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Abstract: The 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence in 2026 presents an 
opportunity to pause and reflect on contemporary music education. I approach the anniver-
sary from the perspective of democracy in music education at the 150th anniversary in 1926. 
In what ways were the “unalienable Rights” of “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness” 
visible in the philosophy and practice of music education at the time? The article begins with 
a description of trends in the middle years of the 1920s that likely influenced the direction of 
music education. From there, I describe how the sesquicentennial anniversary was formally 
celebrated. On a theme of “sing democracy,” I illustrate how music educators responded to 
prevailing trends and in the worldview of the time, sought to enact democratic ideals in school 
music: advocate “music for every child,” expand the music curriculum, establish curriculum 
standards to improve the quality of music instruction, assimilate and cultivate citizens, and 
collaborate with professional communities. In conclusion, I return to those five markers of 
democratic thinking and action in light of the rights of “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happi-
ness.” Listening back to narratives of music, education, and music education in and around the 
sesquicentennial anniversary can deepen understanding of the evolution of school music and 
help discern future directions for music in school and community.

Keywords: history of music education, philosophy of music education, advocacy, sesquicen-
tennial, democracy

The 250th anniversary of the signing 
of the Declaration of Independence 
presents an opportunity to pause and 

reflect on music education. Such reflec-
tion can assume many forms. The National 
Association for Music Education marks the 
anniversary by participating in the Sing 
Democracy 250-50 States program that 
culminates in performances of new choral 
compositions on the theme of American 
democracy.1 In this article, I approach the 
semiquincentennial (250th anniversary) by 
reflecting on music education at the sesqui-
centennial (150th anniversary) in 1926. As I 
discerned which anniversary to highlight in 
the history of school music education—1876, 
1926, or 1976—I chose 1926 based on evi-

dence that revealed it to be a pivotal time 
for music education and likely to elicit 
perspectives relevant to music education 
today. What trends influenced the outlook 
of teachers, the scope of the music curricu-
lum, and, more broadly, the aspirations and 
priorities of the music education profes-
sion in and around the sesquicentennial in  
1926? In what ways can the “unalienable  
Rights” espoused by the Founders of the 
Republic, among them, “Life, Liberty, and 
the pursuit of Happiness,” be interpreted in 
the philosophy and practice of music edu-
cation at the time of the sesquicentennial? 
By reconstructing a portrait of music educa-
tion, the intention is to stimulate reflection, 
prompt questions, and instill hope.2
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I begin this article with a descrip-
tion of trends in the middle years of 
the 1920s that likely influenced music 
education. From there, I describe how 
the sesquicentennial was formally cel-
ebrated in 1926. On the theme of “sing 
democracy,” I then illustrate how music 
educators responded to prevailing 
trends and in the worldview of the time, 
sought to enact democratic principles 
in school music. In conclusion, I listen 
back for inspiration from music educa-
tion at the time of the sesquicentennial 
and look forward with hope as the pro-
fession marks the occasion of America 
at its 250th anniversary.

Music Teaching at the Time of 
the Sesquicentennial (1926)

The decade of the 1920s is known as a 
time of economic prosperity, expansion 
of industry, rapid change, and innova-
tions in technology and communica-
tion media. It was also a time when 
artistic expression flourished, captured 
in the metaphor of the Roaring Twen-
ties and exemplified in the culture of 
the Harlem Renaissance. Changes in 
lifestyle were profound, due in part to 
increased leisure time and a range of 
new media and material goods to con-
sume.3 At the same time, a chorus of 
voices resounded in the name of civil 
rights—for example, women’s rights 
and racial equality.4 The middle years 
of the 1920s were distant from wartime 
and not yet plunged into the economic 
crash of 1929 that triggered the Great 
Depression. A sense of peace and pros-
perity generated optimism and courage 
to advance one’s cause. The climate for 
advocating school music was positive, 
strengthened by new perspectives on 
the benefits of music to the individual 
and to society at large.5

