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that population.

Some Porchfests have a philanthropic element. By
the time I attended Porchfest in Sanford, Florida, in Feb-
ruary 2025, their nonprofit foundation had raised over
$300,000 in scholarships and financial aid for arts educa-
tion in Seminole County (including $80,000 at the 2025
event alone). Shelly Allen, one of four women respon-
sible for Sanford Porchfest, explained to me how these
fundraising efforts help strengthen the local community:
“These funds were raised by grassroots efforts in Semi-
nole County, so they’re going to stay in Seminole County”
Her comment highlights a commitment to the local com-
munity and demonstrates how Porchfest fosters a sense
of collective ownership and pride. Their scholarships help
to develop a new generation of musicians, contributing
to the long-term artistic vitality of the community. These
unique differences in Porchfests highlight how organizers
shape the festival to align with the cultural identities and
individual values of their populations. Educators have a
tremendous opportunity to do the same for their music
classrooms.

What Porchfest Means for Music Education
The vision statement of the National Association
for Music Education (NAfME) states that “NAfME is an
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association where all people are heard, seen, and feel they
belong throughout their lifelong experiences in music.”*
I believe Porchfest is an ideal realization of this vision.
The elements of amateurism and lifelong musicianship
celebrated at Porchfest could inspire music education
practices, ensuring that all students have opportuni-
ties to make music throughout their lives regardless of
their musical preferences and professional aspirations.
Drawing on field observations and interviews with orga-
nizers, musicians, and community members associated
with over seventy-five Porchfests across North Ameri-
ca, I have identified implications for preparing students
for musical lives beyond their school music careers. The
following implications are interrelated and by no means
exhaustive of the ways in which school programs can in-
crease lifelong participation in music. Collectively, these
implications promote an expansion of school music and
shift power dynamics between teachers and students in
ways that might attract more students to offerings across
the program.

Broadening Programs
Just as Porchfest makes room for all types of mu-
sical experiences and demonstrates respect for a diversity
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of styles without hierarchies and judgment, school pro-
grams could embrace musical styles and traditions that
have historically been excluded (e.g., styles outside of the
Western classical tradition). Some teachers may fear of-
ferings that include these styles will draw students away
from existing large ensemble experiences. However, mu-
sic education scholars have demonstrated how broaden-
ing course offerings to include popular music (music of
the students) may not negatively impact the enrollment
of large ensembles.”” And the latest national surveys of
school music enrollment show that 76 percent of high
school students are not enrolled in a large ensemble,”
providing an enormous opportunity to attract students
who are not already participating in school music ensem-
bles.

The modern band movement is one approach to
broadening programs and increasing access to school
music. Introduced by the nonprofit organization Music
Will (formerly Little Kids Rock), modern band teaches
students to “play, perform, improvise, and compose using
popular music that the students themselves select... with
an immersive approach that empowers students to start
playing on day one.”” These programs draw on the musi-
cal interests of students to identify repertoire and perfor-
mance styles that reflect the school community, much like
Porchfest. As modern band scholar Bryan Powell wrote,
“both community music and popular music education
are facilitated in response to the participants involved in
the music-making”*® A learner-centered approach, such
as the one Powell describes, places the music teacher in a
role of facilitator® or teacher as producer.*” This conceptu-
alization of the teacher may be less comfortable for some
music teachers, but it is essential for empowering students
and promoting independent musicianship required for
lifelong music-making, whether in the community or in a
professional capacity. Refer to the following list to explore
modern band materials and resources and consider how
they may expand access to music in your school commu-
nity:

o Music Will: Formerly known as Little Kids
Rock, Music Will is a nonprofit organization promoting
the modern band approach in K-12 music education.
Their site includes free lesson plans, training opportuni-
ties, equipment resources, and more. https://www.mu-
sicwill.org

» Modern Band Summit: An annual national con-
ference hosted by Music Will, bringing together educators
from across the country. The summit includes workshops,
performances, and sessions on popular music pedagogies.
https://www.musicwill.org/modern-band-summit
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« Modern Band Higher Education Fellowship:
A program for college faculty who are preparing preser-
vice teachers to teach modern band. Fellows gain curric-
ulum access, connect with a network of educators, and
often present at conferences.

