
We have 
had the 
privilege 

of conducting mid-
dle and high school 
students in honor 
ensembles all over 
the country. Par-
ticipating young 
women would of-
ten ask if we were actually high school band directors in charge 
of all things for the program, including marching band. They were 
not asking because they questioned our credentials. They asked 
because they sought advice on how to be a leader in their school 
band programs. Many of them expressed that their band directors 
saw something in them they did not yet see. Consistently, they 
would tell stories of how they had been named drum major or sec-
tion leader or another leadership position. The young women were 
worried because they were shy, or small, or felt they didn’t possess 
the confi dence to do the job. It was never a question of skill…they 
were honor band musicians. Why would they feel their band direc-
tor was wrong about their leadership potential? From this came the 
idea of the Athena Music and Leadership Camp. We created a place 
for middle and high school young women to grow and blossom 
both as leaders and musicians. We will explore how empowering 
your young women “through their music” can help improve your 
overall music program.

The Issue 
There is research indicating gender diff erences in the areas of 

self-assessment, self-promotion, self-awareness, and actionable 
feedback. Although there is no gender gap when evaluating oth-
ers, young women may underestimate their performance when 
evaluating themselves. In addition, studies show women are less 
likely to self-promote than men. What does this mean when asking 
students if they are interested in leadership positions? How will this 
manifest when students are asked to identify strengths and weak-
nesses? 

Women may more quickly align their confi dence and self-aware-
ness with peer feedback. Research says women will also adjust ac-
cording to feedback received, positive or negative. Consider how 
this may aff ect the young women in your program if off ered crit-
icism from peers regarding leadership abilities, musicianship, or 
physical characteristics. 

Bridging The Gap
In 2009, the Athena Music and Leadership program was created 

as a space for young women to achieve musical excellence while 
improving confi dence and leadership skills. Led by successful, pro-
fessional women in music, the faculty serve as positive role models. 
Although many Athena alumnae may major in music education, the 
goal is not to create the next generation of band directors, but to de-
velop the next generation of leaders in their fi eld of choice. Partici-

pants identi-
fy who they are as 

musicians, know they can create music at 
a high level, and recognize that through their 
music, they can do anything. The program is designed 
to connect middle schoolers who are just beginning to learn how 
to play, high schoolers who are perfecting their skills, and college 
students who are learning to teach and inspire, with professionals 
who have been teaching anywhere from one to 40+ years. The sig-
nature leadership and empowerment seminars embrace inclusivity 
and collaboration while shaping confi dent, well-rounded individ-
uals who will contribute positively to their band programs and to 
society.

How Directors Can Help
Band is one of the few classes where the teacher witnesses a 

student’s musical and personal growth over an extended period. 
Because of this, directors have the unique opportunity to make a 
tremendous impact on a student’s life. Recognizing that all our stu-
dents will not be music educators, experiences in band, orchestra, 
or choir can help develop leadership potential that may be used 
in all professions. Here are a few ideas regarding positive ways to 
infl uence the lives of the young women in your classes.

Recognize: Appreciate quiet leadership in girls. Listen to your 
young women’s voices regardless of how loud or quiet they may 
be. Understand that young women may not exhibit traditionally 
“masculine” leadership qualities. This includes assertiveness, com-
petitiveness, and expressing oneself confi dently. Look for the quiet 
leaders in the ensemble while understanding gender is not an indi-
cator for success or aptitude.

Encourage: Approach and encourage young women who have 
leadership potential. Ask them what they are most proud of and 
what skills they want to develop. Listen to what they have to say 
then help them achieve those goals.  

Develop: Leaders are created, not born. Help students identify 
their personal strengths and recognize their areas for growth. Al-
though leadership training and development is for all, there may be 
some skills approached diff erently by girls. Recognize those areas 
and adjust your training plans.

Include: Be intentional about the inclusion of young women 
on your leadership teams, even at the highest levels. Try your best 
to ensure the team refl ects your membership. Be mindful of your 
interactions with women in leadership positions. Provide opportu-
nities for your students to see women as leaders and role models. 
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