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Have you ever wondered what it 
takes to build a championship team, 
a great company, or a powerhouse 

percussion program? For years I have been 
fascinated with how certain sports teams 
achieve and sustain a culture of excel-
lence. Some programs that come to mind 
are Duke and Arizona basketball, Ohio 
State and Southern California football, and 
professional franchises like the New Eng-
land Patriots and San Antonio Spurs. It is 
particularly interesting to watch mediocre 
teams turn around and become excellent 
programs, such as Rutgers football, the De-
troit Tigers, and the Cleveland Cavaliers.
	 Building a successful percussion pro-
gram is an enormous task, and one that 
requires a large and varied skill set. Among 
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other things, patience, persistence, passion, 
and vision are essential as well as having 
an inner circle of supportive colleagues 
and dedicated students to make the dream 
a reality. Building a program also takes 
significant funding, resources, and support 
from principals and administrators who 
can make things happen. But most of all, it 
takes leadership and the ability to adapt to 
your own situation. As Colin Powell said, 
“The performance of an organization is the 
ultimate measure of its leader.” 
	 On Thursday, November 1 at 10:00 a.m., 
the PAS Education Committee will host a 
panel discussion titled “Building a Power-
house Percussion Program.” The purpose of 
the discussion is to focus on the resources, 
support, talent, and skills needed in today’s 

educational climate to build a powerhouse 
percussion program at both the high school 
and college levels. 
	 The discussion will begin with opening 
remarks from the panel describing the es-
sential skills needed to build a powerhouse 
percussion program. In addition to leader-
ship, these skills include communication 
(written and verbal), motivation, retention, 
relationship-building, teamwork, adminis-
tration, collaboration, recruiting, and vis-
ibility. Issues such as staffing, equipment, 
facilities, space, alumni, and grant writing 
will also be discussed as well as advice for 
new percussion teachers on starting a new 
program, rebuilding an old one, and imple-
menting change.
	 The panelists will then respond to ques-
tions followed by a question-and-answer 
session with the audience. Some of the 
questions being considered are:
	 •	 How can I take my program from 
good to great?
	 •	 How can I get my students/col-
leagues/principal/chair/dean to buy into 
my vision?
	 •	 What are some effective methods for 
recruiting talented players so I can “keep 
the cupboard full”?
	 •	 How do I build a top program when I 
do not have top facilities?
	 •	 How do you deal with students who 
are not or cannot keep up when you are 
trying to make your program successful?
	 •	 What strategies are effective when 
implementing change?
	 •	 What are the secrets to turning around 
a struggling program?
	 Throughout the discussion, the panel 
will focus on three main areas of leadership 
when building a program: casting a vision, 
building a culture, and defining standards.

Casting a Vision
	 Building a quality program, first and 
foremost, requires vision. What do you 
want your program to look like? What is 
your plan to make it happen? What is it go-
ing to take? In addition to having a vision, a 
key factor in building a program is getting 
everyone to buy into your program’s phi-
losophy. According to author and speaker 
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John Maxwell, “The question is not, ‘Do 
you have a vision?’ The question is, ‘Have 
people bought into the vision?’ Your ability 
to lead is not in the fact that you have the 
picture of what the future of your organi-
zation should be; your ability as a leader 
is the fact that you have the ability to get 
people to buy into that picture—to join that 
team.”

Building a Culture
	 According to Duke University head bas-
ketball coach Mike Krzyzewski, “Develop-
ing a culture means having a tradition that 
maintains the standards you want to define 
your program. A successful development of 
culture means that you hear different voices 
echoing the same message throughout the 
organization—now, through the history of 
your program, and into its future. But you 
cannot merely expect culture to be a natural 
occurrence; it has to be taught and made 
part of your everyday routine. Teaching 
culture is not just the leader’s task; every-
one on the team is responsible for passing 
on the values, standards, and traditions on 
to the next generation.”

Defining Standards
	 Standards define what is and is not ac-
ceptable in your program. Standards can 
be many things such as performing at a 
high level, showing up on time, practic-
ing and being prepared, or treating others 
with respect. Standards set the bar for your 
program and act as a guide for making de-
cisions. They influence behavior and instill 
discipline. Your standards will define your 
philosophy and your philosophy will de-
fine your standards.
 
Panelists
	 The distinguished panelists for “Build-
ing a Powerhouse Percussion Program” are 
John Brennan, Associate Director of Bands 
and Director of Percussion at Plano East 
Senior High School (TX); Mark Ford, Coor-
dinator of Percussion at the University of 
North Texas; Rich Holly, Professor of Per-
cussion and Associate Dean in the College 
of Visual and Performing Arts at Northern 
Illinois University; John Parks, Assistant 
Professor of Percussion at The Florida State 
University; and Jim Royle, Director of the 
Jim Royle Drum Studio (CT). 
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