
Modulation: 
How can we develop universal orchestra 

programs in our communities?



What do we mean by Universal?
❖ Including or covering all or a whole collectively or 

distributively without limit or exception

❖ Available equitably to all members of a society

❖ Adapted or adjustable to meet varied requirements



Considerations

Special 
Needs

Socio-economic 
Status

Gender Identity Race



Diversity in our orchestra programs = Strength

1. How is diversity represented in our programs?

2. What are we doing to make our programs accessible to all?

3. Are we unintentionally promoting one instrument over the other based on 

students’ gender identity, race, socioeconomic status or special needs?

4. Are we recruiting students based on Eurocentric ideas of “good behavior”?

Questions to Ponder:



Race & Gender representation in American Orchestras: 
Brief History and Overview

Henry Jay Lewis: First African-American in a 
major symphony orchestra (LA Philharmonic - 
1948). First African-American conductor (7th 
Army Symphony Orchestra - 1955).

Patricia Prattis Jennings:  First African-American 
woman hired as a principal player in a major 
American orchestra (Pittsburgh Symphony 
Orchestra, principal keyboard in 1966). Editor of 
Symphonium, which reported on 
African-American orchestral musicians.



Race & Gender representation in American Orchestras: 
Brief History and Overview

Marin Alsop: First female conductor of a major 
American orchestra (Baltimore Symphony 
Orchestra in 2007).

Alondra de la Parra: First-ever music director 
and first female conductor of Queensland 
Symphony Orchestra in Australia in 2017).



Alondra de la Parra

“I am a woman, I am a Mexican but that is just part of the many ingredients that make me who I am. It’s more three dimensional than the particular labels.”

“We bring to the podium everything that one is.” 

“One can only be who one is and nothing else, it’s the 
experiences of your life that you share with others.”

“I am a woman, I am a Mexican but that is just part of 
the many ingredients that make me who I am. It’s more 
three dimensional than the particular labels.”



Racial / Ethnic & Gender Diversity in the Orchestra Field
A report by the League of American Orchestras with research and data analysis by 

James Doeser, Ph.D. September 2016.

● Over a span of 34 years, the proportion of musicians from African American, 
Hispanic / Latino, Asian / Pacific Islander, American Indian / Alaskan Native, 
and other non-white backgrounds increased four-fold, from 3.4% of all 
musicians in 1980 to 14.2% in 2014. Nonetheless, by 2014 these musicians 
still constitute less than 15% of the orchestra musician population.

● Increase driven largely by an increase in musicians from Asian / Pacific 
Islander backgrounds. 

● The proportion of non-white musicians represented in the orchestra 
workforce – and of African American and Hispanic / Latino musicians in 
particular – remains extremely low. 



• The wider orchestra field – conductors, executives, staff, and board members – 
also remains predominantly white. In some cases, such as among conductors, 
there are indications of positive change; in others, there is an absence of change.

 • There are noticeable differences between larger orchestras and smaller 
orchestras. Specifically: – The percentage of musicians from African American 
and Hispanic / Latino backgrounds employed by smaller orchestras is double the 
percentage of those employed by larger orchestras. – Conversely, conductors 
from African American and Hispanic / Latino backgrounds are more likely to be 
employed by larger orchestras than by smaller orchestras.



Racial / Ethnic Diversity: Orchestra Staff
A report by the League of American Orchestras with research and data analysis by 

James Doeser, Ph.D. September 2016

The League of American Orchestras began collecting race / ethnicity data on 
orchestra administrative staff in 2010. Since then, the percentage of non-white 
staff has hovered at around 14%, including 5-7% African American and 3-5% 
Hispanic / Latino employees.

It also demonstrates that the racial / ethnic profile of top executives (e.g., 
executive director, CEO, president) is overwhelmingly white. Since 2006, the 
percentage of top executives from African American, Latino / Hispanic, Asian / 
Pacific Islander, American Indian / Alaskan Native and other non-white 
backgrounds has fluctuated between just 1.6% and 5.2%. 



