


This two‑volume publication is the first of its kind, advancing asset‑based 
policies and practices in music education for nearly 10  million rural 
students nationwide. By exploring the influence of urbanormativity and 
historical trends, the authors advocate for school music programs that 
sustain rural values, interests, communities, and ecosystems.

While earlier research has offered insights on the topic, none have 
assembled a collection of experts and scholars committed to promoting 
an asset‑based view of rural music education in the United States. Volume 
I: Policies and Perspectives, presents ten chapters addressing a range of 
issues that affect one‑fifth of K–12 students nationwide. Ideas encompass 
a multi‑dimensional definition of rurality that includes population, 
landscape, and sociocultural contexts. The authors offer their own first‑hand 
perspectives to describe the importance and character of rural places 
themselves. Throughlines of this volume are disentangling assumptions 
about rural schools and their resources, pedagogical potential, and musical 
possibilities. Written for music educators, scholars, policymakers, school 
administrators, and music‑teacher educators, this volume affirms that 
geography is not inherently a limitation and that all students deserve access 
to responsive music education, regardless of their zip codes.
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This book is dedicated to my great‑grandmother, Sophia 
Sullivan (1874–1957), and to her twin daughters: my 
grandmother, Viola Johnson (1902–1987), and my 
great aunt Verona Arnold (1902–1977). These three 
pioneering women were long‑time public‑school teachers 
in rural Alabama. In an era when most women worked 
at home, they all pursued post‑secondary education and 
supported their children in doing the same.
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This volume of Music Education in Rural America examines Policies 
and Perspectives that define and describe music teaching and learning for 
nearly 10 million students in rural communities nationwide. The first of its 
kind, this volume brings together 13 authors to consider fundamental and 
far‑reaching principles of rural school music programs. In ten related yet 
distinct chapters, the authors also offer specific policy recommendations 
based on their expertise and experience with rural education, as music 
teachers and teacher‑educators.

From an introductory chapter providing important background infor‑
mation on rural arts education (J. Kessa Roberts & Alycia Cole), the next 
section builds upon a systematic literature review (Timothy E. Nowak) to 
explore fundamental issues such as urbanormativity (Vincent Bates), com‑
munity and cultural contexts (Whitney Mayo, and Catheryn Shaw Fos‑
ter & Melody Causby), and ecology (Daniel J. Shevock). Applications for 
music teacher education (Daniel C. Johnson & Eric M. Pennello), teacher 
retention and turnover (David N. Sanderson), and teachers’ professional 
development (Daniel C. Johnson) extend themes introduced in the earlier 
chapters. The final chapter explores the potential for rural engagement 
through music education at land‑grant institutions (Jason B. Gossett & 
Angela Munroe). Written for music educators, scholars, policymakers, 
school administrators, and music‑teacher educators, this volume affirms 
that geography is not an inherent limitation on quality music education. 
Exploring the influence of urbanormativity and other trends, the authors 
examine existing policies and advocate for school music programs that are 
both responsive and committed to sustaining rural values, interests, com‑
munities, and ecosystems.

For many years, interest about music education in rural America has 
not kept pace with parallel research in urban contexts although this topic 
is a national concern, with every state in the country having underserved 
rural areas, comprising about one‑fifth of the K–12 student population. 
While earlier research has offered insights on related issues, none have 
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assembled a collection of experts and scholars committed to promoting 
an asset‑based view of rural music education. In addition, this volume 
provides foundational scholarship for the second volume in this series: 
A Teacher Guidebook, which offers practical guidance based on the poli‑
cies and perspectives explored here. A throughline of both volumes is 
challenging assumptions about rural schools and their resources, peda‑
gogical potential, and musical possibilities. While addressing these topics 
from progressive perspectives, the contributing authors all approach these 
themes from an asset view. Instead of emphasizing shortcomings and defi‑
cits, they offer proactive and forward‑thinking ideas to celebrate success 
and inspire achievement in rural schools—on the part of both music teach‑
ers and their students.



I acknowledge the collaboration of so many wonderful and thoughtful col‑
leagues whose contributions brought this book to fruition. Without their 
diligence and perseverance, the project would not have been realized. I also 
acknowledge the University of North Carolina Wilmington for its support 
in the form of a research reassignment to write this book. The sabbatical 
semester of spring, 2025 allowed me the time to focus on writing and edit‑
ing the final version of this project.
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1 History and Current 
Landscape of Rural Music 
Education
Policy and Praxis

J. Kessa Roberts and Alycia Cole

For those readers with limited exposure to rural places, the concept of 
rural education might evoke mental images of one‑room schoolhouses or 
school buses driving down dusty dirt roads. While these images are not 
necessarily inaccurate, they portray merely one slice of what rural educa‑
tion looks like in the United States. Across the country, over 9  million 
students attend rural schools each day (Showalter et al., 2023). These stu‑
dents possess diverse identities across race, class, culture, sexuality, and 
immigration status and are educated in schools influenced by correspond‑
ing geographic, demographic, economic, and political contexts. These 
influences have important impacts across the curriculum, including to arts 
education and, more specifically, music education.

