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Upclose: Modern Band

T
o some traditionalists in school music 

and band programs, David Wish is a 

dangerous man meddling with how 

music has always been taught in schools. 

To other music educators, he is a welcomed 

revolutionary, bringing about a well-orga-

nized change to school music programs 

they’ve long desired. 

Wish wants to change school music pro-

grams to expand well beyond the tradition-

al marching, concert, and jazz 

band, or orchestra programs 

and take a formal band pro-

gram to the kids who are never 

going to be interested in a tra-

ditional program. And if he has 

his way, his vision for what he 

has coined as  “Modern Band” will become 

core curriculum offered in schools through-

out the USA. 

In fact, it has already been adopted by 

some of the largest school districts in the 

country. In July of this year, I ventured out 

to Ft. Collins, Colorado, where I witnessed 

a gathering of about 250 music educators, 

including traditional band directors, gener-

al music teachers, and choral directors who 

had come together, largely at their own 

expense, to attend the annual “RockFest” 

sponsored by Little Kids Rock, the non-prof-

it that Wish founded over a 15 years ago to 

promote afterschool music programs using 

“combo” instruments, performing popular 

music with vocals. RockFest was an exciting 

event for me to be embedded in as a jour-

nalist, observing what I can probably best 

describe as having the enthusiasm of an 

Amway convention, the fevered devotion 

to the mission of a circus tent church reviv-

al, and the exuberant camaraderie of broth-

ers and sisters in arms on a mission to bring 

about real changes to the kinds of music 

programs offered in public schools, without 

sacrificing their traditional band and choral 

programs.

I sat down to discuss Modern Band with 

David Wish, in what I think you’ll find to be a 

fascinating conversation describing his mis-

sion, and how it all came about.

What is Little Kids Rock?

Little Kids Rock is a for-impact, non-prof-

it organization dedicated to ensuring that 

all children have an opportunity to unlock 

their inner music makers. And we do this by 

expanding and restoring music programs 

in high-needs public school districts across 

the country.

In its earliest days, 

ZDVQnW� /LWWOH�.LGV�5RFN�

more of an extracur-

ricular club and after 

school program?

In the first two years of Little Kids 

Rock we were exclusively sort of an after 

school thing in  several dozen 

schools in the San Francisco Bay area 

and New York City area, and then quickly 

evolved into something that, even within 

those markets, school teachers that were 

full-time music teachers wanted to bring to 

their students. So we went from being pret-

ty much a 100% extracurricular to now over 

Little Kids Rocking the 
Modern Band Movement

Modern Band brings the culturally 

relevant music of the moment into the 

classroom in a centralized way. 

By Mike Lawson
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90% of our programming is offered during 

regular school hours.

What are the average grade levels 

for Little Kids Rock?

Our program goes kindergarten through 

high school, but I’d say the majority of our 

children are in the  4th to 10th grade 

range. That’s beginning to change as more 

and more high schools and middle schools 

adopt this Modern Band concept.

<RXnYH� FRLQHG� WKLV� WHUP� o0RGHUQ�

%DQGp�WR�GHVFULEH�D�PRYHPHQW�/LW-

WOH�.LGV�5RFN�KDV�EHJXQ�

Modern Band is a new category of in-

strumental and vocal music programming 

in the U.S. public school system. The last 

sort of broad category to appear on the 

scene was jazz band back largely in the 

1970s. Modern Band is like these oth-

er music programs like jazz band, 

or marching band, or chorus;  a new 

category of music education that is begin-

ning to spread across the country. It fills a 

hole and it meets a need. It doesn’t replace 

what’s come before it, it builds upon on it. 

It brings a new set of tools to bear 

for music teachers who heretofore were 

sort of at sixes and sevens trying to figure 

out how to leverage youth culture in music 

programs. How do they leverage contem-

porary, sort of culturally relevant music in a 

music program that’s symphony-based, or 

a jazz band, or a marching band? And the 

reason that that was difficult is because the 

solution hiding in plain sight was that music 

has evolved and has become richer than it 

was 60 years ago. Modern Band leverages 

that cultural context as part of the central 

cannon in the music class.

