indicated that a decline in 
music participation at the high school level was a consistent 
problem in the music education profession.4 More recently, re-
searchers revealed that music programs at the secondary level 
are only able to retain between 10 and 20 percent of the student 
population. This number seems to be closely related to the so-
cioeconomic status (SES), gender, and ethnicity of students.5

	 Several authors published in the Music Educators 
Journal posited various theories about why music programs 
at the secondary level experience this problem with retention. 
Professor emeritus of music education John Kratus and music 
education scholar David Williams suggested that the subject 
matter itself has lost relevance with current high school stu-
dents.6 Other authors cited a variety of contributing factors, 
such as competing activities, insufficient parental support, 
peer influence, and a general loss of interest.7 Music educa-
tion researcher Jennifer Hawkinson surveyed and interviewed 
students who decided not to participate in their high school’s 
music program. She found that factors such as self-efficacy, 
perception of the music program, and the number of outside 
constraints were influential in students’ decisions. She suggest-
ed that acknowledging and confronting known barriers as well 
as adopting a more student-centered approach might have a 
positive effect on student retention.8

	 Social factors are also known to be a primary influ-
ence on students’ desire to participate in high school music. 
Investigators Cecil Adderley and colleagues reported that stu-
dents became members of their music ensembles due in part 
to the established positive reputation of the music program 
within the school and other peers’ positive view of the music 
program. The authors further noted that participants frequent-
ly cited friendship benefits as well as growth in their personal 
self-esteem, confidence, and self-knowledge as reasons for par-
ticipating in their music program.9 Similarly, Elizabeth Parker, 
an associate professor of music education at Temple University 
in Philadelphia, revealed that participating in a music program 
that is perceived as excellent may outweigh other factors that 

Reframing Recruitment as Marketing: Building Connections 
with Prospective High School Music Students, Families, and 
Administrators Christopher M. Marra
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This article was originally published in Music Educators Journal 109, no. 1 (2022): 29–36. Reprinted 
with permission from the National Association for Music Education (NAfME).

could negatively influence perception of the ensemble.10

	 The problem of music student attrition at the high 
school level is not new in our profession. While some authors 
believe a complete overhaul of music class offerings is the best 
course of action towards retaining students, I suggest that more 
can be done to keep the students who choose to be involved 
in traditional ensembles. When considering the implications 
of past research alongside the antiquated recruitment practices 
often used by music teachers, it seems as though there may be 
unexplored opportunities to address these barriers, communi-
cate more effectively to students and parents, and enhance the 
perception of the music program.
Marketing for Music Teaching
It is often the case that busy music teachers only think about 
promoting their program when it is time for students to sign 
up for classes.11 Unfortunately, this approach does not allow 
music programs to develop a coherent strategy to best reach 
and inform families of the great work they do for students. 
Additionally, these presentations can feel a bit like a “used-car 
salesmen” pitch where students and guardians only see a pres-
ence from the high school music program when it seems to 
best serve the music teacher’s interests.
	 Rather than framing this time as recruitment, I rec-
ommend music teachers consider rethinking this process as 
“marketing.” This shift in mindset would focus a music teach-
er’s efforts by using time-tested marketing strategies through-
out an ongoing, yearlong process in contrast to consolidated 
communications only during the recruitment season. Many 
approaches identified in marketing texts apply well to music 
program promotion.12 Principles surrounding the concepts of 
perception, targeting, salience, and the “rule of seven” are par-
ticularly useful. These areas of focus can help music programs 
formulate plans to better understand their audiences and how 
to most effectively engage with them.
	 The phrase “perception is reality” often refers to the 
way individuals behave based on their own personal construc-
tion of reality rather than an objective reality. People’s percep-
tions of a brand, its values, and its benefits have a significant 
impact on their decisions. In the world of marketing, this con-
cept helps stress the importance of understanding what aspects 
influence a consumer’s perception such that they are driven to 
make decisions. Marketers can influence perception by clearly 
defining a product’s unique value and the consumers’ unmet 
need. When a company is able to highlight attention toward 
the most positive aspects of their product and connect those 