What contributed to the sense of 
prosperity that likely impacted the lives 
of music teachers and the direction of 
music education? Ownership of an auto-
mobile came within reach of the rising 
middle class. Henry Ford introduced 
the forty-hour workweek in May 1926, 
which he believed would motivate peo-
ple to work better and allow individuals 

and families time for recreation activi-
ties. Organizations such as the National 
Bureau for the Advancement of Music 
(NBAM) and the National Federation of 
Music Clubs (NFMC) promoted music as a 
worthwhile leisure activity and regarded 
music education as core to their mission. 
They collaborated with the Music Super-
visors National Conference (MSNC)6 and 
the Music Teachers National Association 
and contributed in important ways to 
the flourishing of music in school and 
society. Although industries supporting 
music education were already embed-
ded in the culture of nineteenth-century 
school music—for example, the produc-
tion of textbooks and a range of tools to 
enhance music learning—their involve-
ment and influence increased dramati-
cally in the 1920s.7

The manufacture and sale of phono-
graphs, piano players, and radios trans-
formed the way people interacted with 
music at home and in school. As school 
bands, orchestras, and other instrumental 
classes and ensembles, such as harmon-
ica and piano, increased, so also did the 
demand for musical instruments.8 The 
availability of phonographs and music 
listening instructional materials along 
with radio broadcasts of music led to 
the development of music appreciation 
as a core activity in the elementary class-
room and secondary general courses.9 
With intense marketing and advertising, 
these products were presented to teach-
ers in clever and compelling ways in 
the pages of music teachers’ journals, 
such as the Music Supervisors’ Journal 
(Figures 1–3).10 Imagine the attraction 

FIGURE 1
Advertisement of the Victor Talking Machine Company in Music 
Supervisors’ Journal 12, no. 2 (1925): 2311
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FIGURE 2
Advertisement for the Miessner Institute’s Melody Way of Class 
Piano Instruction in Music Supervisors’ Journal 12, no. 4 (1926): 47

and novelty of these media for music 
teaching and learning coupled with the 
culture of consumerism that was perva-
sive in everyday life, although within the 
reach of only some social classes.

Arising out of the music appreciation 
movement, the popular music memory 
contests became a huge success across 
the nation by the mid-1920s.12 Organ-
ized by groups such as the MSNC, 
NFMC, and NBAM, advertised by news 
and broadcast media, and with test 
preparation carried out in schools, the 
contests further united music education 
in the home, school, and community.13 
Charles Tremaine reported in 1926 that 
contests “have been held in over 1400 
cities.”14 A majority were held in eastern 

and midwestern states, and they were 
also held in southern and western states.

The sesquicentennial was a time to 
celebrate material progress because it 
was a time to revisit the “unalienable 
Rights” of individuals that the Founders 
identified—“Life, Liberty, and the pur-
suit of Happiness.”15 In keeping with 
the sociocultural and economic milieu 
and supported by professional organi-
zations, music education experienced 
unprecedented growth and innova-
tion in the 1920s. The MSNC adopted 
the motto “music for every child, every 
child for music” in 1923, access to music 
education as part of the public school 
experience was becoming more wide-
spread, instrumental music education 

found a secure foothold in education, 
and music appreciation, associated with 
a middle-class lifestyle, expanded the 
range of curricular activity at all levels.16

However, depending on individu-
als’ history and heritage, social class, 
and geographical location, there was 
tremendous diversity in how these 
aspirations and rights could be expe-
rienced and expressed. Remembering 
1776 could elicit pride and patriotism 
or remind individuals of their ongo-
ing struggle toward freedom—equality 
of educational opportunity, socioeco-
nomic mobility, and respect and appre-
ciation for the cultural expressions of 
all individuals.17 At the time, society and 
schooling continued to be segregated 
by race and ability, supported and man-
dated by applicable laws and policies.