Again, it doesn’t supplant what’s going 

on in traditional programs, but it supple-

ments what’s going on and we see proof of 

this everywhere. For example, in New York 

City, where Modern Band has been written 

into their coursework in middle and high 

school level, most Modern Band teachers 

also teach a few of the other streams of mu-

sic education, whether it’s marching band 

or orchestra, or chorus, and they’re seeing 

an overall increase in participating in music 

classes. It doesn’t do anyone any good if 

only 10% of the school students are par-

ticipating in music and you suddenly 

offer a new alternative and all the kids join 

that, resulting in still only 10% of the kids 

participating in music class. 

We as educators are missing the mark 

because we know of music’s transformative 

power and its universality and its appeal. It’s 

really our job to make music a core subject, 

something that’s universally accessible. And 

that’s what Modern Band’s contribution to 

the field is — another point of access, an-

other point of entrance, another point for 

participation. 

6R�0RGHUQ� %DQG� LV� D� ZD\� WR� LQ-

FUHDVH� RYHUDOO� PXVLF� HGXFDWLRQ�

RSSRUWXQLWLHV"�,WnV�QRW�GHVLJQHG� WR�

FRPSHWH�ZLWK�WUDGLWLRQDO�PXVLF�SUR-

JUDPV�

No, it doesn’t compete; it co-exists. It 

doesn’t corral kids from other places; it col-

laborates. And in fact, the Modern Band 

teacher is by necessity the marching band 

teacher, or the choral teacher, or the jazz 

band teacher because those programs are 

already existing and filling a very important 

need. So of those hundreds of teachers that 

you got the opportunity to meet with in 

Colorado, all of them are running Modern 

Band classes, but they’re also all running 

other music programs. The jury’s not out; 

the verdict is in. And what people who are 

music teachers are finding is this increases 

their overall participation and enrollment in 

music programming in their schools.

,�VDZ�VRPH�ILUHG�XS��H[FLWHG�WHDFK-

HUV� DW� 5RFN)HVW� ZKR� ZHUH� UHDOO\�

HQHUJL]HG� E\� WKLV� ZKROH� SURJUDP�

ZKR� ZHUH� DGDPDQW� WKDW� WKLV� ZDV�

UHYROXWLRQL]LQJ�KRZ�PXVLF�LV�WDXJKW�

LQ�WKHLU�VFKRROV�

Well, and also ensuring that modern 

music is taught. I think that each of the cate-

gories of music education has its own beau-

tiful charms, right? Orchestral programs 

have that wonderful European history and 

the discipline of so many people playing so 

precisely so many different parts to create 

something bigger and greater than them. 

The jazz band brings to bear improvisation, 

et cetera. Modern Band brings the cultur-

ally relevant music of the moment into the 

classroom in a centralized way. And that’s 

not happened before, and that’s what its 

unique contribution to the musical family 

and public school systems will be, and is 

rapidly becoming.

It’s not just how modern music is taught, 

but actually that it should be taught. In fact, 

one of the things that I hear repeatedly 

from teachers all over the country is, “You 

know, I was trying to do this thing. I knew 

that my kids came to my classroom as open 

to learning new music as they came filled 
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with existing music. But I never knew how 

to leverage it. I was trying. And it wasn’t 

until your program came out that I could 

see the full path forward to not just want-

ing to do this, not just wanting to bring in 

music, you know, popular music, but hav-

ing a means of doing it, you know?”

