The Drumline Experience: Part 2
Wisdom from the Panel
By Paul Buyer

O

n November 11 at PASIC 2006 in
Austin, the PAS Education Committee hosted its much anticipated panel
discussion, “The Drumline Experience:
How Much is Too Much?” The distinguished panelists were Dennis DeLucia,
DCI and WGI Hall of Famer and a former
faculty member at Rutgers University; Julie
Davila, PAS Marching Committee Chair,
WGI Adjudicator, and member of the Caixa
Trio; Robert Carnochan, Associate Director
of Bands and Director of the Longhorn Band
at the University of Texas at Austin; Ward
Durrett, WGI Hall of Famer and drumline
instructor at the University of Northern
Colorado; and Brian Hanner, Assistant Band
Director and Director of Percussion at La
Porte (TX) High School.
The purpose of the discussion was to
focus on the role marching percussion has in high
school and college percussion programs in the United
States and discuss whether
or not today’s percussionists are spending too
much time in the marching percussion activity.
The panel members shared their views on
competition and the indoor drumline activity, and offered perspectives on becoming
a well-rounded musician. Throughout the
discussion the importance of leadership and
students being put in the hands of the right
teacher was emphasized.
The discussion began with opening
statements from the panel members about
their philosophy of “The Drumline Experience: How Much is Too Much?” followed
by prepared questions chosen by members
of the Education Committee. The following
edited transcription represents the best of
what was said at PASIC 2006.

sion and drumset percussion; one who is
a good writer, meaning one who writes
musically and idiomatically; one who
conducts quality rehearsals and knows
how to do that, knows how to organize;
one who teaches the importance of teamwork, meaning the ensemble, which is
ultimately the paramount thing for percussionists and all musicians; one who
uses competition as a motivational device
rather than the end-all (the idea’s not to
beat that group, it’s to get the most out
of yourself that you possibly can using
competition as the motivator); and one
who encourages the appreciation of all
styles of music—I would say in the hands
of that person, there’s absolutely nothing
wrong with it whatsoever.

I think that’s a great, valid cause as well
and an aspect of it that I think we can all
appreciate.
In terms of the teacher, as long as
everybody approaches it as the journey
being more important than the outcome,
then the competition aspect of it takes
care of itself. It needs to be balanced in a
portion of a piece of pie in education.
Carnochan: I also think it’s a question of
balance. At the university level, something we deal with is either people having just that experience—just that interest
of wanting to be drumline members—
versus being a member of the whole,
like the university band. Sometimes
drumlines can get isolated. They’re really
interested in what they do, and although
they are part of the band, it’s
a very disconnected kind of
relationship. I think that’s
a very important thing we
need to be concerned about.
The other thing that I really think is important is this
Hanner
long-range goal that Julie
mentioned. What is the purpose of all this? Is it to instill an appreciation of art? Is it to give some students
something to do not to get in trouble?
Why are we doing this?
For me it’s a question of art. That’s
what brought me to music to begin with.
Whatever your instrument is, if it’s to create a new art form, great! Then it’s generated because of the art form itself and not
because of who’s going to win. If it’s all
generated by competition and who’s going to win, then it becomes a question of,
is this an art form or a sport? In education
across the board, we have to be very careful about that.

“The most important thing is for my students
to become musicians. In the hands of an
inspirational teacher, just about any musical
activity can serve that end.”—Brian

DeLucia: My viewpoint is very simple. In
the hands of a good teacher—and by that
I mean one who can inspire confidence
in his kids psychologically; one who
teaches from a perspective, technically,
that can be used and not abused and can
be applied elsewhere to concert percuspercussive notes
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Davila: Through my journey as a player,
teacher, and adjudicator my philosophy
continues to change. Striving for excellence in any activity is a valid, worthwhile cause. I agree with Dennis that
whether the experience is a positive or a
negative or if it’s too much or not enough
is definitely in the hands of the teacher.
I think drumline is kind of a “hook” at a
young age, and I don’t think that there’s
really anything wrong with that because
there was something at some point in all
of our lives that hooked us first, that we
were passionate about, and then broadened our perspective as we grew.
I think it teaches great life skills such
as a great work ethic, teamwork, persistence, and responsibility. You also have to
set up long-term goals for kids to reach,
and in our society of instant gratification,
I don’t think there’s enough of that. So for
this activity to teach kids to work a long
period of time towards a long-term goal,

