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The 3 Rs:RECRUIT
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A
S THE 2020-21 SCHOOL YEAR draws to a close, we’re all hoping that next 
school will be more  “normal.” As musicians and educators, we long to make 
music together with full ensembles. But will you have the same number of 
students as in a typical year? Will your students be ready to really perform 
when most students are together for “regular” school rehearsals? Four noted 
music educators share their secrets for recruitment, retention, and program 

renewal (“preseason” activities) to make sure students are ready to roll on the ! rst 
day back. 

RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION ARE INSEPARABLE

Excellence and the Experience
Recruitment and retention are two sides of the same coin. For each of the ensemble 

directors interviewed for this article, recruiting and retention are baked into their 
programs. Joe Canta" a, director of a cappella ensembles at the Howell High School 
in Farmingdale, NJ (home of the Freehold Regional HS District’s FPAC magnet Arts 
program), as well as founder and director of The Rock nd Roll Chorus states it plainly, 
“I don’t recruit. The kid-to-kid social interaction about the amazing, life-changing ex-
periences they have every day is the best advertising.” Stellar performances by the sing-
ers in his ensembles for screaming audiences speak for themselves.

Expectations for Return
Kim Garza, veteran band director, and her colleagues at Lopez Middle School in 

San Antonio, TX phrase all conversations with the younger students as “when you are 
in band next year…” Her students reinforce this message, sharing all of their excite-
ment about new music they are playing, upcoming performances and festivals, and fun 
after-hours events.

Showcasing Success
Showcase performances are a hallmark of vibrant programs. Kim’s only o#  cial 
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recruiting activities occur at holiday “showcase” concerts and 
inter-school performances for and with elementary students. 
Though it had to happen on Zoom this year, Kim’s middle 
school students showcase di!erent instruments in online 
video sessions for younger students. There’s no substitute for 
young musicians sharing their joy for their instruments. En-
thusiastic students provide proof of the leap from beginner 
to accomplished performer that happens at Lopez MS. 

High school ensembles also use showcase performances 
and open-house concerts, as well as meet and greet time to 
help build continuity in their programs. Seeing the full pro-
gression through the polished performances of high school 
students sells the parents as well as kids. Alejos Anaya, or-
chestra director in Lubbock ISD (TX) leads his students in 
holiday showcase performances at elementary schools, as 
well as during more targeted concerts at open house events 

for middle school students and parents. He stresses the 
importance of featuring top performing ensembles during 
showcase concerts: “When you’re trying to get someone 
excited about cars and driving, show them a Ferrari, not a 
Chevy Nova.”

Relationships
LeAndre Benton, associate director of bands at Pearce 

HS, Richardson, TX, has a built-in program advantage. 
“We consciously form authentic, intentional relationships 
with students when they are in middle school, which 
deepen when they come to high school.” LeAndre and 
his colleagues all teach instrument-speci"c lessons to 
beginners while they are in middle school and conduct 
the middle school ensembles periodically throughout the 
school year. While many teachers do not enjoy this level 
of sta#ng or type of teaching schedule, making the time 

to visit with and get to know students in your feeder pro-
gram can make a di!erence, even if only during a couple 
of visits a year.

Establishing relationships has been a challenge for many 
teachers and students this school year. Between wearing 
masks and non-existent or intermittent in-person inter-
action have created real hurdles. Alejos shared a vignette: 
he was surprised by seeing a “random” student eating 
lunch in the orchestra room, as he did not recognize her 
without a mask on. Both he and the student had a joyful 
moment of recognition and laughter as soon as she lifted 
her colorful mask to her face. Alejos and his colleagues in 
Lubbock have used the mantra “buckets of grace” for the 
challenges of schooling during the pandemic, and clearly 
his students reciprocate by giving teachers grace during 
awkward moments.