attributes to the consumers’ perceived needs, they are more 
likely to generate a dependable and flourishing patron base.13 
When translating this to music programs, it would be appro-
priate to consider the specific benefits associated with music 
program participation with particular emphasis on the aspects 
you believe the music program can fulfill better other electives. 
Next, consider the unmet needs of the students and parents. 
How does participation in the music program help fulfill those 
needs more effectively than any other elective option? The an-
swers to these questions need to be tailored to the specific au-
dience of students in a school system. This is often referred to 
as targeting.
	 In business marketing, there is an understanding that 
a “one size fits all” approach to messaging is not effective. In-
stead, marketing professionals try to segment their customers 
into smaller target markets. From here, they work to more 
thoroughly understand the needs and perceptions related to 
each market segment and then create a marketing strategy that 
specifically targets each group based on their characteristics. 
Music programs typically have three unique target audiences: 
students, parents, and administrators. Each of these groups will 
share with the other groups some similar characteristics, such 
as the desire for academic achievement or the value of con-
tributing to school culture. However, each group also possess-
es a unique set of perceptions and unmet needs. For instance, 
students are often more concerned about the social aspects of 
music participation, while parents like to know their children 
feel connected to something meaningful. Therefore, it would 
be best to have a marketing strategy for each of these distinc-
tive target audiences. More specific examples of targeting are 
shared later in this article.
	 The concept of salience is also important when con-
sidering any marketing strategy. Salience refers to the prom-
inence and/or closeness of the person delivering the message. 
An individual is more likely to trust information from some-
one they perceive to be similar to themselves.14 As a result, it 
would be wise to consider messengers who can closely relate to 
each target audience. While the music teacher should absolute-
ly be involved as a messenger, it would be wise to also include 
students and parents in these materials and presentations. Pro-
spective students and parents will be more receptive to hearing 
messages from individuals they see as similar to themselves. 
This can be even more effective if those messengers are able 
to share personal stories related to common questions or con-
cerns about high school music participation.

Christopher M. Marra is an assistant professor of music and the di-
rector of instrumental activities at Seton Hill University, Greensburg, 
Pennsylvania. He can be contacted at cmarra@setonhill.edu. 
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	 Finally, marketing professionals often refer to a com-
munication principle called the “rule of seven.” This rule sug-
gests that prospective customers must interact with a market-
ing message at least seven times before they will take action.15 
This can (and should) involve a variety of marketing mediums 
including in-person advocacy, digital interactions, and even 
paper advertisements. While this may seem difficult to achieve 
with a music program, consider how many opportunities mu-
sic educators have to communicate with their various audienc-
es. Between attending concerts, hosting joint concerts, partici-
pating in information nights, visiting middle school rehearsals, 
sending home letters (digital and paper), working with guid-
ance counselors, social media, and a new fluency with video-
conferencing platforms, it seems reasonable that our prospec-
tive students and families could encounter our messages seven 
times (or more) throughout the course of the year.

Applying Marketing Strategies
As mentioned earlier, the process of segmentation and target-
ing is commonly used in marketing to better understand char-
acteristics of each audience group. By doing so, marketers can 
better position their product messaging to satisfy the custom-
ers’ unmet need. Music teachers likely use this concept without 
realizing it. For instance, if a music teacher wanted to propose 
a music trip for the upcoming school year to their students, 
parents, and administrators, they would perhaps create three 
different presentations. While the content of the presentation 
would be mostly similar, they would probably highlight the as-
pects of the trip that most appealed to the particular audience 
they were talking to. The same process could be applied to mar-
keting the music program as a whole. To do this, I segment-
ed our audiences into three distinct groups: (1) students, (2) 
parents/guardians, and (3) administrators. Next, I will apply 
the other marketing strategies to each group by considering the 
unique characteristics, perceptions, and needs of those we typ-
ically interact with when working to grow enrollment.