Durrett: My perspective comes more from
the historical side. My original motivation
years ago was the fact that appraisal of
percussion on the football field in the fall
was dismal, and kids needed more input.
So the activity kind of grew out of the
need for improved input, as an extension

of the marching season at that time. It has
shifted to the spring, but the motivation
was still input and the education of the
students.
The concerns we had years and
years ago and the concerns we have
now—nothing’s changed. The activity
has evolved in terms of how many kids
are involved. If you think about it from
a judging context, what you come to
realize is that when you’re praising a performance, you’re not praising the kids,
you’re praising the staff because the kids
are just doing what they’re asked to do.
Everything you’re doing is making judgment calls on what the staff is doing, so
as Dennis, Rob, and Julie said, it all falls
on the staff people. And if the drumline
experience is too much, it could be because it’s in the wrong hands.
Hanner: For me, the most important thing
is for my students to become musicians.
In the hands of an inspirational teacher,
just about any musical activity can serve
that end. At the program where I teach,
once we’re done with marching band in
the fall, the drums go up and all we do
is concert ensemble in the spring. I participate in WGI in the concert ensemble
division, and the competitive aspect is a
hook and definitely one of the ways I’ve
been able to get my kids interested in
more concert ensemble. Through that I’m
able to do lots of other things that they
probably wouldn’t have bought into in
the beginning.
There’s a lot to be said for being able
to do a piece six, seven, eight times.
You learn as you go, and it’s amazing
to watch the progression from the first
performance to the last. Like Julie mentioned, the journey’s the goal, rather than
the end being the goal. Personally, I’ve
decided I’m going to stand my ground
and pick literature that I want to play and
what I think the kids should do, and if
the judges like it, great. If they don’t like
it as much, then the students understand
there’s something bigger at stake here.

Davila: I definitely think there should be
some discussion about that. I think a lot
of times it just depends on where the kids
are at in their development and what
direction they’re going to take. If they’re
majoring in music and choosing that
path, maybe that’s a little unbalanced,
because they have so many other things
that they need to be addressing as well.
But I do know there are students who can
handle that situation. It’s time management on their behalf.
We have a ton of kids in this activity
who will never major in music, so to create an activity like this to give everyone
some of the values we talked about, I
think it has value; again, it just needs to
stay balanced. If it’s kids that you really
think are going to go into education, then
as a teacher, you need to make sure that
that’s one piece of their education.
DeLucia: I think it’s fascinating that we’re
having this conversation in Texas, because the state of Texas, in terms of music
education, is an aberration. Allegedly,
there are 18,000 or so high schools in the

United States. If I was very generous, I
would say maybe 500 of them have figured it out in terms of solid percussion
education. The ones that have figured it
out have used the Texas model of vertical
teaching, where a percussion specialist teaches at the elementary school,
the middle school, and the high school.
While I think its incredible that those 500
programs have figured it out, 200 are in
Texas alone.
But I’m interested in the other 17,500
who haven’t figured it out! I want to be
sure that we are going to positively allow
opportunities for kids who might not
have the luxury of vertical teaching. And
if a marching ensemble is the only thing
a school can offer, and that teacher has
the right frame of mind—positive rather
than negative and destructive, a teaching
approach to technique that is applicable
to other things (not just the “squeeze
and moan” approach), that can be used
elsewhere if the student has the opportunity—I think that’s the framework we
must consider. If there are several opportunities, I would hope that the teacher

