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FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK
Eugene Novotney

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
Chris Tanner

EUGENE NOVOTNEY is a percussionist, composer, and 
scholar who has been involved in the steelpan movement in 
the United States since 1982. He is Distinguished Professor 
of Music and Director of Percussion Studies at Humboldt 
State University in Arcata, California, where he directs 
the Humboldt State Calypso Band. He has received the 
Humboldt State University Outstanding Professor Award, the 
California State University Wang Family Excellence Award, 
and the Caribbean International Sunshine Award for his 
lifetime commitment to music education.

Photo—Kelly Jo Brown

CHRIS TANNER is the founder and Director 
of the Miami University Steel Band in Oxford, 
Ohio, and the Chair of the Miami University 
Department of Music. He is the author of 
The Steel Band Game Plan, and serves as 
President and founding member of the 
National Society of Steel Band Educators 
(NSSBE).

Welcome to The Steel Times, Volume 3, Number 2. 

I think that we all hoped that we would be further along 
in our efforts to overcome the COVID-19 pandemic by now, but 
COVID-19 has continued to affect the way we conduct our lives and 
has continued to change the way that we function in the steelband 
community. Virtual presentations still dominate the performance 
landscape, and virtual instruction has become an expected and 
accepted standard. I respect how we as a steelband community 
have been able to stay connected with a common goal of sharing 
our music in any and every way that we can. I look forward to the 
future when performing live steelband music for live human beings 
in person will become the dominant reality again, and I am sending 
my best wishes and my best hopes out to you as we forge ahead 
together, united in our love for the steelband artform.

This issue of The Steel Times features articles from some of the 
outstanding steelpan artists who were featured at last spring’s 
virtual NSSBE conference. Dan Moore and Mat Britain expand on 
their informative conference presentation in their article, Thinking 
Outside the Groove. Tyler Swick shares his insights and some very 
innovative teaching strategies in his follow-up article, Engaging 
Students Outside the Classroom, and Dave Gerhart decodes a topic 
that is crucial to anyone involved in teaching through this pan-
demic in his excellent article, How to Access Federal Funding For 
Your Music Program. As editor of The Steel Times, I will continue 
to engage artists who appear at NSSBE conferences and provide 
them with the opportunity to expand upon their presentations in 
this journal format.

This issue also contains several other useful articles that address 
current topics in the steelband world, including one by Pan Rocks 
founder Tracy Thornton entitled, My Take on Recording & Mixing 
Steelbands. Tracy shares some interesting stories of his experienc-
es working on the Pan in Unity project as well as his role in mixing 
Len ‘Boogsie’ Sharpe and the Phase II Pan Groove for their virtual 
concert, Another Phase. NSSBE Board of Director member, Bran-
don Haskett, contributes an informative article entitled, Rehearsal 
Fundamentals: The Strum, Balance, and Blend. This article contains 
information and ideas that every steelband director will find valu-
able. Longtime contributor, Ray Funk, details the innovative work 
of visual artist and steelpan advocate Fiona Hawthorne in his arti-
cle, Fiona Hawthorne Brings Together Art, Children, Pan, Carnival, 
and Joy in London. Ray and I also team up to interview Kim John-
son about the second edition of his seminal work, The Illustrated 
Story of Pan. For this interview, Kim made several historic photos 
available to the NSSBE as a preview of the wealth of images that 
form the foundation of his new book. These photos are stunning 
in their portrayal of steelpan and steelband history, and I trust that 
you will all find them as fascinating and as poignant as I do. As we 
did in our last issue, this issue concludes with an excellent article 
by Emily Lemmerman entitled, Survival Stories. Emily shares her 
own insights in coping with the COVID-19 pandemic, and follows 
up with steelpan artists Andre White, Josanne Francis, CJ Menge, 
Ben Leggett, and Ron Hughes, providing each of them with a 
forum to share their current experiences navigating the ongoing 
pandemic.

As the editor of The Steel Times, I value the opportunity to serve 
the steelband community, and I am committed to providing you 
with a journal that represents the entire spectrum of the steelband 
artform. If you are interested in submitting an article for consid-
eration, or making some other contribution to The Steel Times, 
please contact us at info@weteachpan.org. ·

As I write, the 2021-2022 academic year is beginning, 
meaning that many of us are starting classes and 
rehearsals. Last year, educators experienced what 

must have been the most unusual and challenging school 
year in memory, due to COVID-19. While this year promises 
to be better (more “normal”), challenges presented by this 
disruptive pandemic persist. On behalf of our Board of Di-
rectors, I extend best wishes to all as a new cycle of teach-
ing and learning commences.

Much has happened since the onset of the pandemic forced 
the cancellation of a number of face-to-face events and 
gatherings in 2020, including our own NSSBE annual Profes-
sional Conference, which was slated for Cincinnati, OH. Like 
so many, we pivoted, and used the constraints imposed to 
explore new ways of thinking and doing. If there has been a 
silver lining to this awful plague, it is that we have all learned 
to adapt quickly in the face of unexpected circumstances. 

Throughout the balance of 2020, our leadership team met 
every two weeks. Among the results of these meetings was 
the publication of COVID-19 recommendations for steel 
band educators (July 2020), and the development of plans 
for a Virtual Conference in 2021.

No one could have imagined the need for such a virtu-
al event before 2020, and yet there we were, navigating 
uncharted waters as we designed a conference program to 
be delivered via the Zoom platform in February 2021. Due to 
the hard work and vision of our Conference Co-Chairs, Mike 
Greer and Mike Wendeln, the NSSBE 2021 Virtual Confer-
ence was an unqualified success. As you’ll see, many of the 
outstanding presenters featured at the conference agreed 
to create articles for this edition of The Steel Times. I am 
thankful to these individuals, and indeed to all our present-
ers, for giving their time and energy in fulfillment of our 
mission.

One important take-away from the 2021 conference, and in-
deed from the past 18 months as we have all grappled with 
COVID-19, is that hybrid, remote, and online asynchronous 
modes of content delivery are here to stay. To remain rele-
vant, organizations must incorporate these delivery modes 
alongside face-to-face meetings. NSSBE has always had 
an online presence, and electronic delivery of content has 
been a constant feature, as exemplified by the very journal 
you are reading. Yet the success of our 2021 conference has 
taught us that virtual events must become a regular part 
of how we do business. A record number of members were 
able to attend the 2021 Virtual Conference, undoubtedly 
because travel and lodging costs were eliminated due to 
the online format. While we are committed to returning to 
a face-to-face format in 2022, we also have plans to incor-
porate virtual sessions geared toward professional develop-
ment, as we move forward.