The founding of organizations—the 
National Association of Teachers in 
Colored Schools (1903), the National 
Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (1909), the Association 
for the Study of Negro Life and History 
(1915), and the National Association of 
Negro Musicians (1919) earlier in the 
century—helped unite Black people in 
their call for equality and inclusion. The 
renowned activist Carter D. Woodson 
created Negro History Week in the year 
of the sesquicentennial in 1926, which 
became Black History Month in the year 
of the bicentennial in 1976.18 Sounds of 
the Jazz Age were heard in northern cit-
ies as the Great Migration of Black peo-
ple from southern states continued into 
the 1920s. For example, Black artists of 
the Harlem Renaissance who flourished 
in the 1920s, including Louis Armstrong, 
Duke Ellington, Ma Rainey, and Bessie 
Smith, introduced new musical styles 
into the urban landscape. For Native 
American people, an act of Congress in 
1924 admitted them to US citizenship for 
the first time. A large majority of their 
school-age children were educated in 
boarding schools in the mid-1920s.19 
The education of students with disabili-
ties took place in separate schools or 
in separate classrooms in the growing 
number of public schools that added 
special education programs.20 Acknowl-
edging these sociopolitical facts is vitally 
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important when considering democratic 
principles in music education at the time 
of the sesquicentennial.

With regard to events that took place 
during 1926 (in chronological order), 
music teachers might have noticed 
or participated in the first Negro His-
tory Week launched on February 7; 
the nineteenth annual meeting of the 
MSNC held in Detroit, April 9 through 
16, that included a performance of the 
first National High School Orchestra; 
National Music Week, May 2 through 
8; the first official National School 
Band Contest in Fostoria, Ohio, June 
4 through 5; or the Sesqui-Centennial 
International Exposition in Philadelphia, 
May 31 through November 30.

Music and the 
Sesquicentennial Exposition
World’s fairs (or universal expositions) 
in nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
America attracted considerable attention 
and revealed musical and educational 
values and beliefs of the time.21 The 
principal official event sponsored by the 
US government in 1926 was the Inter-
national Sesqui-Centennial Exposition 
in Philadelphia (Figure 4).22 It sought 
“to reconsecrate American patriotism 
by reminding the nation of its begin-
nings.”23 US President Calvin Coolidge 
delivered a speech at the Exposition on 
July 5 in which he reminded the nation 
of those beginnings.24 Certain details of 

the Exposition program reflected musi-
cal and educational values of the day. 
The Philadelphia Orchestra was the 
official Exposition orchestra. A notable 
music education leader, Frances Elliott 
Clark, served on the Exposition music 
committee. Given her stature and role 
as director of the Education Department 
at the Victor Talking Machine Company 
in nearby Camden, New Jersey, and 
the recent launch of the Orthophonic 
Victrola, which was featured at the 
Exposition, her presence is not surpris-
ing. George Lindsay, director of music 
for the Philadelphia Public Schools, 
served as chair of the public schools 
subcommittee. The bands subcommit-
tee was chaired by Albert Hoxie, the 
renowned leader of the Philadelphia 
Harmonica Band that performed several 
times during the Exposition, including 
at the Ohio House Dedication (Figure 
5). John Philip Sousa and his band per-
formed a march Sousa composed for 

FIGURE 3
Advertisement for Sims Song Slides in Music Supervisors’ Journal 
12, no. 2 (1925): 15

FIGURE 4
“‘America Welcomes the 
World,’ The Sesquicentennial 
International Exposition,” 
broadside poster by artist 
Elliott Brewer, Philadelphia 
Inquirer, 1926
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the occasion, Sesquicentennial Exposi-
tion March.25

Two pageants, Freedom and Loyal-
ty’s Gift, were composed for the occa-
sion. The patriotic pageant Freedom, 
staged by Robert H. Burnside, focused 
on American history and emphasized 
“with all the art of the stage and music 
and spectacle the great human struggle 
for freedom through the ages.”26 Loy-
alty’s Gift, created by African Ameri-
can Dora Cole Norman, was “a highly 
dramatic picture” of Black history and 
culture that included performances by 
Marion Anderson, the Hampton Quartet, 
the Fisk Quintet, and “a chorus of 500 
voices in music that included the famous 
Negro spirituals.”27 Although the Exposi-
tion and the sesquicentennial received 
minimal coverage in music and educa-
tion journals, a patriotic cantata written 
for the anniversary, The Spirit of ’76, 
was advertised widely (Figure 6) in the 
Eastern School Music Herald, the Music 

Supervisors’ Journal, and The Supervisors 
Service Bulletin. The cantata followed 
“the various stages of the country’s 
development through to the causes of 
the War for Independence,” ending with 
“a song of victory and of the flag with 
the strains of the ‘Star Spangled Banner’ 
at the close.”28 In general, the Exposi-
tion included music performances con-
nected to the lives of Americans at the 
time and exhibited the latest technolo-
gies that had become a feature of music 
instruction in many schools nationwide.