Buyer: Should we be concerned that the drumline experience is the only musical experience
some students are receiving?
Carnochan: Yes! It’s a matter of balance. Just
having that experience and only that experience, whether it be indoor drumline
or pretty much anything else, I think is a
questionable thing.
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would encourage the kids to partake in
all of them.
Buyer: Is transfer value taking place between
marching and concert percussion, and are
we fully using the learning potential of the
drumline experience?
Durrett: In particular settings I think absolutely, especially with the evolution
of the activity. Everything’s working its
way towards the middle and towards
one approach no matter what the setting
is. Instead of a situation where it’s just
marching, just concert, just orchestral, it’s
starting to blend into one application. I go
back to Dennis’ statement that in a large
majority of programs, who knows? The
potential’s absolutely there.
Carnochan: I’ve talked to several people
I respect greatly who either are in the
thick of things at the public school level
or teaching percussion at the university
level, and the people I’ve talked to say
by and large there’s not a lot of transfer
being taught from what they’ve seen.
Not to say that there can’t be, and I think
there certainly can be. As everybody
has already said, that’s completely up to
the teachers and how they approach the
medium.
I think the things that can be transferred need to be talked about with the
students on a very regular basis. But this
goes back to what’s the long-term purpose of this? If you’re trying to create a
well-rounded percussionist who is going
to be a music major and then go out and
teach, then transfer is wildly important.
If it’s someone who’s going to be a doctor
and that person just loves doing it, it’s
not such a big deal.

DeLucia: Everything I’ve had in a career
comes out of my love and my devotion
to the drum and bugle corps world, but
I’ve been able to branch out and do other
things. But I’ve never taught a kid to play
a snare drum, a multi-tenor, or a bass
drum in any way that would inhibit his
or her ability to learn other things. In the
hands of the right teacher, there is tremendous transfer value.
The negative side of that is that in the
hands of the wrong person, it is very
detrimental. I would see those high
school kids come in to audition: A kid
would play a rudimental snare drum
solo on his Kevlar drum and would be
flam-dragging everything, and you’d
go, “That’s pretty impressive.” Then he
would go over to the concert snare and
play a Cirone piece the same way he just
played the rudimental piece, and then
he’d go and hit the xylophone with that
same “angry at the world” approach.
That’s not good at all, but that wouldn’t
be good in anything, regardless of where
that instruction came from. So here again,
in the hands of the right person, the right
approach, it’s extremely positive.
Hanner: What Dennis said is right on. It’s a
great activity. There’s huge potential for
great things to happen, for all the right
things to be taught, and to be guided to
transfer to other activities. The details
of concert snare drum playing are very
different than the details of playing a
marching drum. You can teach the marching end in a way that’s going to transfer
over, but you also have to transfer. When
you have kids that are heavily involved
all year in marching percussion, no matter how well they’re taught, their concert
snare drum playing is probably not go-

ing to be as sensitive as somebody who
doesn’t play marching percussion all year.
The leadership decides it all.
In many programs, the concert band is
by far the organization that’s running the
show. I’ve heard from a lot of directors
over the years—who support the activity
and support that their students do it—
that they notice a difference in the way
their percussionists approach the instruments in a spring semester when they’re
not marching as opposed to a spring semester where they are. I think that’s just
a result of where you’re spending your
time. Even under really good instruction,
there’s going to be a little bit of that grey
area where not everything works in both
places. It’s the outer fringes of the details
that are very difficult to transfer, no matter how good the teaching.
Davila: Kids are usually a product of their
environment. If they’re being guided in
the right way through the process, I think
it can be very positive. To be in this activity, kids’ maturity levels have to be in the
right frame of mind, because they could
be misguided if you’re not careful. I think
there’s tremendous transfer value in what
is possible, whether it always comes to
fruition or not. It’s up to the individual
teacher.
Buyer: This is obviously a very passionate topic
for all of us. I remember the first time the
Education Committee submitted this idea to
the Executive Committee for approval. They
wrote back and said, “It’s approved, and we’re
going to look into hiring you a bodyguard for
PASIC. Make sure you identify the emergency
exits in the room!”
I would like to thank the panelists for
their time, passion, and commitment, and
for getting to the heart of some very challenging questions about teaching, leadership, and percussion education.
Paul Buyer is Director of Percussion and
Associate Professor of Music at Clemson
University. He is a member of the PAS
Marching Percussion and College Pedagogy
Committees and is chair of the Education
PN
Committee. 			
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