Life Beyond the Rehearsal Room
Intentional relationships go way beyond life in the music 

room. LeAndre makes a point to get to know the whole stu-
dent and shares his own interests in the process. O! school 
time, he is an o#cial (referee) for NCAA Women’s Basket-
ball. This type of connection and street cred speaks to stu-
dents and shows them that they can be integral members 
of the school music program while pursuing other interests 
too. Rather than seeing a student’s interest in swimming, 
painting, volleyball, or martial arts as a distraction from the 
program, master teachers value this diversity of interest and 
connect music with real life. As teachers everywhere can at-
test, the strongest student musicians are often high achiev-
ers academically and athletically. Getting to know your stu-
dents and their passions, then really connecting with them 
can make the di!erence when they are faced with con$icting 
class schedules and many activity choices. 
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After Hours 
Retention in Kim’s program at Lopez MS doesn’t require 

a speci!c e"ort. Fun activities usually found only in high 
school programs keep students wanting to hang around for 
much more than the music. Her middle school band ‘family’ 
has social events including game nights, trips to professional 
sporting events, as well as informal pickup games like foot-
ball, basketball, and baseball. Through all of the events on and 
o" school time, the 8th grade student leaders help organize 
the activities and mentor the younger students musically.

RENEWAL: PREPARING FOR NEXT YEAR

Spring Festival Season = Preseason
Universally, spring is ‘festival’ season for vocal and instru-

mental ensembles. Yet once the spring concert and compe-
titions are over, the music doesn’t stop. Joe’s high school a 
cappella ensembles keep up their routine of additional after 
school rehearsals, since they compete and perform through 
the last day of school. All of Kim’s middle school band stu-
dents participate in solo and ensemble festivals—not just her 
advanced students. The advanced band students keep up their 
sectional and technique rehearsal schedule and add in students 
who will be joining the elite group in the fall. Rest assured, 
they continue to mix in fun activities for the whole band like 
games & sports, as well as an awards celebration too!

Summer Band/Orchestra
Most high schools have some version of marching band 

camp. Kim Garza’s middle school band students have a week 
of band camp. That’s right—middle school. LeAndre Ben-
ton’s school holds a spring event called “Band 101.” This 
evening event for incoming students and their parents gives 
eighth graders a chance sit in with the high school kids, play-
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ing together and learning the expec-
tations of high school band. Parents 
observe the kids and student leaders 
in action, meet other parents, learn 
about the program, and ask tons of 
questions. LeAndre’s summer band 
includes concert band fundamentals 
as well as and marching band rehears-
als. These summer events focus on 
technique while building indepen-
dent musicianship and ownership of 
the instrument.

 
Vocal Boot Camp

Think of Joe Canta"a’s “vocal boot 
camp” as an analog to band camp, with-
out the marching. In his work with his 
high school students, singers spend two 

weeks together in August, working together 4-5 hours a day. 
Each session contains a mix of vocal technique, vocal and physi-
cal health strategies, independent practice skills, and new reper-
toire. At the end of camp, each a cappella ensemble has at least 
3 pieces fully learned, ready to polish for performance starting 
on the !rst day of school. Joe focuses on healthy vocal produc-
tion above all. His biggest secret? “For school, I’m not doing vo-
cal boot camp so I can feel we’re prepared musically. I’m doing 
vocal boot camp and putting those kids through the gauntlet so 
that on the !rst day of school they have 20 friends.” The musical 
preparation is the vehicle for the social experience. The positive 
learning and social experiences nurture musical excellence, en-
sure retention, and make the program self-promoting.

“Build it and they will come.”
It may be the end of the school year, but it’s not too late to 

implement at least one strategy shared by these master teach-
ers. With enough passion, your students, their parents, and 
your school administrators should allow you some latitude 
to add at least one additional event to your program sched-
ule. Even you are limited to virtual events, an open house, 
open rehearsal, or social event for returning and incoming 
students will lay the foundation to renew your program and 
create excitement for the coming school year. Buckets of 
grace plus authentic, intentional relationships, and genuine 
experiences will keep enthusiastic students returning to the 
rehearsal room, ready to rock and roll. 