Toward a Song of Democracy: 
Music Education in and around 
the Sesquicentennial

In many ways, the stars were aligned 
in 1926 for music to flourish in public 
schools in a year that celebrated Ameri-
can independence and democratic 
principles. Each generation of music 

educators aspires to democratic prac-
tices,29 at all times shaped by prevailing 
societal beliefs and values. What markers 
of democratic thinking and action were 
evident in school music in and around 
1926?30 For the purpose of this article, I 
focus on markers that demonstrate music 
educators’ efforts to (a) advocate “music 
for every child,” (b) expand the music 
curriculum, (c) create curriculum stan-
dards to improve the quality of music 
instruction, (d) cultivate and assimilate 
citizens, and (e) collaborate with profes-
sional communities.

Advocate “Music for Every 
Child”

Of all the mottos invoked to advocate 
music education, “music for every child, 
every child for music” has been drawn 
on consistently since it was first used 
by then-President of MSNC, Karl Gehrk-
ens, in 1923.31 The message of “music 
for every child” appeared on the front 
cover of every issue of the Music Super-
visors’ Journal in 1926 (Figure 7). The 
motto aligned well with MSNC’s goal 
of expanding the presence of music 
in public schools. It also aligned with 
the beliefs of educational leaders who 
spoke frequently to music’s value in 
public schools in reports and conference 
addresses during 1926.32 A focus on 
music was motivated in part by greater 
understanding of its value in human 
life and central role in the lives of chil-
dren and youth.33 With scant evidence 
of music in segregated public schools 
and teacher education programs34 and in 
schools for students with disabilities35 in 
the 1920s, it is not clear to what degree 
the motto of “music for every child” 
was drawn on to promote music educa-
tion in those school settings. President 
Coolidge, commenting on music in the 
magazine Music and Youth in Novem-
ber 1926, emphasized that music “is 
not merely for the few, but rather for 
the many. Its appeal reaches to all, its 
response comes from all. . . . [It] should 
increasingly be established and recog-
nized, as an important national asset.”36 
The aspiration of music “for the many” 

FIGURE 5
Harmonica Players with Ohio Governor at the Ohio House 
Dedication, Sesquicentennial International Exposition, 
Philadelphia, July 20, 1926

Source: https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/essays/sesquicentennial-international-exposition/.

https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/essays/sesquicentennial-international-exposition/
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is considered in the context of a segre-
gated society.

Expand the Music Curriculum

Reading primary sources about cur-
riculum developments that were afoot 
in music education in and around 1926 
is humbling.37 One senses the intense 
energy and deep passion that music 
teachers and other advocates invested 
in making music central to the mission 
of education. The time was favorable for 
expanding the music curriculum, espe-
cially at the secondary level, as both a 
curriculum subject and an extracurricu-
lar activity.38 The inclusion of more and 
different ensembles, piano instruction, 

and music appreciation classes and “a 
forward movement” in the curriculum 
of the high school was, as Birge put 
it, “bewildering from the rapidity with 
which it has taken place” and “without 
precedent.”39 Furthermore, the land-
scape (and soundscape) of music in 
many elementary classrooms underwent 
change, moving from a predominance 
of singing and sight-reading to the inclu-
sion of music listening, use of classroom 
instruments (rhythmic “toy orchestras”), 
and the beginnings of creative music-
making. With such rapid developments, 
new curricula were created to respond 
to progressive ideals in elementary 
schools or to reach more students in 
junior high and high schools.40

The novelty of new recording tech-
nologies sparked the imagination of 
music teachers as they envisioned a 
common musical experience for stu-
dents through music listening and 
appreciation lessons. As former music 
teacher and MSNC founder, author of 
music appreciation textbooks and media 
for schools, and now director of music 
education at the Victor Talking Machine 
Company, Frances E. Clark bridged the 
gap between industry and the music 
classroom.41 Along with music apprecia-
tion, by 1926, instrumental ensembles 
had also become an institution in many 
high schools.42 This unprecedented 
development over a decade or more 
was made possible in part by the avail-
ability of professional musicians turned 
educators to direct bands and orchestras 
and the support of key partners—school 
administrators, the NBAM led by Charles 
M. Tremaine,43 and the music industry. 
Curricular expansion advanced around 
strong and tight networks of support. 
In the absence of a historical account 