How do these practices 
impact our orchestra 

programs?



Texas Music Educators Association Convention 
Bassoon Controversy, January 2021



“Intangible Characteristics” 
from TMEA Convention- Building Better Bassoons

Self Motivation
● Choose students who thrive on 

their own

Intelligence
● Find smart kids strong in Math 

and Reading comprehension

Socio-Economic Status
● Never prohibited, but should be taken into account 

when regarding the expense of reeds/lessons



Musical Knowledge
● Understanding note reading, bass clef, and rhythms, gives more time to focus on 

bassoon.

Stable Home
● Every bassoon kid is an investment; will they remain within your community. 

Questions to answer:

- Do they live in an apartment or house?
- Are they buying or renting?
- Do they move often?
- Are there parents transferred for work often?
- Are lessons a possibility, both from a financial perspective and a mobility 

perspective? 
- Is the home open to home practice?



Asian Stereotype
Pinchas Zukerman- Juilliard Masterclass, June 2021

One of classical music’s biggest names has apologised after using 
“offensive cultural stereotypes” towards two young musicians during a 

Juilliard School masterclass.

"Sometimes if you have a question about how to play it, sing it," he said. "I know in Korea they don't sing." 
He went on to talk about how wrong it is, that in Korea they don't sing.

One of the sisters spoke up, "But I'm not Korean," she said. "Then where are you from?" he asked.

She began to explain that she's of half Japanese descent, then he interrupted, "In Japan they don't sing 
either." He mimicked a sing-song vocal style that has been stereotyped as Asian. "That is not singing. 
Violin is not a machine." At this point the smiles had melted from the sisters' faces.  

Towards the end of the masterclass, Zukerman reportedly returned to the topic, saying: “In Korea they 
don’t sing. It’s not in their DNA.”



Modulation: How can we effect change in our 
orchestra programs? 

Music educators have the power to create inclusive environments for 
their students and can serve as effective agents of change.

“All orchestras, each in and with their own communities, must discover their 
unique paths to greater inclusion and equity, which will allow them to better 
see, understand, and engage all of their diverse stakeholders”.

League of American Orchestras - 

Statement on Racial Discrimination, June 2020



Action Steps for the Orchestra Classroom

1. Instrument Demonstrations

2. Guest Artists

3. Musical Genres

4. Repertoire



Instrument Demonstrations - Representation Matters

                                    

❖ Showcase musicians of color     ❖ Showcase female musicians

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k_LmRcr8Mm4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FntHqAlD1S0


Guest Artists
❖ Reach out to diverse musicians in our community and ask them to perform 

for our students.
❖ Play recorded performances in our classes.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZHD5gAayXfA


Diverse Musical Genres

                                    

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TQtXo4tiZxs
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gEIVzWCRSg8


Repertoire

“Had the vernacular of slave songs, spirituals and jazz taken root in our classical music, we 
would have a different landscape today — and a classical sound that is uniquely American”. 

“Dvořák made a radical prediction. In 1893, he told The New York Herald:

The future of this country must be founded upon what are called the Negro melodies. This 

must be the real foundation of any serious and original school of composition to be 

developed in the United States."    

                       

(Tom Huizenga, “Why is American Classical Music so White?” 

NPR Classical, September 2019)



Negro Folk Symphony (1934)
William Dawson

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q18yg27GTo0


Repertoire Resources

https://www.musicbyblackcomposers.org/

https://www.composerdiversity.com/

https://www.chamber-music.org/pdf/2018-Composers-Equity-Project.pdf

http://www.latinorchestralmusic.com/

https://africandiasporamusicproject.org/

https://www.musicbyblackcomposers.org/
https://www.composerdiversity.com/
https://www.chamber-music.org/pdf/2018-Composers-Equity-Project.pdf
http://www.latinorchestralmusic.com/
https://africandiasporamusicproject.org/


Embracing Human Difference in Music Education: 
Suggestions for Honoring Diversity in Music Classrooms

By NAfME Members Mara E. Culp and Karen Salvador

December 21, 2017

“Becoming a more inclusive educator by recognizing, honoring, and valuing 
student identities will likely require change, and change can be 
uncomfortable. We will need to overcome concerns about saying or doing 
the wrong thing, and approach this change with humility, open minds, open 
hearts, and open ears. Every person can learn and grow in and through 
music, and, therefore, has the right to see their ideas, values, and identities 
reflected in music education”.