Students

Perception
When trying to understand student perceptions, consider what 
it is like to be a thirteen- or fourteen-year-old who was just 
asked to select their classes for high school. What questions or 
concerns might likely dominate their thoughts during this pro-
cess? Many students wonder which classes are mandatory and 
which are elective. And with all of these elective options, how 
will they have time for them on top of their other interests? In 
the case of music, I was often asked questions such as “Can I 
still play soccer and do music?” and “Am I good enough to play 
in the high-school orchestra?” Additionally, many students can 
feel parental and peer pressure to take the “right” classes to best 
position themselves for admission and earning scholarships 
to college. Music teachers should prepare a list of these com-
mon questions that best represent their teaching contexts. A 
good starting point may be asking current freshmen what their 
greatest perceived obstacles were before making the decision to 
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participate in music. Next, music teachers should prepare solu-
tions to these common concerns and have them on hand. This 
communicates that you not only understand their position but 
that you have also spent the time to work out resolutions to 
many anticipated barriers.
	 Finally, eighth graders are in the process of develop-
ing their social identity and are often influenced by what their 
friends are choosing to participate in during high school.16 
They want to know if doing music high school is considered 
“cool” or not. The social aspects of high school music partic-
ipation are likely to be even more important to students who 
have been away from “normal” school experiences during this 
difficult era. Students want to be a part of something that is 
special. They want to know what membership in this music 
program means. Therefore, music programs should highlight 
how our classes and ensembles often provide a much-needed 
“home away from home” and a connection to students from all 
grade levels.17

Salience
While it is important for the music teacher to be involved in 
these communications, students will be even more receptive to 
hearing messages from audiences that they consider to be sim-
ilar to themselves.18 After all, they can speak firsthand about 
how they once had similar concerns, how they worked through 
those issues, and what they value most about their participa-
tion in music. I would recommend gathering a group of stu-
dent “ambassadors” each year that range somewhat broadly in 
age, gender, race, and have a variety of other social-group con-
nections within the school. In my own marketing campaigns, 
I included a freshman whose own entrance into the group 
began as “on the fence” but now loves their experience. I also 
featured the story of a sophomore or junior who was success-
fully involved in other activities that were perceived as barriers 
to participation (in my case, track and field). Last, the senior 
representative spoke to seeing their involvement in the music 
program as vital to reaching their broader goals in high school 
and beyond. This group of high school members helped future 
students understand that many of their concerns where easily 
solvable with solid planning and good communication.
	 When assembling this group of students, I suggest 
meeting in advance of the presentation to discuss some of the 
common concerns mentioned above and ask them to reflect 
on their personal experiences with these topics. You might ask 
them to provide some real-life examples and stories that can 
help perspective students understand how membership in this 
group is not only worthwhile but unique and different from 
other activities and classes they may be considering at the high 
school.

The Rule of Seven
For my program, our efforts began in the fall when we hosted 
a side-by-side pep-band experience. Next, the high school en-
sembles performed for the whole middle school, and I began 
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visiting the middle school classes. During these visits, I would 
conduct or provide clinics when possible. By the winter, I typi-
cally attended at least one middle school concert, hosted parent 
and student informational events (at the middle school), and 
began presenting about the various aspects of the high school 
music program while addressing typical concerns right up 
front. By the time enrollment came in the spring semester, I 
brought current students to the middle school and also hosted 
the middle school ensembles for joint concerts (at these events, 
I also spoke to parents and students). Next, I sent home physi-
cal welcome letters along with commination from our booster 
parents. Finally, our boosters continuously updated our social 
media pages throughout the year. All of these efforts were de-
signed with the goal to maintain a positive, constructive, and 
welcoming presence of our program rather than swooping in 
like a sleazy salesperson only during the course enrollment pe-
riod. 

(See Figure 1 for a marketing strategy calendar and Figure 2 
for a sample welcome letter to students; feel free to make use of 

these figures as you see fit.)

Figure 1 Marketing Strategy Calendar
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Figure 2 Sample Welcome Letter to Students

Parents/Guardians
Perception

Parents and guardians often share concerns similar to those 
of students about balancing classes and activities. They may 
also be worried about the financial commitments associated 
with high school music (e.g., instruments, uniforms/attire, 
fundraising, travel) and whether their child will have a place 
where they feel welcome in this new school environment. In 
my experience, parents of eighth-grade students may be even 
more anxious than their children are about this transition. The 
long list of questions and concerns can result in parents and 
students perceiving the music program as too time-consum-
ing, too expensive, and too overwhelming to continue in high 
school. When these perceptions are not addressed up-front 
and early in the marketing process, parents and guardians who 
do not feel comfortable speaking up about these concerns will 
often disengage.