NSSBE is also changing its operational structure, as we are 
developing new committees and populating them with ex-
cellent leaders in our discipline. We look forward to sharing 
the details with you soon, via our website. We are confident 
that these changes will strengthen our organization and 
position it for growth in the coming years. 

Thank you for your support of NSSBE, and good luck as you 
pursue your own personal goals and dreams this Fall. Let us 
remember the example of determination and resilience that 
the pioneers of pan established years ago, as we face the 
challenges ahead. ·
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MY TAKE ON RECORDING & MIXING STEELBANDS
TRACY THORNTON

It seems there is not a lot of information out there on recording steelbands and the steelpan 
instrument itself. High quality professional recordings of steelbands and steelpan music are hard 
to come by. In my opinion, this is one of the next main steps the artform needs to take to further 

legitimize steelpan music to the masses. I am not saying that there are not amazing recordings 
of steelbands out there because there definitely are. Andy Narell & Calypsociation’s The Passage 
has an amazing quality of sound, as do just about all of Andy’s recordings. Sheldon Thwaites’ 
work with Pan Lara is great, as are the Panazz Players recordings, and I’d like to think my own 

Pan Rocks LA projects are very solid, just to name a few. For the most part, steelband recordings 
are done in less ideal situations than these exceptional examples. They are not recorded in a proper 
studio and are often recorded and mixed by people who are not totally familiar with steelpan 
music. Others are recorded by steelpan enthusiasts without the proper equipment, experience, 
or budget. Let me start out by saying that I am not an expert, and I don’t know all the technical 
aspects of recording, but I have been recording steelpan music and steelbands for over 25 years. I 
would love to share my thoughts and some of the things I have learned along the way. 

Tracy Thornton at his mixing board.
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I love being in the studio and all that comes with it just as 
much as performing. It is an art all unto itself, and to be able 
to capture performances and musical magic that is forever 
documented for the world to hear is fascinating to me. I 
have had the fortunate opportunities to record in world-
class studios in Nashville, Los Angeles, and New York with 
some of the most amazing professionals at the top of their 
game. I have also recorded bands in theaters, gymnasiums, 
small home studios, and garages. A cool thing about today 
and the technology we have available to us is that you can 
get excellent budget friendly recordings in any of those 
places. I have heard projects mixed on a laptop that sound 
just as good as ones mixed on large format consoles in elite 
studios. For years, I thought that it was all about the gear, 
but it is not. It is all in how you use what you have available 
to you. It took me a long time to figure that out. 

That being said, I do have my own home studio, Pans Rock 
Studios, where I have been recording my own projects for 

about 20 years. Lately, I have been mixing and mastering 
many outside projects for bands from many different genres 
and from different parts of the world. But my main passion 
is to make steelband recordings sound as amazing as they 
can. They deserve it. They also deserve to be produced in 
a way where someone unfamiliar with the steelband genre 
can wrap their ears around it and be turned on by both the 
music and the production.

So, enough about me; let’s get to it and talk about record-
ing and mixing steelbands. To do this we will go inside two 
recent projects I have been a part of, Pan In Unity and Phase 
II ‘Another Phase’ Virtual Concert.” Before we get into it, let 
me start out by saying that a lot of what I have learned over 
the years came from a lot of trial and error and a lot of just 
doing it…a lot! I also must give credit where credit is due. I 
have learned so much and am still learning from my mentor, 
good friend, and great sound engineer, Rick Earl, as well as 
the master himself, Andy Narell. Their willingness to share 
their knowledge with me has been invaluable.

Pan In Unity

Pan In Unity was a project and a major undertaking 
where I had the privilege of teaming up 
with Dr. Mia Gormandy-Benjamin and Yuko Asada last 
year during the Covid Pandemic. We wanted to bring 
pan players from all over the world together virtual-
ly to spread some love and good vibes to the world 
through steelpan music. We were able to gather just 
under 700 pannists representing 23 countries to per-
form an epic musical arrangement by Dr. Len “Boogsie” 
Sharpe, and the end result far exceeded expectations! 

So how did it all come together? Other than Daron Roberts’ 
drum set tracks, which were recorded professionally by Rick 
Earl and Benjy Johnson in a proper studio at Earthtones 
Recording Studios in Greensboro, NC, most of the Pan In 
Unity recording was made up of audio from cell phones that 
the participants used to record their videos. There were also 
a handful of quality tracks recorded in home studios. We 
received tracks from individual players, duos, small groups, 
and over a dozen full size bands of 25 players or more. Yuko 
Asada and I recorded a basic track of the arrangement for 
all the participants to play along with. Instead of sending 
out a stiff and mechanical sounding MIDI recording as the 
reference track, we wanted the track to feel more natural 
and human for the participants.

Once all the recordings were sent in, it was my job to take 
all the audio, put it into an audio mixing program, and mix it 
all together. Sounds simple, right? Imagine having over 400 
tracks, mostly from cell phone videos. I had to extract the 
audio from each one and, depending on the phone and how 
they were recorded, the performances could be at different 
speeds. Some arrived with all kinds of background noise, i.e. 
like cars, dogs barking, people talking, and even chickens…. 
yes, chickens! Some tracks were not mistake free, and some 
tracks had only part of the song instead of the full arrange-
ment. All those tracks had to be imported and properly 
lined up in time. Background noise had to be edited out as 
much as possible, and the partial takes had to be inserted 
in the right spots of the arrangement before the mixing 
process could even begin. As you can imagine, that was the 
most meticulous and time-consuming part. 

Since there were so many tracks, I ended up separating 
them by sections and importing them into their own respec-
tive projects. I had a project for lead pans, double seconds, 
double tenors, guitar pans, cellos, basses, full bands, percus-
sion, and drumset. That made it easier for me to line each 
section up properly and to edit and clean each track as well 
as I could. In these individual projects I would implement the 
processing that was needed, such as using equalization and 
compression. Equalization was used to take out unwanted 
frequencies that might cause muddiness and harshness in 
some tracks and to help add clarity in others. Compression 
is like an automatic volume control and is used to decrease 
the difference between the loudest and softest part of a 
track to make it more consistent and polished. 

Once all the sections were edited and sounding good, I 
mixed them down into a single track and then imported 
those tracks into the final session to do the final mixing. 
That’s where the fun and the magic began to really happen. 
Once the mix was happening and sounding pretty good to 
my ears, I would send it to Boogsie and get his feedback. He 
would listen and say something like, “I want a particular sec-
tion of the tune a little louder,” or “enhance a background 
pan section in this section,” or “have the basses up in this 
spot.” We worked together very closely to get the final mix 
to represent how Boogsie heard it in his head. It was a very 
satisfying feeling when he was happy with the final mix. 