FIGURE 6
Advertisement for The Spirit of ’76 Cantata in Music Supervisors’ 
Journal 12, no. (1926): 57

FIGURE 7
“Music for Every Child” Motto 
on the Front Cover of the 
Music Supervisors’ Journal 
12, no. 3 (February 1926)
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the pinnacle of the competitive space, 
exemplified in the first National High 
School Orchestra at the MSNC confer-
ence in Detroit in April 1926 and the 
first National School Band Contest in 
Fostoria, Ohio, in June 1926.57 Contests 
had their downside in terms of demo-
cratic practices. In the early years, a 
single band won in the different classes 
of competition in each contest, and 
“school officials and bandmasters alike 
grew increasingly dissatisfied” with the 
system.58 On the one hand, aspiring to 
high standards was a noble goal, and 
motivating students through competi-
tion was effective; on the other, con-
tests had consequences that highlighted 
the conundrum of music as vocational 
or avocational education, music for the 
few or the many, professional training 
or preparation of amateurs for lifelong 
participation in music.

By the mid-1920s, the roots of 
many current forms of music curricu-
lum organization and assessment were 
sown—a belief in unified curricu-
lum standards by which school music 
could be advanced as a school subject 
and in the function of music contests 
to motivate, to raise standards, and to 
attract good public attention. Similar to 
other historical eras, tensions or seem-
ing contradictions can exist among the 
multiple trends that permeate the dis-
course and rhetoric of public schools. 
The principles of progressive education 
and student-centered curriculum models 
influenced by them, more in evidence 
at the elementary level, were rooted in 
a space different to that of standards, 
psychometrics, and educational testing 
and different again from the climate of 
capitalism that was evident in the pro-
liferation of educational materials and 
musical instruments and media. Other 
societal expectations were competing 
for a place in the democratic mission of 
school music, among them, the goal of 
cultivating American patriotism.

Assimilate and Cultivate 
Citizens

The education of American citizens 
of good moral character prepared for 

of music in schools in the 1920s that 
included schools segregated by race and 
ability, it is not possible to generalize; 
schools endowed with the social capital, 
racial heritage, and economic resources 
were more likely to benefit from such 
support.

Beyond the two dominant paradigms 
of music education—performance and 
appreciation—the values underpinning 
child-centered education were applied 
to practice by some music educators, 
especially at the elementary level. Moti-
vated by the principles of progressive 
education espoused by John Dewey,44 
the individual child was at the center 
of their own learning. The principles 
also acknowledged the heterogeneity 
of learners’ backgrounds, the central-
ity of home life in school life, and the 
child’s need for creative self-expression. 
Not only did the child have a right to a 
musical education but also to one that 
nurtured their unique identities through 
music. Such work was explored in labo-
ratory schools that experimented with 
innovative curriculum focused on the 
child as learner. In the context of music, 
we look to Satis Coleman’s innovative 
work at the Lincoln Laboratory School 
at Teachers College, Columbia Univer-
sity, and the numerous books that she 
published in the name of advancing 
creative music education.45 Beyond the 
environment of lab schools, music was 
integrated into pedagogical approaches 
that had a creative focus.46 A description 
of curriculum in segregated schools for 
Black students in Charlotte City Schools 
in North Carolina in the late 1920s illus-
trated how creative music-making was 
featured in the “activity curriculum” 
through “composing of words, writing 
of music, and folk dance.”47