And some of the things that they’ll 

say run the gamut from, “Well, the music 

that the kids listen to, it’s like four or five 

people in the band and how do I engage 

a classroom of 50 kids doing that?” Well, 

the techniques that a Modern Band class-

room brings to bear are exactly what those 

teachers are seeking. And similarly when 

you’re learning to become a music teach-

er, typically — if you’re a mere mortal, you 

probably only play a handful of instruments 

pretty well. If you’re a string player maybe 

you play violin and viola, and possibly well 

on cello and concert bass. Where are you 

on oboe and bassoon and French horn, and 

trumpet? And the answer to that question 

is probably nowhere. And that’s why you go 

to school.

At school, when they teach you how to 

run an orchestral program, they say, “This 

is how you now have familiarity with your 

bassoon so that you can show your bas-

soonist how to play the bassoon. You’re not 

a bassoonist yourself, but we’re giving you 

the techniques and the tools you need to 

be able to bring the bassoon to your stu-

dent.”

Well, a lot of teachers don’t have the in-

strumental background in Modern Band, or 

they only have a partial one. Sure, they play 

guitar, they play piano, but they don’t play 

drums, they don’t play bass. They don’t have 

a familiarity with turntables and technolo-

gy. Modern Band training offers that same 

sort of genre-wide and instrument-wide 

training so that a specialist on an instru-

ment can have a more generalist approach 

and ergo, attract more children into the 

program, and teach a broader variety of 

instruments. Just as schools that are across 

the country are preparing music teachers 

to go into jobs where they’ll teach jazz, or 

they’ll teach classical music, or they’ll teach 

choral music, they’re beginning to, and it’s 

my belief, will soon be doing it nearly uni-

versally, also including Modern Band in that 

set of tools that they train their teachers in. 

A Modern Band compliment of teaching 

skills will be a very marketable skill for the 

foreseeable future.

Describe Modern Band in terms of 

instrumentations, curriculum, and 

repertoire that might be part of the 

curriculum? 

Modern Band focuses on the primary 

instruments that contribute to the mak-

ing of popular music in this moment. And 

Candy Bars
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those instruments are guitar, bass, drums, 

keyboard, voice, and technology. And by 

technology, we mean technology as an in-

strument, whether it’s looping or sampling, 

or turntables, or sound plugins, or any num-

ber of things where the technology itself is 

producing the sound; but also technology 

as a recording tool and as a teaching tool. 

Technology is the one that’s not so obvious. 

We look at Modern Band as having three 

components: technology as instrument, 

technology as recording tool, and technol-

ogy as didactic tool.

Technology as a didactic tool is like you 

go to YouTube and you say, “I want to learn 

how to play Shake It Off by Taylor Swift.” 

Well, there are 55,000 videos that will show 

you how to do that, and because we have 

the technology for anybody anywhere to 

share what they’re passionate about in an 

open forum, well that’s one interesting use 

of technology as a teaching tool.

Another technology as a teaching tool 

would be old school, like Jamtracks, or Band 

in a Box, or playing along with a drum ma-

chine, or all of these different things. And 

then of course as a recording thing, that’s 

pretty straightforward. But that’s what 

Modern Band is. It focuses on guitar, bass, 

drums, keyboard, voice, and technology, 

with a particular emphasis on the music 

that kids know and listen to.

When did Modern Band curriculum 

first get into public schools?

Los Angeles Unified School District was 

the first major city to write Modern Band 

into its curriculum, and I believe that was 

about four years ago. And then they were 

followed by in New York, Chicago, and now 

Dallas. Actually, if you think about it, the oth-

er thing that’s really amazing to me, Mike, is 

like New York, LA, Chicago are the number 

1, number 2, and number 3 largest school 

districts in the United States. And with other 

various significantly large districts like Dal-

las writing it into their curriculum, this is, I 

think, going to be an addition to traditional 

music programs that’s gonna happen swift-

ly, not slowly.

I met teachers from San Francisco, 

is it in there, also?

No, San Francisco hasn’t written it into 

their curriculum officially yet. So then 

there’s 20 districts that are basically doing 

what Modern Band is but it hasn’t become 

official. And so you would say, “Well what do 

they have?” Well they have Little Kids Rock, 

which is fine. Little Kids Rock does not have 

the capacity to scale up to every school in 

the United States. But Modern Band does, 

because of educators everywhere have the 

desire and tools necessary to teach Modern 

Band, then that can and will happen re-

gardless of whether or not Little Kids Rock 

is there.