During that part of the process, it was exciting to hear all 
the parts come together. It was amazing to finally hear 
Boogsie’s arrangement come to life with all those pannists 
from all over the world. Just magical! I still get goosebumps 
thinking about it, and when I hear it to this day, I get choked 
up just knowing how truly special that project was and how 
much work was put into by all involved to make it a reality. 
For many reasons, Pan In Unity is my proudest moment in 
pan to date, as well as my most humbling. 

Phase ll ‘Another Phase’

Boogsie was so happy with how the Pan In Unity Project 
came out, he reached out to see if I would be interested in 
mixing and mastering the audio for the Phase ll ‘Another 
Phase’ virtual concert that would air worldwide in January 
2021. So of course, I signed on for that! I was incredibly 
grateful and honored, but at the same time, I was nervous 
and felt the pressure. I knew I had to knock this one out of 
the park. 

Thankfully, I had Boogsie’s complete trust on this project. 
We communicated a lot, and when I would ask him what he 
wanted or thought, he just told me to “do my thing,” which 
I appreciated. That gave me lots of confidence and inspired 
me to work even harder to get it sounding as good as I 
possibly could. 

Most of the concert was recorded in a large theater (okay, 
but not ideal) with each section of the steelband having 
their own microphone or mics over them, which gave a 
little separation from the different voices in the band. That 

“But my main passion 
is to make steelband 
recordings sound as 
amazing as they can. 
They deserve it. They 
also deserve to be 
produced in a way where 
someone unfamiliar with 
the steelband genre can 
wrap their ears around 
it and be turned on by 
both the music and the 
production.”

“We wanted to bring 
pan players from all 
over the world together 
virtually to spread some 
love and good vibes 
to the world through 
steelpan music.”
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helped to give me more control of each section during the 
mix process. The drum set only had a kick drum mic, a snare 
mic and a couple of mics overhead. The six-basses had one 
mic for each set. Luckily, they had an electric bass player in 
the group, and that made all the difference in getting the 
low end as good as it could be. There were also a couple of 
tunes with just a tenor pannist playing against pre-recorded 
back tracks, and the song “Rose” was done with a small 
band in a proper studio and recorded at a higher bit rate for 
better quality.

Once I received the files of the 18 tracks from the recording 
engineer, which were well organized and very consistent, I 
made a session template in Cubase (my preferred DAW, or 
digital audio workstation) which saved me a tremendous 
amount of time and made the postproduction process much 
smoother and a lot faster. Then I set up different ‘busses/
group tracks’ for the session. I set up busses for the drums, 
basses, tenors, double seconds, Boogsie (who had his own 
personal mic), cello pans, double guitars, and percussion, as 
well as five room mics for ambience that had their own bus. 
There were also songs that had vocal tracks (male, female, 
and choirs), as well as a saxophone and a trumpet. It was 
my job to catch the vibe and spirit of the band and make 
it all sound coherent and controlled while still retaining the 
energy of a live performance. 

I had the most fun doing this project. While dialing in the 
mixes, getting the equalization, compressions, and doing 
little audio tricks here and there, I felt extremely fortunate to 
hear all this amazing music and performances before any-
one else did. I could not wait for people to hear it because I 
knew how amazing it was. 

The least challenging thing for me on this project was 
mixing the steelband itself. I have had a lot of experience 
with that, so I was the most comfortable with that phase 
of the process. I have also played in Phase ll for Panorama 
in the past, and I knew firsthand the vibe and the sound 
of the group, so that helped as well. The most challenging 
part was mixing and blending the other tracks that weren’t 
steelband related such as the lead vocals, the sax and the 
trumpet. Those were not easy to get to sit correctly in the 

mix and blend sonically with a steelband. If it is not done 
right, it just doesn’t work and can be a disaster, so I spent a 
lot of time trying different things. In the end, it turned out 
pretty sweet! 

Overall, I was happy with how the final mix and master of 
the concert turned out. But even more importantly, the cli-
ent, Dr. Len ‘Boogsie’ Sharpe, was happy and excited about 
the end result!  

One Final Thought On Mastering…

Mastering is the final part of the post-production process 
where you fuse the collective sounds in your mix, maintain 
the balance across the entire recording, and prepare the 
finished music product for distribution. I always recom-
mend getting recording projects mastered by a professional 
mastering engineer, especially if you have the budget for it. 
Mastering puts a different set of fresh ears on the project, 
and it is a very different process than mixing. For instance, 
I had Dave Collins of Dave Collins Mastering in Los Angeles 
to master the Pan In Unity project. He has over 30 years’ 
experience and a host of Grammys under his belt. He has 
also worked on my personal and Pan Rocks projects for 
years and understands what the steelband needs sonically. 
With his array of state-of-the-art gear and his golden ears, 
he knew exactly what Pan In Unity needed in the mastering 
stage and he nailed it! That being said, mastering engineers 
can sometimes make your project worse, so always try a 
couple to see who you like working with and who you com-
municate well with.

On the flip side, I mastered the Phase ll ‘Another Phase’ 
project myself in my home studio. I approached mixing the 
project in a way that lent itself to how I knew I was going 
to master it. So, it can work both ways. I will add that I have 
had the opportunity to work with professional mastering 
engineers and I understand a little of what they do. I also 
have good gear that I know well and a decent sounding 
mixing room to work in, as well as excellent monitoring. This 
allows me to hear all the nuances and details in the music 
that I need to so I can do the job to the best of my ability. 
All these things help in a big way. ·

TRACY THORNTON has been a professional steelpannist, performer, composer, recording artist, 
clinician, and producer for over 25 years. He is best known for and internationally recognized as the 
founder and creator of “Pan Rocks...the Ultimate Steel Drum Rock Show”.
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THINKING OUTSIDE THE GROOVES
DAN MOORE & MAT BRITAIN

The Britain Moore Duo got its start simply by being in 
the right place at the right time. In the early 1980s, 
we were fortunate to be students of Dr. J.C. Combs at 

Wichita State University (WSU). Dr. Combs encouraged us 
to be creative in searching for our own unique musical voice 
and he led by example. 
 
J.C. didn’t enjoy playing percussion ensemble concerts to 
mostly empty audiences, so he set out to redefine the genre 
in a variety of unique ways. He thought that much of the 
contemporary repertoire for percussion was of little interest 
to the average concert goer, so he began to create over-
the-top percussion events that would attract larger audi-

ences. This included pieces for percussion and wrestlers, 
percussion and pinball machines, percussion with cloggers, 
and much more. He used theatrical lighting, staging, video 
projections, actors, dancers, and poets. He taught us the 
difference between a concert and a show, something that 
stuck with us. Once he had the audience on his side, he 
could program just about any type of music he wanted, and 
everyone loved it. 
  