At the high school level, attention to 
musical creativity was not evident. The 
goal was to grow ensembles and stand-
ardize learning outcomes and to estab-
lish music as a scientific subject worthy 
of inclusion in the core curriculum. A 
tension seems to have existed in beliefs 
about the nature of musical experience in 
school. An increasing focus on aesthetics 
by many MSNC leaders48 was reflected 
in appreciation of the beautiful and the 

harmonious, language that was familiar 
to general educators, school administra-
tors, and professional musicians. Karl 
Gehrkens wrote that if “an aesthetic 
reaction does not result in the case of a 
large proportion of lessons it is doubt-
ful if music is worth all it costs in time, 
money, and energy.”49 Other leaders put 
the social and socializing values of music 
in K–12 education in the foreground. In 
his President’s Address at the MSNC bien-
nial conference in Detroit in April 1926, 
Edgar Gordon described a move from “art 
for art’s sake” to “a democratic concept 
of musical enjoyment” that placed music 
“in the very fabric of life itself.”50 Both 
leaders, though, were focused on the 
humanistic aspects of music education; as 
Gordon put it, the profession’s task was 
“to supply the saving spiritual and subjec-
tive qualities of human life.”51 Similar to 
the changing sociopolitical landscapes of 
music in society at large, the meanings 
of musical experience in the curriculum 
were also in a state of flux.

Establish Curriculum Standards

The subject of curriculum standards, 
which is integrated into educational 
discourse today, was central to reform 
efforts in music education in the 1920s. 
A unified approach to primary-grade 
education began formally with the 
founding of the National Council of Pri-
mary Education in 1915. One of the first 
tasks of the new Educational Council 
of MSNC, established in 1918,52 was to 
produce a standard course in music for 
elementary grades.53 A similar effort was 
undertaken in secondary education54 
and reflected in subsequent bulletins of 
the Council on high school and junior 
high school curriculum.55 Other trends 
were dominant too in music education 
in the mid-1920s.

A focus on educational outcomes 
accompanied that of curriculum reform 
and standards. It was interpreted in 
music education by the production of 
tests to evaluate students’ musical abil-
ity, a focus on competition in music 
performance, and the proliferation of 
music memory contests.56 Competing 
for a place at the national level was 
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civic engagement was an expectation of 
schools in the mid-1920s.59 With increas-
ing numbers of students participating in 
school music, the popularity of patriotic 
songs and marches, and a greater avail-
ability of music by American compos-
ers, students performed American music 
more frequently as part of the curricu-
lum.60 Although “The Star-Spangled 
Banner” was not declared the official 
US national anthem until 1931, it was 
already performed widely in schools by 
the mid-1920s, along with “America.”

The goal of assimilating immigrants 
into American society through public 
education was maintained. Although 
immigration acts of 1921 and 1924 
restricted immigrants based on national 
quotas, school communities remained 
ethnically diverse. Clark argued that 
“We, the melting-pot nation, can amal-
gamate all these diverse peoples more 
quickly through music than in any other 
way.”61 Fostering a sense of belonging to 
the nation, E Pluribus Unum (see Fig-
ure 4), was implemented in the teaching 
of both folk songs and dances of many 
lands as well as performing American 
patriotic music.62

In segregated Black schools and 
communities, social circumstances were 
different. The quest to be recognized 
and to have their history and heritage 
acknowledged in the school curriculum 
was at the forefront of collective efforts. 
The performance of the Black hymn 
“Lift Every Voice and Sing” (1900) was 
central to such efforts. Both this hymn 
and the poignant words of Langston 
Hughes in his poem “Epilogue” (or “I, 
Too”) published in The Weary Blues in 
1926 serve as a reminder a century later 
of the power of music and other arts 
to amplify people’s existence and voice 
their rights. Hughes wrote, “I, too, sing 
America. . . . I, too, am America.”63

Published literature in the mid-1920s 
highlighted the potential of music edu-
cation to build patriotic values and 
assimilate to the mainstream of Ameri-
can society. Meanwhile, voices from 
“within the Veil”64 advocated for their 
rights as American citizens, also draw-
ing on music to develop in their youth a 
sense of pride. It may be said that music 

educators and others responsible for 
music instruction across the segregated 
landscape of public schools were con-
scious of cultivating a sense of belong-
ing and citizenship. Their motivation to 
do so, however, was rooted in a range 
of histories and life experiences that 
formed their outlook and shaped their 
experience of being an American citizen.