The music performed at Porchfest celebrates the
diversity of musical preferences and cultural backgrounds
of its community members, much like modern band cele-
brates the diversity of preferences in the classroom. Wash-
ington, DC, Porchfest features its original musical style of
go-go (Figure 4), whereas Somerville (the birthplace of
HONK! activist street music) features numerous HONK!
bands. There is not a one-size-fits-all approach to the
Porchfest program, and the same could be said of public
school music offerings. Students should play an import-
ant role in determining what any curricular expansion in-
volves so that new opportunities truly reflect the musical
preferences and learning goals of the students.

Figure 4 Performers at Porchfest in the Adams Morgan neighborhood of
Washington, DC (Photo by Brian Barrie)

Removing Barriers

Broadening school music programs may inherent-
ly remove some barriers to participation, especially if ex-
panded offerings do not require any prerequisite skill set
or formal study. Additionally, music teachers can remove
barriers in existing school music experiences by maintain-
ing flexibility in instrumentation and scheduling.” Some
students may not be enrolled in school music simply due
to scheduling challenges. Music teachers, especially at the
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secondary level, might find ways to offer multiple sections
of classes or flexible rehearsal schedules to accommodate
the greatest number of students. When music ensembles
are limited to a single period within the school day (i.e.,
they are “singleton” courses), students may not be able to
participate in an ensemble due to scheduling conflicts. If
offering multiple sections of an ensemble throughout the
day is not possible, music teachers could at least ensure
that extracurricular ensembles do not require participa-
tion in curricular ensembles (e.g., requiring enrollment in
concert band to participate in an after-school jazz or rock
band).

At the most extreme end of the flexibility spec-
trum, I once directed an “open-door” ensemble at a com-
munity college in which students were free to join or leave
at any time and new members were always welcome. We
emphasized learning new music and building musician-
ship without necessarily focusing on preparing for a sin-
gle performance. Multiple Porchfest musicians informed
me their ensemble operated the same way. After listening
to the JP Honk Band at Jamaica Plain Porchfest, a bare-
footed trumpet player with rolled-up sleeves shouted to
the audience, “This is a community band and anyone who
plays an instrument or sings is welcome to join at any
time! We rehearse on Tuesday evenings at Stony Brook
station.” This approach to membership is radically differ-
ent than most school ensembles, but there may be small
ways (perhaps through extracurricular offerings at first)
that music teachers could allow students to make music
as their schedule allows without strict attendance require-
ments.

Teaching to a New Standard

In 2014, NAfME partnered with the National Co-
alition for Core Arts Standards (NCCAS) to release a new
set of standards to guide public school music education.
The new standards represented a shift away from content,
skills, and knowledge and toward student understandings
and musical independence.’* The new music education
standards strive for autonomy, critical thinking, and de-
cision-making. Porchfest musicians are primarily self-di-
rected during a performance and rarely utilize any form
of music notation. This type of independence exemplifies
the very definition of musical literacy established by the
NCCAS: “knowledge and understanding required to par-
ticipate authentically in the discipline of music by inde-
pendently carrying out the artistic processes of creating,
performing, and responding.”*” Reading five-line staff no-
tation may not be required or appropriate to “participate
authentically” in many styles of music, especially those
22

found at Porchfest. These styles are historically rooted
in the aural transmission of folk tunes, jazz standards, or
original compositions by songwriters. It would be inac-
curate to say these Porchfest musicians were “illiterate,”
regardless of their familiarity with music staff notation.
Tom FitzStephens, a music teacher in DeKalb Coun-
ty, Georgia, located just five miles from the center of
Oakhurst Porchfest, believes that music teachers should
prepare students to become amateur musicians so they
are better equipped “with abilities to make music inde-
pendently and in small groups, for their personal en-
joyment.”*® The emphasis on independent musicianship
inherent in musical amateurism and community music
aligns with this new definition of music literacy and the
latest National Standards for music education. Music
teachers can embrace amateurism and teach creative mu-
sicianship without sacrificing standards for music educa-
tion. In fact, they may find their practices align with con-
temporary music education standards promoting musical
independence.

Collaborating with Community Partners

Music is an integral part of most cultures and is
embedded in the framework of many communities. Mu-
sic teachers, therefore, have a tremendous opportunity to
leverage the cultural values of the local community in their
classroom, increasing the relevancy of what they teach
and the level of engagement from students. In a NAfME
Blog article, Mara Culp and Karen Salvador encouraged
teachers to avoid assumptions and overcome biases, know
their students as individuals, and foster participation that
reflects the school community.” Of course, it is impos-
sible to fully understand the experiences, customs, and
values of all people, especially from populations that may
differ from our individual cultural identities. However,
music teachers can engage with community partners to
deepen their understandings of musical traditions and
customs that affirm the musical lives of all children in the
classroom. A few Porchfest organizers informed me they
partnered with local cultural centers and other organiza-
tions to identify local artists who reflected the racial and
ethnic diversity of the community. Music teachers could
similarly partner with local cultural centers and promote
these experiences in their classrooms.