Salience
Similar to what is true with students, marketing to parents is 
most effective coming from parents. Parent-to-parent com-
munication can be particularly useful when highlighting the 
unique benefits of participating in the music program. This is 
especially useful when addressing common concerns about 
schedule and the ways students are welcomed into the group. 
For my program, I would assemble a group of parents that in-
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cluded a senior parent, a freshmen parent, and a parent whose 
child may have overcome an obstacle to participate in music 
(e.g., athletic conflicts or worries about homework time). This 
helped ensure that prospective parents were likely to resonate 
with at least one of these parent presenters. Before meetings, 
we would prepare a list of common parental concerns and 
solutions. Presenters would also share some specific worries 
they had during this transition period.

The Rule of Seven
Along with student activities, parent outreach began in the 
fall. Parents were invited to attend all side-by-side events and 
would also be present when I attended middle school concerts. 
As we approached the winter months, parents were invited to 
our social media accounts and included in all printed materi-
als. Finally, my booster organization initiated a “parent buddy” 
system where new parents were paired with existing parents 
as a way of building community and enhancing participation. 
Veteran parents helped their buddies with volunteer signups, 
reminders about drop-off and pickup procedures, and other 
logistics related to the unique contexts of our program.

Administrators
Perception

It takes a village to manage a music program, and that village 
involves administrators. It is important to get administrators 
(of all types) on your side. This includes guidance counselors, 
assistant principals, and administrative assistants. They all like-
ly have a role in the enrollment process because they set the 
schedule, and course requirements, and it is expected that they 
will be asked about participation in music, too.19

	 To understand an administrator’s perception, we have 
to consider what their overarching school goals are. What do 
they believe, and to whom do they need to answer? What met-
rics do they use to determine success, and how can the music 
program contribute to the administrator’s definition of that 
success? In my experience, good administrators place a high 
priority on student connectedness, positive school culture, and 
social emotional learning (SEL).20 Typically, this is something 
music programs normally contribute to by design due to the 
amount of contact time music teachers have and the facilitative 
role they often take when interacting with students. However, 
these attributes may not be as obvious to administrators as they 
are to music teachers, which makes it necessary to highlight 
these benefits as a part of your marketing strategy.

Salience
One of the keys to building a positive working relationship with 
administrators is developing salience. To do this, music teach-
ers need to develop relationships with their administrators 
such that you can find common interests beyond the school. 
Music teachers can also build salience by actively reaching 
out to share good news and by showing that you, as the music 

teacher, are vested in the overarching, schoolwide goals, not 
just the goals that support music.

The Rule of Seven
It is a good idea to meet with administrators early in the school 
year and share your goals for student connectedness and the 
marketing plans to get students involved in high school music. 
Share a list of common concerns from students and parents and 
how you would recommend they address them. I suggest invit-
ing members of the administration to your other events (i.e., 
joint concerts; student and parent meetings) to briefly speak 
and show their support. If possible, you should ask for pictures 
of the music program to be featured on the school website 
and social media accounts. Finally, I recommend getting into 
the habit of sharing good news about the music program on 
the morning announcements. Hearing ongoing positive news 
about the music program helps build an affirmative perception 
throughout the whole school.

Mindful Marketing
Concerns over music student enrollment when moving to the 
high school level are long-standing in our profession. While a 
number of factors contribute to a student’s decision to continue 
with music during this transition, I believe music teachers can 
positively impact enrollment with a more mindful marketing 
approach. Using marketing strategies such as perception, tar-
geting, salience, and the rule of seven can help educators better 
understand the unique outlooks and needs of each audience 
group, tailor messaging to highlight membership benefits, and 
explore a variety of ways to deliver those messages. By viewing 
this time period through the lens of marketing, music teachers 
are more likely to diversify and expand their efforts to attract 
and maintain students. Finally, while this article was primarily 
focused on the high school transition in instrumental ensem-
bles, music teachers should feel empowered to know that these 
concepts can easily be adapted to other teaching settings. With 
some targeted planning, the strategies discussed here can be 
applied to marketing vocal ensembles or establishing a solid 
enrollment base in beginning music classes as well.

Bibliography can be found on the next page.
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