Collaborate with Professional 
Communities

Professional teacher groups are, in a 
sense, communities of citizens working 
in the name of advancing the education 
of children and youth. What was the pro-
fessional culture of music education at 
the time of the sesquicentennial? Which 
groups served as the profession’s allies? 
Who was included in their community? 
These are questions for music teach-
ers of any era. As a professional body, 
school music teachers started out as a 
Department of Music Education in the 
National Education Association in 1884. 
Thus, they were embedded profession-
ally in education. The extent to which 
music as a school subject was supported 
publicly by influential leaders in general 
education around 1926 is noteworthy. 
So too was the frequency of exchange 
between general education and music 
education professional communities. 
Music educators presented at education 
conferences and were published in edu-
cation journals and proceedings.65 After 
their performance at the 1926 MSNC 
conference, the National High School 
Orchestra was featured at the 1927 
conference of school administrators in 
Dallas.66 Education scholars and admin-
istrators were invited to give keynote 
addresses at MSNC conferences.67

MSNC also had close ties with music 
organizations such as NBAM and NFMC. 
This was evident in the support they 
received for instrumental music, music 
contests, and music memory tests. The 
professional identity and practice of 
the school music teacher continued to 
extend beyond the school into the com-
munity, evident in Ruth Hyde Perkins 
West’s description of her work as music 
supervisor in a southwestern region, 

published in the December 1925 issue 
of the Music Supervisors’ Journal:

I have a very large and very interesting 
field of Rural work in music here in the 
most Southwest corner of our U. S. A. I 
drive 15,000 miles a year in a Ford coupe 
and my car is welcome in every neigh-
borhood as is the community sing and 
the free piano lesson and the evenings 
with the victrola.68

With the increasing autonomy of 
music as a subject in the school curricu-
lum, the education of more specialist 
teachers due to an increase in teacher 
education programs and the first bach-
elor degrees in music education,69 and 
the growing maturity of MSNC, the pro-
fessional community sought to confirm 
its national identity. Two new Sectional 
Conferences of MSNC—North Central 
and South West—were announced in 
1926, as was a change from a national 
annual to a biennial conference. In 
the same year, the Music Supervisors’ 
Journal became the sole magazine for 
all regions. These actions reflected a 
more inclusive approach in the national 
organization, aiming to serve music 
educators in every corner of the nation. 
They also coincided with a move toward 
more independence and autonomy as a 
professional group.

Listening Back for Inspiration, 
Looking Forward with Hope
In marking the 250th anniversary, I 
focused on music education at the ses-
quicentennial anniversary in 1926. The 
first of two questions set forth in the 
article—what trends influenced the out-
look of music teachers, the curriculum, 
and the priorities of the profession at 
that time—brings us to the heart of the 
Roaring Twenties and its contradictions: 
prosperity and opportunity, leisure and 
consumerism defining the experiences 
of some; racial tension and segregated 
schooling, inequality and injustice defin-
ing the experiences of others. These 
contradictions were borne out in the 
narratives of school music passed on 
through the generations. The state of 
music education in and around 1926, as 
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evidenced in the professional writings 
presented here, reflected abundance 
and growth and transformation. In these 
same sources, there was a rhetoric of 
silence, a dearth of narrative around the 
music education of children and youth 
who were in segregated schools. In cri-
tiquing the actions of music educators a 
century ago, it is important to keep in 
mind that they were circumscribed by 
the prevailing worldview that determined 
how teachers viewed their responsibili-
ties to school and society.

The second question I set out with 
related to the rights of “Life, Liberty, and 
the pursuit of Happiness”70 in the con-
text of music education at the sesquicen-
tennial anniversary in 1926.

The years in and around 1926 exuded 
hope and promise toward a happy and 
fulfilled life. Music was promoted as a 
medium toward that state of being. In an 
era of progressive education centered on 
the child learner, it is not surprising that 
the goal of “music for every child” was 
chosen. It was advanced along many 
pathways—that students had access to 
music in school, experienced the enjoy-
ment of performing together, internal-
ized the values of “good” music through 
performance and appreciation, and 
through musical engagement, students 
would be enriched for life and become 
citizens of good character. MSNC leaders 
showed vision, imagination, and deep 
commitment in their efforts to realize the 
goal of “music for every child” in schools 
where they had influence. The impact of 
class, heritage, and location on realiza-
tion of this goal is yet to be studied—for 
example, in rural schools, in boarding 
schools for Native American children 
and youth, or in segregated schools for 
Black students, especially in the South.