Andi Merrill is the director of a community music
school that participates in Ithaca’s Porchfest each year. She
told me she works closely with local schools to provide
scholarships for music lessons and create programs that
mix traditional ensemble experiences with communi-
ty-based informal learning styles, including jam sessions.
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Music teachers could collaborate with community music
partners to create new opportunities for students that may
not be possible within the constraints of a school building
or academic schedule.

Practical Strategies for Embracing Amateurism
in PK-12 Music

The implications outlined in the previous section
may require new perspectives on teaching music to an
increasingly diverse (by race, socioeconomic status, and
musical preference) student population. Practical appli-
cations of these themes in one school may look radically
different from those in another, depending on the musical
traditions and preferences of individual members of the
school community. When considering any new teaching
strategy or approach, music teachers must be cautious not
to make assumptions about students, musical preferences,
or learning goals. Instructional changes should be made
in collaboration with the most important stakeholders in
the learning process, the students themselves. Keep this
in mind as you consider the practical strategies for em-
bracing amateurism in school music classrooms shown in
Table 1.

Table 1 Practical Strategies for Embracing Amateurism in PK-12 Music

TABLE 1

Closing Thoughts

A consistent theme in Porchfest, and perhaps
broadly throughout amateur community music-making
experiences, is an overarching goal to bring people to-
gether. Members of the Porchfest community truly care
for one another as neighbors first and as musicians sec-
ond. I would like to think some of the implications and
strategies in this article ultimately demonstrate caring
for students as humans first and musicians second while
recognizing their potential to contribute to communities
beyond our classrooms and their school music careers.
Irina Rasputnis, an organizer from Porchfest in Tacoma,
Washington, described their Porchfest to me in a simple
but powerful message: “Porchfest is for everyone. Porch-
fest has a space for everyone and everyone belongs at
Porchfest. From established bands to backyard jam bands,
from opera to experimental noise, everyone is included”
All children have the potential for meaningful music ex-
periences in their community. Not all children have the
skills and resources to do it on their own. By embracing
principles of Porchfest and amateurism, music educators
can create meaningful and accessible musical experiences
for all students, promoting a lifelong passion for music
irrespective of their professional aspirations.

Practical Strategies for Embracing Amateurism in PK-12 Music

Porchfest Implication Teaching Strategy

Description

Broadenirg programs Civersify musical offerings

Inciuce styles beyond the Western clas
pepulzs, folk, and culurally clevanl genres,

tradition, such as

Implemant moderm band
programs

Use student-selected repertoie and immess ve methods that
emaower students from day ane,

Shift tezche- role to facilitator

Embrace learna~centered approaches whers students cocreatz and
direct their music-making expariences,

Remaving barriers

Crfer flexible scheduling

Fronicie multiple class sections or extracurriculzr ensembles to
resolve conflicts with singleton course blocks,

Desigr ensembles and opportunities that do nat require prior
experience or ehnical proliciency.

Encourage opan-door
participaticn

Creata ensembles or clubs where students can join freely, witnout

strict attendance or perfarmance pressure.

Teaching tc & rew standard

Ermpnasize musical
Adependence and craativity

Reclefine music literacy

FocLs on student agency throLgh creatirg, performing, and
BEncy ! af

resparaing in diverse, authentic music making modes,

Renognize aural traditions and iconic notation as leg fimate farms of
musical understanding end participation.

Incorporale slucenl-led
projects

Ercorape sludenls lo desigr the - own musical projecls—such as
songwriting, best-making, o crganizing performances—that reflect
therr personal interests and learning goals.

Collaboraling with
community partners

Partnze with local culural
organ zations

Integrate the musical values and traditions of the community -lo the

classroom through guest artists and everts,

Wix formal and informal
earning styles

Combine traditional ensemble experences with community- basec
lgarring, sueh as jam sessons or collzboratve events,

Provide access threugh
COMUNtyY supnort

Wark with community schocls and nenprefits to offer zeditional
programiming,
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