How many students nationwide 

are currently involved in Little Kids 

Rock?

To put a number on it, we have 195,000 

kids currently enrolled in the program. A 

little bit more than 11,000 of them are in-

volved in an after school capacity, like about 

5%. So even in those other cities like Tampa, 

and like . . . let’s see, Tampa would be a good 

example, or San Francisco, or Philadelphia, 

what there is, is a very solid and robust Little 

Kids Rock program. It is offered during the 

day, but it’s usually offered under the mon-

iker of Alternative Ensemble II, or General 

Music with Instruments III, or like they say
 . . . it’s part of the regular day, it’s 

happening, but it’s not as elegant as having 

an actual course description where teach-

ers account hour by hour specifically what 

type of music program they’re having the 

opportunity to offer.

And Tampa’s a great example. We’re in 

well over 100 schools there, and working 

with them to actually write the Modern 

Band component into their course work. I 

mean, Chicago only incorporated Modern 

Band like a few, like a month or two before 

RockFest this year. So it’s such a new con-

cept, right? But it’s also in some ways, I think, 

when people really look at it, the logic of it, 

and the demonstrated results that it can 

already point to, are so powerful that peo-

ple are like . . . I don’t want to say exact . . . I 

don’t want to be glib. It’s not like, “No, duh,” 

but it really does become kind of obvious, 

like, “Wow. So marching band, jazz band, 

Modern Band. I get it. I totally get it. We can 

have all state Modern Band competitions 

if we want.” Like in Dallas, we have varsity 

Modern Band and non-audition Modern 

Band. “Oh, wow.” And they’re starting to see, 

“Wow, it’s not rock and roll class,” that is after 

school for 10 kids or some kind of garage 

band, or whatever. 

It’s all of that and much, much more and 

it can reach kids by the class loads; hun-

dreds of kids, dozens of kids, all of the time 

making contemporary music in a classroom 

setting as opposed to, “There’s the Beatles 

on stage. I guess there are only four of them. 

I wouldn’t know how to bring that into my 

music class.” And that’s what Modern Band 

does. It removes the problem of incorporat-

ing a musical form that was invented out-

side of the academy, and brings it into the 

academy with the tools that those teachers 

need to scale it up, and not just have some-

thing that they teach to five kids once a 

week after school, but rather hundreds of 

kids, thousands of kids, tens of thousands 

of kids.

There are right at 200,000 students 

around the country involved in Lit-

tle Kids Rock, apart from Modern 

Band. Is that right?

In Little Kids Rock classrooms, yeah. Over 

2,000,000 children in the United States to-

day attend school districts that have offi-

cially offered a Modern Band program as 

part of their music program. So here’s the 

math of it all. New York City has something 

like 1.1 million kids. The LAUSD has some-

thing like 600,000. Chicago has something 

like 400,000. Dallas has several hundred 

thousand. But when you add them up, 

more than 2,000,000 public school children 

attend school districts where Modern Band 

is being taught. That’s unbelievable when 

you think about it.

Hartford became the first city that I’m 

aware of in the United States to launch a 

Modern Band program without the original 

Little Kids Rock already being present. They 
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found out about what was going on with 

Modern Band. We were not already there as 

Little Kids Rock. So they didn’t learn about it 

in their own front yard, they learned about 

it because they heard about Modern Band 

programs in New York and other places and 

they were impressed and liked the sound of 

it. They heard that we were experts in it and 

invited us to come out and train their teach-

ers and etc., which we did. And now what? 

Now they have a Modern Band program. 

And there was never a time where there 

was like a Little Kids Rock program in Hart-

ford. It just went from nothing to, “Now we 

have Modern Band.” Even though Little Kids 

Rock as an entity provided that training and 

whatever, that’s fine. But that’s really new. 