To fulfill their responsibility to every 
student, the profession saw the need to 
articulate the values of school music. 
Although decades before the publica-
tion of any formal philosophy of music 
education, authors described a variety 
of reasons to respect and augment the 
place of music in schools—civic (with a 
focus on building American patriotism, 
assimilation of diverse persons into soci-
ety, and developing moral character), 

social (with a focus on schools provid-
ing music for school and community 
functions), and aesthetic (with a focus 
on developing an individual’s capacity 
to appreciate “good” music as a pathway 
to experiencing beauty). A combination 
of these values is found in the fore-
ground or background of professional 
philosophy across the decades, often in 
tension with one another.71

With this broad set of functions in 
mind, leaders set forth to advocate the 
subject and to create curriculum guide-
lines and standards for all music teach-
ers, implemented by an increasingly 
specialized teaching force. Develop-
ments in instrumental music and music 
appreciation particularly drew positive 
attention and promoted good public 
relations in and outside the school. 
Music educators had strong support 
from those who wanted to advance 
music in American culture, including 
representatives of music industry. As a 
school subject, music aligned well with 
trends of standard setting and measur-
able learning outcomes in high schools. 
Its presence was seen to engender pride 
and happiness in schools and communi-
ties. The professional community led by 
MSNC flourished, too. The spirit of the 
Declaration of Independence was pre-
sent in its self-determination, increasing 
recognition as a professional commu-
nity, and the support it earned from a 
strong network of advocates in related 
fields, especially in education and com-
munity music.

In the process of listening back to 
sources published in and around 1926, 
I observed trends and changes that 
likely directed the course of music in 
education in subsequent decades. First 
was the tangible impact of recording 
and broadcasting media on the trans-
formation of curriculum and the direc-
tion of classroom music activity at both 
elementary and secondary levels. New 
technology continues to enter the field 
and requires teachers to evaluate its 
use and value in the classroom. Second 
was the expanding breadth of values 
associated with music and a deeper 
understanding of the effects of music 
on children and youth. The range of 

voices who addressed those values was 
noteworthy—not only music education 
leaders but also those in general educa-
tion and in music organizations outside 
the music teaching professions. Yet the 
values they described did not address 
sociological issues such as justice, pov-
erty, and equity. Which set of values 
are highlighted in today’s conversations, 
and which receive little attention? And 
whose voices are included in discus-
sions of music’s value in education?

A third observation, and perhaps the 
most significant and powerful of all, 
was the growth of instrumental music 
in public schools, accompanied by a 
culture of contests and a network of 
supporters to hold it in place. Its time 
had come, welcomed by many stake-
holders—from school administration to 
cultural organizations to music industry. 
Fourth was the opportunity afforded by 
progressive education to increase crea-
tive music-making in the curriculum at 
the elementary level. Music instruction 
was in the hands of classroom teachers 
in most school districts, and leadership 
in MSNC to promote creative music-
making was not forthcoming. There 
was a long road ahead before national 
attention was devoted to creative music-
making in the curriculum, beginning in 
the 1960s and becoming enshrined in 
the National Standards for Arts Educa-
tion in 1994.

A fifth and final observation speaks 
to the substantial but limited views pro-
vided by the primary sources available 
to write a historical narrative of music 
education in the mid-1920s. A century 
later, the question of whose stories are 
being documented and archived today 
is important to consider. Efforts to cre-
ate and archive for future generations 
a diversity of sources that represents 
music education comprehensively is a 
collective responsibility of P–12 music 
teachers, researchers, organizations, and 
curators of music archives.

There is much to learn from and cel-
ebrate in the stories of music education 
in and around 1926, the year of the ses-
quicentennial. The profession honors 
a generation of music educators who 
advanced music in the school curriculum 
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and strengthened music’s presence in 
education. Let the profession be inspired 
and encouraged to recommit to “sing 
democracy” in this complicated moment 
of the 250th anniversary of American 
Independence and to continue to move 
forward the rights of “Life, Liberty, and 
the pursuit of Happiness” in music class-
rooms across the nation. Listening back 
to narratives of music, education, and 
music education in and around the ses-
quicentennial anniversary can deepen 
understanding of the evolution of school 
music and help discern future directions 
for music in school and community.
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