As a foundation for the wide‑ranging yet cohesive chapters in this vol‑
ume, we provide an overview of the history and current issues in arts and 
music education, respectively, and explore how the current landscape of 
education in rural places shapes music education in rural contexts.

Arts Education: Historical Overview and Current Trends

Historical Development of Arts Education

Arts education in the 19th century evolved through distinct yet complemen‑
tary developments in visual art and music, both shaped by broader societal 
needs and educational reforms. Drawing instruction was the first form of 
arts education to appear in public schools, introduced experimentally in 
Massachusetts in 1821 and formally adopted statewide in 1860 as part 
of a broader push to enhance industrial skills, particularly in design and 
manufacturing (Dobbs, 1971; Whitford, 1923). This practical emphasis 
on industrial applications marked the early stages of visual arts education. 
However, by the 1880s, its scope had expanded to include the cultivation 
of aesthetic taste, eye‑hand coordination, and broader mental development 
(Whitford, 1923).

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003498476-1


2 Music Education in Rural America

Meanwhile, music education began its transition from private instruc‑
tion in singing schools to inclusion in public education during the 1830s, 
influenced by broader educational philosophies that emphasized its intel‑
lectual and cultural value. Guided by Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi’s idea of 
music as a “science” that could foster intellectual growth, advocates like 
William C. Woodbridge and Lowell Mason worked to bring music instruc‑
tion into schools, emphasizing structured, methodical teaching approaches 
(Brophy, 1992). These developments in music education paralleled those 
in visual arts, as both reflected the 19th‑century movement to integrate 
the arts into schooling to promote individual development and societal 
enrichment.

By the early 20th century, however, thinkers such as John Dewey shifted 
the rationale for arts education, advocating for its role in fostering crea‑
tivity, critical thinking, and personal development (Heilig et  al., 2010). 
Dewey argued that arts education should move beyond technical analysis 
or rote art history, emphasizing the teacher’s role in helping students con‑
nect personally and dynamically with the arts, likening the process to an 
apprenticeship requiring active guidance to make the arts meaningful and 
engaging (Fleming, 2012).

In the 1990s, arts education underwent significant federal reform 
driven by advocacy from national arts teacher associations to integrate 
the arts more centrally into education. This culminated in the 1994 pub‑
lication of the National Voluntary K–12 Standards for the Arts, the first 
time arts educators across disciplines—music, dance, theater, and visual 
arts—collaborated with federal agencies (Heilig et al., 2010). Despite these 
advancements, state and local authorities retained control over implemen‑
tation, leading to inconsistencies (Herbert, 1995). Additionally, after the 
2000 national election, new educational priorities shifted away from the 
arts, creating ongoing challenges for sustaining arts education in schools. 
Furthermore, the early 2000s brought new challenges as federal priori‑
ties shifted toward standardized testing under policies like No Child Left 
Behind. These accountability‑driven policies pushed arts education to the 
periphery, reducing its presence in many schools despite its recognition as 
a core subject (Heilig et al., 2010).

Arts Education and Its Role in Modern Learning

Despite setbacks in the early 2000s, recognition of arts education’s role in 
fostering critical thinking, creativity, and deeper learning spurred efforts 
to reintegrate it into contemporary curricula (Workman, 2017). As edu‑
cation shifted from rote memorization to concept‑based learning, arts 
programs became valued for developing essential skills like collabora‑
tion, communication, and perseverance (Gibas, 2015). These benefits were 
especially significant for at‑risk students, including those from low‑income 
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backgrounds and English language learners, providing vital tools for aca‑
demic and social development (Workman, 2017).

At the same time, however, challenges remain. The Every Student Suc‑
ceeds Act (ESSA) of 2015 allows states to prioritize the arts as part of a 
well‑rounded education, yet the focus on standardized testing continues 
to marginalize arts programs (Workman, 2017). Access to arts education 
also remains inequitable, with lower‑income schools offering fewer robust 
programs, particularly in dance and theater (Elpus, 2022). In contrast, 
wealthier students benefit from greater access to private arts education, 
and school choice policies often exacerbate these disparities by diverting 
resources from underserved students (Hourigan, 2023).