When Tampa launches its Modern Band 

program, and I believe they will and proba-

bly within a year or so or less, we will have 

been there already for like seven years with 

Little Kids Rock. We have a wonderful and 

deep relationship with the Hillsborough Pub-

lic School System. We’re in well over 100 

Upclose: Modern Band
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Karen Segal - 

Band Director 

Raoul Wallen-

berg High 

School 

San Francisco, 

California

You’ve integrated concert band 

programs, traditional band pro-

grams, in your day with Little Kids 

Rock at your school? The ones that 

are still interested in concert band 

and traditional programs, are they 

also enrolling in Little Kids Rock?

It’s interesting, actually. By the 

time they’re in high school, students 

with traditional music training have 

these clear ideas about, first of all, 

who’s a musician and who’s not, what 

it means to play music and not, what 

it means to study music and not. So, 

for example, in some ways they’re 

more traditional than the rest of us. 

That’s what they understand music 

to be. That’s what they’ve grown to 

see it as. So for students who haven’t 

taken music, they don’t see them-

selves as musicians. They’re not mu-

sical. They assume that they’re going 

to suck. They assume that they don’t 

know anything about music even 

though 99% of them live by music. 

It’s keeping them alive and sane 

through their adolescent years.

Julie Corallo

Music Teacher, 

Former Music 

Specialist 

Los Ange-

les Unified 

School Dis-

trict, Los Angeles, California

When LAUSD rolled this out as 

an option for courses, was there 

much push back from the tradition-

al music teachers?

I think it is a concern, not because 

they don’t want to honor Modern 

Band but because they have oth-

er things they love to teach, too. So 

that’s where I see some concern. I hav-

en’t heard of any actual stories where 

a kid decided to drop orchestra to be 

in Modern Band. 
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schools, and the teachers love it and the music supervisors love it. 

They are using Little Kids Rock as the name of it, not yet calling it 

Modern Band. But I believe that’s going to change. That’s why when 

I say I understand why you’re like, “Well, wait a minute". The way that I 

look at it is Modern Band is the thing that’s gonna really scale and lots 

of people are gonna want part of the action. Schools training music 

educators are gonna want to be turning out Modern Band trained 

teachers.

And so right now, Modern Band exists with or without Little Kid 

Rock even though we started it there, in New York, LA, in Chicago. 

And what that means is that any teacher anywhere in the district, 

whether we’ve trained them or not, if they’re a music teacher, the Chi-

cago public school systems says, “Oh yeah, you want to teach kids to 

play rock and roll and disco, and heavy metal. We understand. That’s 

called Modern Band and this is the way you’ll code it with your course 

work.” 

And this is the other thing that I would say. I work with a lot of 

teachers who say to me, “You know what? I was doing this before I 

met you. I just thought it would be the greatest thing if I could teach 

kids to play the music they knew and loved. I just didn’t know what to 

call it.” Or, “I called it my guitar club, or I called it rock band.” Well those 

same teachers now, if that same teacher comes up in Chicago and 

they look through the courses they could offer, and they see Modern 

Band. “Wait, Modern Band teaches kids guitar, bass, drums, keyboard, 

vocals, and how to song-write and improvise? Well, wow, I want to do 

Modern Band. Yeah, I’ll sign up to do that. And by the way, because of 

my own background, I have the skills to do it.” That’s what’s different.

:KHQ�ZLOO�\RX�IHHO� OLNH�\RXnYH�PDGH�WKH� LPSDFW�\RXnUH�

seeking?

I’ll feel like we’re successful when I can ask anyone what “Modern 

Band” is and they just know. If I go to someone who doesn’t know 

anything about a school music program, then I say, “Jazz band is be-

ing taught in public schools. What do you think a jazz band program 

consists of?” People will know. They’ll be like, “Oh, yeah, they teach 

kids jazz and trumpet and things?” 