Then he heard about this new thing called steel drums. 
In 1979, without knowing anything about pan, calypso, or 
steelbands, J.C. worked with a local ophthalmologist (and 
golfing buddy) to raise funds for the school to purchase 

their first instruments. “Combs contacted Al O’Connor 
about getting instruments. O’Connor had a visiting tuner 
build a four-piece set of pans: double seconds, double 
tenors, cello, and bass for Wichita State.” (Tiffe) 

Soon after, we were regularly visited by a pan player 
who would appear from time to time to challenge us to 
a game of hoops and to work with our fledgling steel-
band. “Andy Narell spent months on the road traveling 
the Midwest, lingering in places like Wichita State for a 
week at a time (on his own time and money), hanging 
out with students, and preaching the pan gospel.” (Tiffe) 

Mat recalled that during a studio class sometime around 
1980, J.C. announced that there were some steel drums 
set up in a basement storage space, and that anyone in-
terested could go down and check them out. Once Mat 
got his hands on a steelpan, he never let go. 
  
J.C. was the one who famously brought Andy and 
mallet virtuoso Dave Samuels together for a one-off 
performance with the WSU Percussion Ensemble and 
Steelband at the Percussive Arts Society International 

Convention (PASIC) in 1983 (possibly the first appear-
ance of Andy or a steelband on an evening concert at 
PASIC). He also suggested that as part of our concert 
that the two might like to play a duet together. That 
performance led to a future collaboration, along with 
saxophonist Paquito D’Rivera, that would come to be 
known as the Caribbean Jazz Project. It also led—some-
what less auspiciously—to the formation of the Britain 
Moore Duo. 
 
There was no handbook on how to have a steelpan and 
marimba duo, so we just figured things out as we went. 
We’ve been thinking outside the grooves with the BMD 

“Soon after, we were 
regularly visited by a 
pan player who would 
appear from time to 
time to challenge us 
to a game of hoops 
and to work with our 
fledgling steelband.” 

Dan Moore (left) & Mat Britain (right)
photo: @matictrepelj

Mat Britain (steel pans and percussion) and Dan Moore 
(marimba, vibes and percussion) began their musical 
journey together back in 1984 and they continue to record 
and perform their unique blend of musical styles that 
feature everything from jazz to folk, pop, contemporary 
percussion music, music of the world, original compositions, 
and creative arrangements of standard tunes they lovingly 
call “treatments.” They continue to perform and record as 
a duo making them one of the longest running percussion 
duos still working today. Along the way, they’ve influenced a 
generation of percussionists who’ve performed their music 
and imitated their unique style.
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since the very beginning. So, what does “Thinking Outside 
the Grooves” mean for steelbands today? It means allowing 
the steelband idiom to grow organically but purposefully 
in three important and interconnected areas: Education, 
Exploration, and Outreach. 
 
Education 

Improving the technique and musicianship of students and 
getting them ready for the next performance is a daunting 
task, and there never seems to be enough time to get ev-
erything done. Finding the right notes and performing them 
with clarity, a good sound, and lots of energy is a tall order 
to be sure, but it is also important to share the steelpan sto-
ry and its history and contributions to the music and culture 
we know and love. 
 

Now, some seventy years after the music of Trinidad and 
Tobago found its way to our shores, the U.S. has its own 
story regarding its own relationship with pan. When Alan 
Lomax brought calypso and calypsonians to play concerts 
in Manhattan’s Town Hall in December of 1946, Americans 
got their first taste of real calypso, and in the 1960s, when 
people like Pete Seeger and Murray Narell had the idea that 
North Americans should learn to make and play steelpans, 
the seeds of pan in the U.S. were firmly sown. 
 
When forward-looking university professors like Dr. Combs 
and others, including G. Allan O’Connor who brought Cliff 
Alexis to Northern Illinois University (1986) and Phil Faini 
who gave Ellie Mannette a home at West Virginia Universi-
ty (1991), those seeds were propagated to universities and 
schools throughout the U.S. 
 

Americans and Trinbagonians working together to share the 
joy of making music with pan is a beautiful story. Sharing 
that story along with the musical and cultural contributions 
of Trinidad and Tobago is an important part of learning to 
play pan. But how do you do it? Every minute of rehearsal 
time is precious, and there are lots of notes to learn before 
the next concert. The Answer? You MAKE time for it. 
 
When he started the steelband at Vanderbilt University in 
2004, Mat said that “we simply played a scale or two as a 
warmup and then dove right into the music. But it didn’t feel 
like teaching, so I started adding in all the other great things 
our artform and its birthplace has to offer.” 
 
Mat notes that “in the past few semesters I have seen a big 
uptick in my university students being very interested in the 

cultural aspects of Trinidad and Tobago. I’m lucky enough 
to have a super diverse enrollment which only broadens the 
global interest.” Mat also notes having many Asian students 
in his classes, “and though a few knew about the large Chi-
nese population in Brazil, none have known about Chinese 
and East Indians coming to Trinidad and Tobago as inden-
tured laborers.”  
 
We both find that students young and old enjoy discussing 
the music, food, religions, festivals, and overall diversity 
of Trinidad and Tobago. The stereotypes they had coming 
into the class of Trinidad and Tobago being “just another 
Cancun” or that “steelpan originated in Jamaica” are quickly 
dispelled as they dive into the rich culture. 
 
Our advice for making time to learn about more than just 
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the notes is nothing new. In his 1967, Instruction Manual for 
Steel Bands, Murray Narell offers the following topics for 
research and discussion: 
 
1. Trinidad and Tobago, location, climate, size, population, 
history, government, industry. (Trinidad is a splendid example 
of a nation made up of many peoples and races.) 

2. Carnival, calypso, limbo, tamboo-bamboo, etc. 

3. The origin and history of steel bands. 

4. How are the instruments made? 

5. Why are you able to get the various tones and pitches? 

6. What peoples lived in the Caribbean before the arrival of 
Columbus? 

7. What are the other islands in the West Indies? 
 
A few of these topics could become deep dives into some 
complex topics, but doing small units on different subjects 
can keep students engaged. One way to slip in a little his-
tory is to have a mini lesson in your back pocket for when 
students hit that wall in rehearsal and just can’t take learn-
ing any more notes. They need a mental break. That’s when 
presenting a Trini word of the week like “lime” or “wine,” or 
asking “have you thought about why there’s rubber on the 
end of your sticks and how that came to be?” These cultural 
and historical palate-cleansers can be just what your re-
hearsal needs to get everyone recharged and back on track.  