Looking ahead, arts educators must embrace innovation by blending tra‑
ditional arts with emerging technologies and integrating with STEM sub‑
jects to keep curricula relevant and inclusive (Colwell & Randles, 2024). 
Through fostering partnerships and advocating for equitable access, arts 
education can remain a transformative force for personal, social, and aca‑
demic development, contributing to a more just and cohesive society (Col‑
well & Randles, 2024; Gibas, 2015).

Historical Foundations and Shifts in Music Education

Music education in the United States began in the 19th century, evolving 
significantly as societal, political, and educational reforms shaped its role 
in public schools. Early reformers in the 1800s advocated for music’s inclu‑
sion as a means of promoting cultural and moral values (Hash, 2024). This 
movement emphasized Western classical music, reflecting the belief in the 
superiority of European traditions over uniquely American ones (Mark, 
2015).

While traveling abroad, William C. Woodbridge, a Massachusetts‑born 
educator, encountered Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi’s educational philosophy, 
which emphasized hands‑on, sensory‑based learning and believed music 
could be systematically taught to develop intellectual and individual poten‑
tial (Brophy, 1992; Mark, 2015). Inspired by his observations, Woodbridge 
returned to the United States in 1829 and collaborated with Lowell Mason, 
a prominent church musician and leader in the Singing Schools movement, 
to integrate these ideas into American education (Brophy, 1992). In 1838, 
Lowell Mason, a respected teacher and influential figure in Boston’s social 
and educational circles, successfully demonstrated at Hawes Grammar 
School—where he taught without pay—that public school children could 
learn to read music and sing, leading the Boston School Committee to for‑
mally include vocal music in the curriculum (Pemberton, 1992).

Over time, music education in the United States evolved to reflect 
broader societal shifts, consistently promoting democratic ideals, flexibil‑
ity, inclusivity, and adaptability in response to societal changes (Colwell &  
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Randles, 2024). These values enable music education to incorporate 
diverse perspectives, fostering social cohesion. Mark (2015) identified 
four key rationales—“cultural elevation,” “cohesive society and immigra‑
tion,” “commercial prosperity,” and “social justice and multiculturalism” 
(p. 4)—which demonstrate how music education has served not only as a 
means of cultural enrichment but also as a tool for addressing social and 
economic challenges, such as integrating immigrant communities through 
shared musical experiences.

Though aligned with democratic ideals, music education’s evolution has 
been shaped by external pressures. A major shift occurred after Sputnik in 
1958, when national priorities turned toward science and mathematics, 
sidelining the arts (Hash, 2024). In response, Music Education as Aesthetic 
Education (MEAE) emerged, emphasizing listening and understanding 
over performance, though it faced criticism for being too detached from 
practical music‑making.

By the 1980s, music education underwent a significant philosophical 
shift with the emergence of praxialism, a concept developed by scholars 
such as Elliott, Alperson, and Regelski. As Elliott (1997) noted, praxialism 
challenges earlier aesthetic‑based models, which had emphasized listen‑
ing and emotional response, often detached from practical music‑making. 
Praxialism instead views music as an active, socially embedded practice 
encompassing performing, composing, arranging, listening, and other 
forms of “musicing” (Elliott, 1995; Mark, 2015). It emphasizes connect‑
ing students to the cultural, historical, and social contexts of music‑making 
as a pathway to self‑knowledge and personal growth (Alperson & Elliott, 
2016; Elliott, 1997).

Regelski (2017) further expanded on this perspective by highlighting 
music’s role in fostering social cohesion and meeting diverse human needs. 
He argues that music should be understood as “praxis”—goal‑oriented, 
intentional action rooted in human values and situated within specific 
cultural and social contexts, rejecting the notion of music as an isolated 
“art‑for‑art’s‑sake” endeavor. Praxialism thus positions music as a vital, 
communal activity that enhances individual creativity while fostering 
meaningful connections and shared experiences. As Elliott (1997) explains, 
it embraces a “multidimensional concept of musical practices and musi‑
cal works, a multidimensional concept of musical understanding, [and] a 
multidimensional concept of music’s significance in human life” (p. 22), 
underscoring the diverse ways music holds meaning and value across social 
and cultural contexts.

Building on earlier developments, the introduction of national standards 
in the 1990s marked a pivotal moment in formalizing music education 
in the United States, establishing core skills such as composing, listening, 
and understanding music within its cultural context (Hash, 2024). The 
2014 National Core Arts Standards further expanded this framework, 
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incorporating a broader range of genres and performance settings to foster 
a more inclusive curriculum. This diversification is crucial for ensuring that 
music education remains relevant in a rapidly globalizing world (Colwell 
& Randles, 2024; Mark, 2015; Reimer, 2015).