“What’s Modern Band?” You ask people that now, they don’t know. 

You have to explain it, which is understandable. But look at how it’s 

already beginning to become pervasive. For over 2,000,000 kids and 

the teachers that are at those districts and the parents at those dis-

tricts, the term Modern Band is being used. “Oh, Modern Band, is that 

the one where the kids do all the popular music? Oh yeah, I know 

about Modern Band. Yeah, my kid loves that class. He’s in that class.” 

Or, “My nephew’s in Modern Band class. Yeah, cool.” 

I look at Little Kids Rock as a catalyst. Little Kids Rock and our ap-

proach is adopted with varying degrees of teacher and district buy-

in. The most manifest is when the district says, “This is a fantastic ad-

dition and should be permanent. And for that reason, we’re going to 

create a course or a set of courses under Modern Band so that we can 

always have this.” And it’s beginning to creep into job descriptions. 

When districts are posting, “Hey, we have a job; looking for a teach-

er that can do orchestra and Modern Band,” or, “Looking for a choral 

teacher, Modern Band skills a plus.” 

It’s the movement that matters. It’s not the organization. I love Lit-

tle Kids Rock probably more than the average bear, but I don’t want 
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it to take place of a society that believes 

in and invests in music education that 

matters, it’s meaningful and is inclusive 

for all the children of this country. It’s 

the job of Little Kids Rock to be a cata-

lyst to remind us of just how important 

that is. And then we as a society, in our 

governments and our schools and etc., 

we lock on to make that the priority 

that it can, should, and will be.

,I� ,nP�D�PXVLF� WHDFKHU��JHQHUDO�

PXVLF� WHDFKHU� DQG� ,nYH� KHDUG�

DERXW� ZKDW� \RXnUH� GRLQJ� DQG�

,nP� UHDOO\� H[FLWHG� EXW� ,� GRQnW�

NQRZ�ZKDW�WR�GR��KRZ�GR�,�JHW�KHOS�H[SRVLQJ�P\�DGPLQ-

LVWUDWLRQ�WR�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\"�+RZ�GR�,�JHW�LQYROYHG�DV�D�

WHDFKHU�IURP�VFUDWFK"�

So what I would say is there’s a website called modernband.

org and if you go there it’s a clearinghouse of Modern Band re-

sources; curricular materials, different websites, etc., but it’s also a 

clearinghouse of the schools, of education that you could attend 

or point to for your administration and say, “Look, USC is teaching 

Modern Band. This is like a real thing. Berklee’s teaching Modern 

Band. Ithaca’s teaching Modern Band. Here’s a link to the music de-

partment.” There’s a document there that you can download called 

“What is Modern Band?” that’s been designed to share with school 

administration, PTAs, other music 

teachers. 

Little Kids Rock provides teachers 

with four things: instruments, curricu-

lum, pedagogy, and community. And 

we always think the instruments . . . 

the instruments is the big thing, but 

our teachers usually wind up telling 

us, “You know, the instruments got me 

in the door, but what won me over big 

time, what is the most valuable thing 

of all, is your approach and your cur-

riculum and your pedagogy. That’s it.” 

So the good news for us is that’s pret-

ty cheap. And we’re investing now in 

creating MOOCs, massive open online courses in Modern Band. And 

we’re doing that individually and also with university partners for ex-

actly that reason so that a teacher can go and get the training, the 

resources, the intellectual, the IP, that they need in order to conceptu-

alize and run a Modern Band class.

,V�WKHUH�D�IHH�WR�WKH�GLVWULFWV�WKDW�ZDQW�WR�VHW�XS�DQ�RIIL-

FLDO�0RGHUQ�%DQG�SURJUDP�DQG�XVH�\RXU�FXUULFXOXP�DQG�

RWKHU�PDWHULDOV"

No. There’s no fee. We don’t do that. Our materials are open source 

in schools so long as they’re never sold and so long as children are 

never charged. 