The cultural, or humanities-based, approach to steelpan ed-
ucation also mirrors new trends in American jazz education. 
Many jazz educators believe that having an understanding 
and appreciation of the contributions of African-American 
musicians on the development of jazz is critically important 
to the true understanding and interpretation of the music. 
Knowing what makes jazz tick is considered equally as im-
portant as learning your ii/V/I progressions and memorizing 
Real Book tunes. Steelband is no different.
 
Exploration 
 
Encourage your students to explore their creativity through 
composing and arranging for steelpans. Fear not the energy 
and outrageousness of youth. Embrace the possibilities for 
learning in both success and failure. Let them try and try 
again to explore the potential of the steelpan and come up 
with ideas that we might never have thought of ourselves. 
Keep an open mind. 
 

Part of the exploration process can also be having the 
student composer/arranger teach their arrangement to the 
class (depending on their comfort level of teaching). This 
might mean teaching their chart from the beginning of the 
process to the end, introducing the arrangement to the 
class, or just putting on the final touches before a concert. 
Educators know how different it is leading a steelband 
rehearsal as opposed to simply being a participant. For 
education majors this is an invaluable experience. 
 
We have been surprised many times by the creativity that 
students show when given the chance to create or arrange 
music that speaks to them. You can make them part of the 
process by empowering them as composers, arrangers, or 
simply idea generators. 
 
Our philosophy is that we have the responsibility to get stu-
dents excited and on board for a project whether it be Ballet 
Mechanique or the Green Ballet. Rather than just cramming 
something down their throats because it is meaningful to us, 
we try to find a way to make it meaningful to them. If they 
buy in, they will work harder to bring our project to fruition. 
 
Make sure that student creators know the music and in-
struments: their genesis, history, traditions, major advance-
ments, and the people that created them. Who were the 
rebels of steelpan music, the master arrangers, the trouble-
makers? Share their innovations and their stories with your 
students and encourage them to dream big. 
  
And finally, give students a platform to workshop and show-
case their music. If not on a public concert, then through 
a year-end reading or recording session, or a composer’s 
concert. 

“I want just the content 
of what I play to 
stand out, I’m never 
comfortable when 
people say, ‘Man, that’s 
crazy for a steelpan.”
—Victor Provost 
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Outreach 
 
Many pan players wonder if we will ever get to the point 
where people don’t come up to us at gigs wondering what 
that unusual instrument is. 
 
Victor Provost says, “I want just the content of what I play 
to stand out, I’m never comfortable when people say, ‘Man, 
that’s crazy for a steelpan.’” (Washington Post)
 
Exposing the pan to a wider audience of both musicians and 
non-musicians can help us build audiences as well as bridg-
es to understanding and appreciating the music of pan. If 
that is a goal, then outreach should be important to us all. 
 Outreach comes in many different forms. Beyond the points 
we’ve discussed above (educating our own students about 
the history and culture of pan), reaching farther into the 
community by means of community bands, All-Student 
classes, and under-served populations are good places to 
continue spreading the word about steelpan. 
 Community bands generally fall into three categories: 
youth, adult, and community-wide (all-ages). In an infor-
mal survey of attendees of the 2021 National Society of 
Steelband Educators Conference, 34% reported that they 
were already involved with a community steelband of some 
description while 30% were considering starting such a 
group for a total of 64% of participants having interest in 
community bands. 
 
Of those currently running a community group, 27% were 
focused on older adults and 23% are involved with commu-
nity-wide bands. 11% are teaching young students and 4% 
are working with underserved and special needs popula-
tions. 
 
Of the 44 respondents, 13 (30%) indicated they were not 
currently working with a community group, but were 
considering doing so in the future. Of that group, 55% were 
planning to start a community-wide group and 34% were 
interested in working with underserved populations. 27% 
were considering engagement with older adults, 23% were 
interested in young students, and 16% were considering 
serving the special needs population. 
 
These figures represent a microcosm of current demo-
graphic trends in the U.S. As the Baby Boomers and the 
subsequent Boomlet Babies (the secondary baby boom in 

the U.S. during the 1980s and 90s) reach retirement age, 
they are looking for stimulating leisure time activities. Adult 
steelband members enjoy the cognitive, social, physical, and 
emotional benefits of being part of a group, learning a new 
skill, immersion in other-cultural experiences, and keeping 
their minds active. More recently, some university students 
report that as a result of the COIVID-19 pandemic, steelband 
was their only in-person class. Many cited the joy of com-
munity music making and the overall experience of steel-
band as a strong mental boost. 
 
In the coming years, many parts of the U.S. are anticipating 
a significant drop in the number of students reaching col-
lege age. What some are calling “The Cliff,” is an expected 
decline in the number of secondary students over the next 
five years. Youth bands (existing outside of a school set-
ting) could become an even more powerful force in keeping 
young people occupied after school and out of trouble. 
Many cities set aside funding for youth programs to combat 
violence and delinquency. As in-school numbers decline, the 
need for community music making is likely to grow. 
 
Special Needs and Underserved Communities 
 
There is also a growing interest in serving special needs 
populations. Both mainstreaming (educating students with 
disabilities and non-disabled peers in the same classroom) 
and inclusion (including children with disabilities in the reg-
ular classroom while they receive additional support) offer 
great opportunities and challenges for music making. 

Special Education and Music Therapy are growing fields, 
and percussion is often an important component to a music 
therapist’s work with clients. At the University of Iowa, all 
Music Therapy students take a percussion skills class that 
includes experience with hand drumming, accessory per-
cussion, and steelband. Many of our students continue to 
hone their skills in one of the regular steelband classes after 
taking the percussion class. Much of what music therapists 
do is focused on physical accommodations to mitigate 
obstacles to a client’s ability to participate in an activity, and 
through these experiences, they become more prepared to 
find solutions.

Mat recalls an amazing experience with one of his Vanderbilt 
students.

“A few years ago, the mom of a Vandy student 
contacted me saying that playing in the steelband 
was on her daughter’s bucket list before graduation, 
but that she had some ‘physical challenges.’ I assured 
her that we would try to do everything we could to 
accommodate the student, but I had no idea what to 
expect. Angela (not her real name) came rolling in 
before class, confidently held out her arms, and with a 
smile said ‘this is what we have to work with!” Angela 
had no fingers. In the past I had worked with students 
who had mobility or dexterity issues using gloves and 
Velcro, but that wasn’t going to work here.

I gave her a quick tour of the band, showing her the 
sticks and explaining the role of each pan. She was 
quiet and thoughtful as she studied each instrument 
carefully before finally settling on the tenor basses. She 
raised the height of her wheelchair to a good playing 
position and discovered she had enough mobility to 
circumnavigate the four drums. But how to hold the 
sticks? 