Despite progress, teacher shortages continue to pose a significant chal‑
lenge in music education, particularly in underserved rural and urban 
areas. Hash (2021) noted that schools struggle to recruit and retain quali‑
fied music educators due to low pay, inadequate working conditions, and 
a declining number of candidates pursuing education degrees. Although 
alternative certification programs have been introduced to address these 
shortages, disparities in the quality of instruction persist, especially in 
schools serving historically marginalized communities (Mark, 2015; 
Reimer, 2015).

Music Education in Rural Contexts

We now turn to an overview of the current issues in rural education and 
their intersections with music education in rural contexts. To organize 
this section, we draw upon the National Rural Education Association’s 
(NREA) Rural Research Agenda 2022–2027 (NREA, 2022). The NREA 
developed this agenda using a grounded theory approach based on sur‑
veys, interviews, and focus groups with a diverse group of key rural 
stakeholders from across the country, including K–12 and higher educa‑
tion practitioners, researchers, and policymakers (Hartman et al., 2022; 
McHenry‑Sorber et  al., 2023). Participants discussed the current state 
of rural education in their specific contexts, highlighting successes, chal‑
lenges, and the need for more research, thus providing a comprehensive 
summary of the current rural educational landscape. This field‑emergent 
agenda organizes participants’ responses into five categories (Policy and 
Funding; Teacher and Leader Preparation, Recruitment, and Retention; 
Partnerships and Community Relationships; College and Career Trajec‑
tories; and Health and Wellness) as well as a core category of Educa‑
tional and Spatial Equity, which intersects with all categories (Hartman 
et al., 2022; McHenry‑Sorber et al., 2023; NREA, 2022). Recognizing 
that most topics are cross‑cutting rather than fitting neatly within one 
distinct category, we organize our discussion by category to increase 
readability.

Educational and Spatial Equity

Rural education is shaped by inequity, both educational inequity and spa‑
tial inequity, which is the way that place impacts access to resources and 
opportunities (Hartman et al., 2022). Issues of equity are intertwined with 
each of the other categories discussed below (i.e., Policy and Funding; 
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Teacher and Leader Preparation, Recruitment, and Retention; Partner‑
ships and Community Relationships; College and Career Trajectories; and 
Health and Wellness). The inequity found in rural schools, broadly, and 
in music education, specifically, stem from a long history of classism and 
urbanormative policies and reform efforts. Historically, rural music edu‑
cation was part of broader efforts to urbanize and reform rural commu‑
nities. Early 20th‑century music education reformers saw rural cultures 
as backward and sought to “improve” them through the introduction of 
classical music founded on Western Europe traditions and large ensemble 
performances (Mark & Gary, 2007). This reform reflected a belief that 
rural music was culturally deficient and led to a persistent deficit ideology, 
viewing rural music as inferior to urban standards (Bates, 2018). Com‑
pounding this bias are factors—discussed in subsequent sections—such as 
geographic constraints, smaller student enrollment numbers and faculty 
sizes, and disadvantageous funding formulas that often serve to increase 
inequities in rural music education. When music teacher educators pri‑
oritize place‑based curricula by using an asset view of teaching in rural 
places, however, they can at least partially ameliorate educational and spa‑
tial inequities while also better preparing their graduates to successfully 
teach in rural contexts.

Policy and Funding

Perhaps unsurprisingly, policy and funding are areas that significantly 
shape and constrain opportunities for learning in rural schools. While this 
is true for many non‑rural schools, rural schools are also particularly dis‑
advantaged due to urbanormative policymaking and inequitable funding 
formulas (Showalter et al., 2023). In many schools, music often lacks pro‑
tection (Spring, 2016), meaning it may be sidelined or reduced in scope or 
funding in favor of other curricular priorities or mandates. These reduc‑
tions limit curricular opportunities, including those intended to embrace 
local cultural traditions, as well as expose students to traditions absent 
from their own communities (Brook, 2016; Johnson & Stanley, 2021). 
Inadequate funding for rural music education limits the ability to buy 
or repair instruments or maintain performance spaces (Isbell, 2005) and 
forces educators to manage all music programs across multiple schools or 
entire districts (Hunt, 2009). Limited funding for music education may par‑
ticularly compound inequitable educational opportunities in high‑poverty  
areas, where students may not be able to afford instruments or extracur‑
ricular music lessons. However, despite facing limited funding, some rural 
music educators can build thriving music programs by embracing local 
musical traditions such as country music, which may be better suited 
to their cultural context and available resources, rather than trying to 