1. Know Students as Individuals

● Allow students to self-identify in terms of race, gender, ethnicity, religion, 
disability, sexual orientation, etc.

● Some students may feel comfortable speaking about their experiences and 
individual identities, while others may be more reserved

● Use student-preferred music. To understand musical preferences, use an 
assignment such as a “playlist of my life,” make time for open discussion in 
class, and listen attentively.



2. Foster Participation that Reflects your School Community

● Explore gender equity in ensembles

● Examine whether the proportion of students with individualized education 
programs (IEPs) reflects the proportion of students with IEPs in your 
school

● Offer entry points to music education for all students at all levels



3. Ensure Repertoire and Materials to Reflect Your Learners

● Select music from cultures represented in and beyond your school 
community

● Ensure materials use gender inclusive language (e.g., they vs. he/she).

● Choose music written by composers who represent a variety of genders, 
ethnicities, races, sexual orientations, social classes, etc.



4. Structure Classroom Practices and Policies to Create 
Inclusive Learning Environments

● Establish classroom discipline policies that do not disproportionately affect 
certain groups

● Protect your students from harassment and discrimination based on race, 
ethnicity, religion, home language, (dis)ability, gender, gender expression, 
and/or sexual orientation.

● Understand how the cost of materials (e.g., instruments, uniforms) may 
affect students who come from low-income families.



8 Ways to Combat Anti-Black Racism
Aaron Flag, Anti-Black Discrimination in American Orchestras

1. Center the people who are being harmed to understand and work from 
their perspective.

2. Learn the History of systematic discrimination (unnjust treatment) to be 
able to empathize with Black people.

3. Grow your awareness of words, behaviors, assumptions, and processes 
that communicate racists beliefs of superiority or inferiority.

4. Stay Open to new perspectives on the familiar to remain vulnerable and 
tolerant.



5. Find your own way to stand up against racism in your life, your 
community, your organization and our country.

6. Be an ally, increase the number of allies, and support them.

7. Embrace discomfort and demonstrate a deep, unwavering commitment 
to the goals of equity and inclusion.

8. Develop mechanisms to keep yourself accountable, educated and 
sensitive to the journey of others.



Hiring Musicians- The Audition System
Aaron Flag, Anti-Black Discrimination in American Orchestras

 
● Black Musicians were not permitted to audition:

- For over 100 years: From 1820’s to 1940’s

- Opportunities to be heard had to come from bold advocates like 

George Szell, Leonard Rose and Leopold Stokowski

- Racial discrimination, nepotism and favoritism limited access to 

audition notices and apprentice playing opportunities.



Hiring Musicians -The Audition System

● One had to be a union member to be hired

- Late 19th/early 20th century unions were only for white people.

- Segregated unions in the 20th century from 1941 to 1974 offered 

unequal access to audition notices, opportunities and representation.



League of American Orchestras: 
Statement on Racial Discrimination, June 2020

“The League of American Orchestras acknowledges, accepts responsibility for, 
and apologizes for the role it has played in perpetuating, excusing, and 
participating in systemic discrimination based on race within the orchestral field”.

“The impacts of our actions have included the loss of valuable musical and other 
creative contributions by generations of Black people, the disenfranchisement of 
fellow Americans, and redirected career trajectories, all resulting in fewer people 
engaging with the musical culture we all share and love. This ultimately 
diminishes the vibrancy of the art form and, therefore, undermines the orchestral 
experience for everyone”.
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