Angela figured that out on her own. She put one tenor 
bass stick between her wrists and with a motion exactly 
like the 2012 dance craze Gangnam Style, she was 
able to create a pivot point and control the stick with 
uncanny accuracy. She memorized her music so she 
wouldn’t need to turn pages and proceeded to nail her 
parts all semester. She had a great groove and feel for 
the music, and I think she had a positive experience in 
steelband.”

This is a great example of how people with special needs 
often find their own solutions to their challenges. They will 
almost always tell you what they need and what’s working 
for them and what’s not, so don’t be afraid to let them fig-
ure things out for themselves and just do your best to help 
make that happen.

We hope this article gives you some new ideas and inspires 
you to expand on approaches you are already using. We 
leave you today with a final thought that sums up why 
thinking outside the grooves is important. 

Sources: 

 

The Arrival of Steel Pan in the United States, 

Tiffe, Janine. Percussive Notes June, 2007

Instruction Manual for Steel Bands, Narell, 

Murray, 1967 

In Victor Provost’s Hands the Steel Pan Becomes 

a Mesmerizing Ride, Washington Post (online), 

6 January, 2016 

Imagine if you will, (read in the voice of Rod Serling) a 
steelband program that includes people of all ages, back-
grounds, ethnicities, and skill levels, coming together to 
create music, all while learning about the rich culture of 
Trinidad, and the incredible story of pan, and how it has 
expanded throughout the world, exploring new and exciting 
avenues of discovery for pan. Can such a program exist? It 
can, it will, and it does. 

What an exciting time to be a Steelband educator! ·
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REHEARSAL FUNDAMENTALS:
THE STRUM, BALANCE, AND BLEND
Dr. Brandon Haskett

There are several major challenges to getting a steel band to sound good and perform musically on a consistent basis. 
Aligning the strum and getting pannists to understand proper balance and blend are essential to success.

The Strum

The strum, the rhythmic inner-harmony part, is one of the most challenging and important parts to master. If the strum 
does not lock in and groove, the steel band will never sound good. The strum is typically played by double seconds, guitar 
(double and triple), and triple cellos. One of the innate challenges of strum parts is that they are typically syncopated with 
emphasis on the off-beats and little alignment with the main beats. This poses some challenges as many steelpan players in 
the U.S. are coming from a background where they played downbeat heavy music such as classical or rock music. Example 
1 illustrates three typical strum patterns; please note that each example is notated in cut time and the half note gets one 
beat.

Example 1: Common Strum Patterns (As typically notated)

If your group is struggling with the strum, consider isolating which part might be the problem. A parts-to-whole process 
can work in a few different ways. First, see if the strum performers can click sticks with the strum rhythm accurately with 
a metronome. If so, the problem may be that they are not feeling the main beat (in the drum set’s bass drum in the case 
of a calypso or soca) or the actual pitches might be the compounding factor. Second, have the students roll on the strum 
notes for one chord (free of rhythmic challenges) then shift to the next chord on cue. You can check pitches and see who is 
struggling to move from one note combination to the next.

Once you have practiced the rhythm separately from the pitches, put both together with a steady bass drum on each main 
beat in cut time. Once the strum pattern is synced with the drum set bass drum, add other characteristic patterns on hi-hat 
and snare drum and see if the strum is still aligned. Then switch to a more characteristic bass drum pattern if you are work-
ing on a calypso. In Example 2, several drum set options are listed to assist players with aligning the strum. Note that each 
example models the strum pattern on the snare drum while emphasizing the bass drum to help players feel the downbeat. I 
typically play the strum part on snare drum more softly as they become more confident and eventually remove the crutch.

Example 2: Drum Set Rehearsal Strategies

Dr. Brandon Haskett is a Professor of 
Music at Saginaw Valley State Universi-
ty in Michigan where he teaches music 
education coursework and directs 
Valley Steel. He is a founding member 
of NSSBE and currently serves on the 
Board of Directors. Haskett’s research 
is on school and university steel bands 
in the United States, teaching strategies 
for steel bands, and community music.
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Balance and Blend of the Steel Band

Balance and blend can be particularly challenging if players are not familiar with the melody of a chart and/or aren’t 
listening critically to each other while playing. Students may not know who has the melody unless they have heard record-
ings or performances of the piece, or the leader of the group intentionally takes effort to point out who has the melody/
countermelody in each section. A few questions to ask your steelband: Who has the melody? Who should you be listening 
for? Where does that change? Asking these questions engages the players in critical thought and makes them listen more 
actively during rehearsals.

Additionally, members must be taught when they are more likely to cover up a melody. For example, each steelpan voice 
can be louder (or cut more) in a specific part of their steelpan’s range. Pointing out when they are playing accompaniment 
in this range is very important. It is also critical to point out to players that have the melody when the melody falls in a less 
responsive part of those instruments’ ranges. In these situations, the melody can easily be covered up and care must be 
taken to maintain balance.

One particularly helpful strategy is physically mixing up the group set-up for a rehearsal. Players get a different perspective 
and hear the other parts differently when the group is set up differently from the norm. When in a mixed instrumentation 
setup, asking players if they hear different parts than normal and having them describe these differences can be helpful and 
can help them determine what they should be listening for.

Remind the strum players to be confident and to groove dynamically with the bass line and engine room while staying un-
der the melody/countermelody. One strategy would be to have the strum bury the melody and then incrementally correct 
the level until a correct balance is achieved. Note the desired balance to the group. Then, have the group try this exercise 
again with less corrective input from the leader. Repeat this process until they can confidently determine and demonstrate 
proper balance.

When teaching blend and balance, remind players to make sure they are listening to the players on each side of them and 
in front and behind them. Listening is their top priority followed by playing their part. In no case should they play so loud 
that they cannot hear other members’ parts. I find this is something to remind players of frequently as their relative volume 
changes with confidence as they learn parts and/or their excitement level increases in a specific situation.

Summary and One Last Tip

The strategies above are just some of the tools you might consider trying to aid your steelband in developing strong 
rhythmic alignment and musicality. To reiterate, it is always wise to refer to recordings/performances of pieces even if you 
disagree with the interpretation. Similarly, bringing in outside clinicians as another set of ears to give feedback can be 
exceptionally helpful. They bring an unbiased perspective and might explain concepts to your members in a way that con-
nects. As a leader, you may add more teaching strategies by watching others rehearse your group. Never be afraid to model 
life-long learning to your steelbands. ·

Please note that these patterns are NOT the typical patterns played on drum set for a calypso or soca, rather, these exam-
ples solidify the strum against the bass drum downbeat and hi-hat off-beat reductions. I choose to use dry sounds such 
as a muffled snare drum and closed hi-hat when working on rhythmic precision. If your drum set player is not able to play 
these patterns as written, consider just playing the bass drum and the strum, which should align perfectly as illustrated in 
Example 4 below.

