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“I’ve been a woman for a 
little over fifty years and 

have gotten over my 
initial astonishment.”

  - Nadia Boulanger

In response to “How does it feel to be the 
first woman to conduct the Boston 

Symphony Orchestra?” (February 1938)

Historical Pretenses



History and The Double Entendre 
of Being Exceptional

• 18th Century and the Paris Conservatory
• Pre-WWII Expectations 
• During and Post-WWII 
• Title IX and Change in the Last 50 Years



“Women will someday unleash their enormous 
creative potential and will excel men in all 

fields because they have been so long dormant.”

Nickola Tesla



“Women properly prepared can teach 
instrumental music, and many are entering 

this field and will be found successfully 
teaching and conducting instrumental 

programs in the future.”

William D. Revelli
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Modern Perceptions
From the student perspective

● Did you have female band director in high school?
● What attributes do you associate with your high school 

band director? (both male and female)
● Do you view your director as a mentor?
● Did they have an impact on your choice to going into 

music?
● Would your college major choice be different if  your 

director wasn’t viewed as a mentor?



Modern Perceptions
From the student perspective

● Do you think your opinions on band education and your decision 
to go into music would be different if  your high school band 
director had been the opposite sex?
I think I would have felt more comfortable going to them for advice and therefore have had a stronger 

foundation/background if  my director had been female. I might feel more confident about my decision to go into 
music now.

As a woman, I have always thought out female mentors, so there’s a chance that would’ve made a huge difference 
for me.

I feel as though music would not have been presented to me as a viable career for my level of  experience had I not 
had a female band director.

I’m not sure if  male or female would’ve made a difference in my high school music career, but having a director, 
who was passionate, compassionate, and striving for excellence, might’ve made the difference for me. 



Modern Perceptions
Having a woman as a director/conductor really helped me realize, “oh, I can actually do that,” because it 

seemed unreachable before. When there are people that you can identify with in your field, it makes it 
seem more attainable.

I believe that having a female role model in the field is vital, and my current female professors are role 
models for me.

I remember how excited I was to see a female grad student conducting collegiate ensembles. Her 
conducting was stunning and I remember how excited I was just watching her run rehearsal.

I think this is an interesting topic, there’s such a stereotype that band directors are males and choir 
teachers are females. It is truly unfortunate because I remember students treating female band student 

teachers with less respect than males.

I believe that women in music leadership roles, have a special responsibility to be mentors for young 
female musicians, who are seeking out music at a higher level. There is no reason for an art form like 

music to be a boys club. As young aspiring musicians, you should seek out whoever you would feel most 
comfortable having as a mentor - but that means that there needs to be options and opportunities for 

both men and women in these leadership roles.



Modern Perceptions
No matter the gender, if  a teacher/band director can inspire and teach, then they will inspire a new 

generation through another student who will go on to do the same.

I came into music education deciding to teach middle school band, because that was the only place I saw 
female representation. I didn’t realize this back then, but having all male directors in high school shows 
how male-dominated the marching arts are. After graduating, I visited a program with a female director 
and she was fantastic. She was so detail-oriented and had the most incredible ideas to make drill learning 

more efficient. I wish I had her while in high school because she was the representation I wish I had 
growing up.

Women face different challenges than men in everything, one field being education. Female teachers may 
find it more difficult to get respect from her students than a man might. This may affect a teacher's 

perception of  her students. If  I had a female band director, I may not have developed such a close bond 
with her, and the encouragement and support I received may have been different.

I see things behind the scenes and see the different dynamics that are between male and female band 
directors with other directors in the state. I see how female directors are perceived differently from male 

directors. 



Modern Perceptions
I think having all male music teachers and band directors throughout my time as a student instilled in 
me that there is a specific archetype of  person that makes a good band director, and I never fit that 
archetype. Now in college I'm starting to learn that staying true to my personality, my approach to 
building relationships, and my style of  teaching actually aids me in teaching rather than taking away 

from it. I think having a woman band director, whose life experience would potentially be more 
similar to mine, would have shown me that I could be myself  and be great at this, and that changing 

myself  to try and act like my male band directors wasn't the path to success I thought it was.

I feel as though music would not have been presented to me as a viable career for my level of  
experience had I not had a female band director.

I do think that if  I would've had a strong female mentor as a band director that I would have had 
more confidence early on that I could also be a conductor/director. I did not play under a female 

conductor until my junior year in college in a graduate conducting workshop. I always knew I wanted 
to conduct, but I had never seen a woman in such a position of  leadership, so I have in the past and 

continue to in the present, question whether or not I have what it takes be an effective 
director/conductor.



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KDnsGF-GR2Q


“I want to support young girls who are in their 
twenties now and tell them, ‘You’re not just 

imagining things.’ It’s tough. Everything that 
a guy says once, you have to say five times.”

BJORK



What impacts the mentality 
around female band director?

Representation

Familial Expectations

Demographics

Politics

Stereotypes

Recognizing Challenges



What makes a good mentor?

● intelligent
● enthusiastic
● passionate
● compassionate
● strong
● supportive
● knowledgeable
● kind-hearted
● organized
● leader
● adaptive
● creative
● learner
● humor
● in control without being controlling
● respectful
● fair

Mentorship



1. Provide opportunities for young women to 
observe female role models and mentors. 

2. Identify and explore accomplishments of  women 
band directors, past and present.

3. Offer examples of  band director careers and how 
directors empower creativity in others. 

4. Provide hands-on experiences.
5. Encourage young women to seek personal 

development activities beyond your rehearsal hall. 
6. Provide support in developing self-advocacy 

skills. 
7. Distinguish between confidence and competence 

and don’t lower standards.

Motivating Girls to Be Band Directors Begins in the Band Room by 
Virginia Allen (2020)

Empowering Women in the Field



Advice and 
Take Away

Tips & Tricks
Day to Day Practice

Community
Representation

Microaggressions

Empowering Women in the Field



Resources

Women Rising to the Podium
Girls Who Conduct

Women Band Directors International
Athena Music & Leadership Camp

Key of  She
Social Media

Empowering Women in the Field



Christi Blahnik, University of Michigan

Julia Hartnett, Yough School District, PA
Jerianne Larson, University of North Texas

Amy Woody, University of North Texas

Q & A



Thank you and Safe Travels