Some other strategies for aligning the strum pattern include filling in the strum by adding an additional strum note on the 
downbeat of each measure. Care must be taken to avoid establishing this as a crutch for students. It is a tool that should be 
used briefly and then alternated with other strategies. In Example 3 below these are several examples of filling in a strum 
pattern to solidify the downbeat of each measure.

Example 3: Filled-In Strum Patterns

Getting your entire steel band to move their feet to the main beat (chipping) will also help them understand where off-
beats fit in. Reminding students that the off-beats fall between the feet can be helpful. Example 4 shows the relationship of 
the feet to several common strum patterns. The strum rhythm is notated as the upper line and the feet as the lower line.

Example 4: Relationship Between Feet and Strum Patterns

It is also important to help steelband members feel the strum pattern the same way. There can be unwritten emphasis or 
crescendo in patterns that give the pattern momentum. Many times, these are not notated and are assumed information 
based on stylistic norms. In Example 5, two such situations are illustrated. When in doubt, listen to recordings to see what 
others have done in these situations. Many times, recordings can provide information and/or options to players and direc-
tors that might otherwise not be considered.

Example 5: Inflections of Common Strum Patterns

 Context is very important in applying such generalities, so, again, listening and learning from others is key here.
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For distinguished visual artist Fiona Hawthorne, a major 
segment of the art she now creates involves children, 
music, carnival, and steelpan. For many years, she was 

focused on drawing and painting subjects ranging from 
regattas to polo and especially the jazz scene. She later 
went on to become the first artist in residence for the Royal 
Philharmonic Orchestra. 

Fiona moved to the Notting Hill community in 1984 and 
Carnival began to exert a primary influence on her art, her 
advocacy, and her life. In 1988, Fiona married Colin Salmon, 

FIONA HAWTHORNE BRINGS TOGETHER ART, 
CHILDREN, PAN, CARNIVAL, AND JOY IN LONDON
Ray Funk

a jazz trumpeter also known for his acting work in films 
and television, and in the 1990s, their four children were 
born. Soon, the Notting Hill Carnival became an essential 
part of their family life. For eighteen years, Fiona designed 
costumes and worked closely with the Fox Carnival Band 
started by parents in a local primary school.

 “I got involved when I realized that schools do not have 
space, time or resources to do this amid a busy curriculum 
and the pressure of learning aims and targets they have to 
deliver daily. So, I advocated that in order to involve schools 

in Carnival we had to take these challenges into account. 
We couldn’t take over halls and valuable teaching space 
for workshops or costume storage, and we couldn’t take 
months to create the work—it just wasn’t practical. So, we 
came up with the idea that children could simply parade 
their own art attached to tall poles. We could change what 
was on the poles every year and ‘flat-pack’ them away 
during the winter. So, this was not children sticking sequins 
on costumes designed by adults; it was children creating 
Carnival art that was fresh and raw and different and could 
be made in their school.”

“...it was children 
creating Carnival art 
that was fresh and 
raw and different and 
could be made in their 
school.”

Fiona Hawthorne and her husband Colin Salmon playing Mas. Fox Mas
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From the one primary school, Hawthorne got grants and 
more funding for more workshops and more students. 
“I just loved the idea that all this work involving all 
these people simply culminated in dancing freely on 
the streets—it nourished people and allowed them to 
see possibility. If you have worked as a team and taken 
your art through the process from initial idea to public 
parade… and danced together as a mas band display-
ing the art for eight hours at Carnival, it’s a recipe for 
bringing unashamed joy.” Fox Carnival grew to involve 
hundreds of children every Carnival. “Every year we 
thought up a new theme, planned clear methodology 
and took materials into the schools so the kids could 
work to a structure but do it entirely their own way. The 
lightweight poles were tall and strong, and the artworks 
could create spectacle above the heads of the crowd. 
One year it was umbrellas, another year characters 
made of plastic bags, then windsock fish, brushes and 
brooms, and more.” 

The poles could move in time to the music played from 
the truck and come to life at Carnival. “The pole—a 
‘standard’ in Carnival terms—gave the children a prop to 
dance with, therefore giving them confidence. It made 
Fox a very inclusive mas band, and when each child 
moved their artwork together… imagine 400 puppet 
characters ‘pallancing’ from side to side, going ‘up north’ 
or ‘down south’—the crowd loved it.”

Fiona was especially taken with pan which she would 
see everywhere around Notting Hill especially in the 
lead up to carnival. “I wanted to capture the joy of it 
in my artwork—at the time I was producing a lot of 
commissions for the world of classical music, and I felt 
that pan needed to be represented more in art. I start-
ed drawing in the Caribbean Steel International (CSI) 
panyard where our two sons, who were now young 
pan players, were rehearsing for Panorama, and I also 
enjoyed getting more pan players involved in art and 
having a go at drawing pan themselves. I love it when 
different artforms link together.” She also started play-
ing pan herself in 2011 and soon caught the bug. 

Then in 2012, the family was at a Blockorama in a Lon-
don park. Fiona and the boys were playing with CSI, and 
Colin noticed that several of the bands played the stan-
dard, “Brasil”, a tune he had often played on trumpet. 
Colin thought it would be great if, instead of a steelband 
competition, hundreds of players could all come togeth-
er and play “Brasil” for the handover at the end of the 
London 2012 Olympics Games?  “Brasil” would be the 
perfect tune to hand over to Brazil 2016, and 1000 pans 
playing it together could be a stunning performance 
showcasing the virtuosity and joy of pan in a non-com-

Fox Mas School Workshop

Fox Mas School Workshop (top) Fox Mas (middle)
Fox Mas (Bottom)
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petitive format. It would be educational for new audiences 
and help give steelpan the accolade it deserves. 

Hawthorne organized the event and got it funded with a 
small grant from the Art Council of England, got CSI director 
Brent Holder to arrange the music, got CSI players to play 
the part which she put on YouTube for players to learn. On 
the closing weekend of the 2012 Olympic games hundreds 
of players came from all over the country to realize the larg-
est band in British steelpan history. “Everyone took off their 
band t-shirt and put on the ‘1000 Pans’ shirt, creating a sea 
of pure cyan blue above the shine of the steelpan instru-
ments from which came astounding and beautiful music. It 
was unforgettable.”

Since then, their sons have moved on from pan, but Col-
in and Fiona have firmly remained and have themselves 
become keen pan players. They have morphed Fox Carnival 
Mas Band into a steelband, bringing with it the same ethos 
of inclusion and fun. ‘Urban Fox Orchestra’ or ‘UFO’, based 

in Ealing in West London, has roared onto the UK steelband 
scene. With two pan veterans at the helm—musical direc-
tor and primary arranger Jason Constantine and blind pan 
veteran Michael Toussaint—the band focuses on their annual 
appearance at Notting Hill, but has played at 10 Downing 
Street for a Windrush reception, at London’s Royal Festi-
val Hall, and been on tours to Tunisia and the United Arab 
Emirates. 

Professional brass and woodwind players from the Corps of 
Army Music—the musicians from the British Army—learned 
a set as pan beginners with UFO, taught by Jason Constan-
tine, and played steelpan on the road with UFO at Carnival. 
They described playing with UFO at Carnival “as the best 
musical experience ever.” 

When Fiona saw Toussaint playing pan with ease, she 
applied for funding to support the teaching of pan to more 
visually impaired beginners, mentored by Michael, and the 
band soon started a special class just for visually impaired 

beginners called the UFO VIPs. Later 
as UFO players learned more about 
the challenges faced by people with 
disabilities, UFO set out to help make 
change, and players with disabilities 
are now a significant part of the 
band.

The Grenfell fire tragedy on June 
14th, 2017 was devastating for the 
Notting Hill community. Being the 
community that they lived in for 
30 years, Salmon, Hawthorne and 
family were all involved locally in 
the volunteer response. “The whole 
community was in grief and turmoil, 
and Notting Hill Carnival was due 
to take place. It felt like we had to 
find a constructive way forward that 
would respect those we had lost and 

It felt like we 
had to find a 
constructive 
way forward 
that would 
respect those 
we had lost and 
the grief of the 
community, but 
at the same 
time Carnival is 
about coming 
together, 
resistance and 
resilience.”Fiona Hawthorne sketching the

Corps of Army Engineers
learning how to play steelpan.

Fiona Hawthorne Sketch of Pan #1

Fiona Hawthorne Sketch of Pan #2
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the grief of the community, but at the same time Carnival is 
about coming together, resistance and resilience.” 

They determined what was needed was a “children’s art 
project that we could bring to the public at 2017 Notting Hill 
Carnival so people could see the simple honest wishes of 
the local children.” The idea was to go into the schools and 
work with the children to “create drawings about communi-
ty, then to bring the drawings—as collaborative murals—to 
the public.” The kids were quick to respond. “We talked with 
them about what community means, how it will survive, 
how we can help people smile again. We talked about the 
colour and joy of Carnival, about what it means in our com-
munity.” 

From several local schools, 400 drawings were completed, 
digitized and made into 100 square meters of collective 
canvas artwork which was designed and constructed to 
wrap the UFO Steelband truck on the road during Carnival. 
The project was a smash success, and the following year 
UFO ran workshops where children could come together to 
add color to the canvases: “In 2018 children coloured in the 
drawings, and in 2019 they added a blue-sky background… 
the drawings gave the same message of the strength of 

community, but also signified that although the community 
was beginning to heal, Grenfell must never be forgotten and 
there must be justice.”

Hawthorne has continued to get commissions for public art 
and she has often incorporated Carnival into those projects. 
She won a National Public Art commission “Aspects of Car-
nival” in which she created 14 large outdoor pieces depict-
ing how Carnival affects the Notting Hill/North Kensington 
Community all year round, showing the pre-Carnival buzz in 
‘The Tabernacle’ a local venue that has become the hub of 
Notting Hill Carnival, to the big clean up on Tuesday. “A lot 
of my inspiration and playfulness has come from working 
with children and from children’s art. Their ideas are always 
amazing and their use of colour, free and courageous—we 
can learn from them.” She continues to work in schools 
although the pandemic has brought challenges.

As it has for many steelbands, this past year has been a dif-
ficult time for the UFO steelband with no income from gigs, 
but the same costs for storage, insurance, and other set 
items. UFO has kept going on Zoom and has played twice a 
week every week, loaning pans to all their player “which was 
so much better than keeping instruments in storage.” 

Via Zoom and with Jason’s expert arranging and patient 
teaching, they were able to learn and perform two well-re-
ceived pieces for the virtual 2020 Noting Hill Carnival, 
albeit limited to 12 members and filmed socially distanced 
in professional studios. “It was amazing that playing those 
tunes together for the first time was for virtual Notting Hill 
Carnival 2020—and it worked!” One is a medley of Nailah 
Blackman’s ‘More Sokah’ with Shadow’s “Stranger” and 
Ultimate Rejects’ “Inside the Festival”

A few months ago, Hawthorne presented an illustrated lec-
ture that bombards the viewer with exciting, colorful imag-
ery. It can be watched on YouTube and grippingly tells the 
story of how her art career has been inspired by Carnival. 

UFO is still going strong, although Hawthorne herself is now 
limited due to a lung disease that hit her out of the blue in 
March 2019. “But it hasn’t stopped me playing pan, even if 
I have to be attached to an oxygen tank!” She shares that 
“We are sad that the technicalities of Zoom created an ac-

cess challenge for our visually impaired players. We’ve just 
got back to the panyard and look forward to our shielded 
players coming back once everyone has had their second 
vaccine. I can’t wait to see Michael walk through the door, 
and to all play together again.” 

For now, “in the hope we raise the funds to make it to 
Carnival 2021,” UFO has started getting ready for the road, 
“learning Jason’s amazing arrangements of 2021 soca 
tunes. And if we get there, the children’s drawings will 
once again adorn our truck. While remembering Grenfell 
they will once again signify the resilience of community 
and the joy of Carnival, which is more important then ever 
amid a pandemic.” 

The UFO steelband website (http://www.ufosteelband.
com/) details their history with extensive photos and re-
ports. Fiona’s website is www.fionahawthorne.com ·

Ray Funk is a retired Alaskan judge and 
a Fulbright scholar who is passionately 
devoted to calypso, pan, and mas.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Urban Fox Orchestra (UFO) truck at Carnival
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ENGAGING STUDENTS OUTSIDE
OF THE CLASSROOM
Tyler Swick

Though our school districts and states handled the quarantine differently, it’s safe to say that all steelband directors 
had a disruption to our normal curriculum. Whether learning how to read music, note geography, or polishing a per-
formance, there are online alternatives to keep your students engaged. Even though COVID restrictions are lifting all 

over the country, some of these practices might help your program during a normal school year. 

Students that are starting their musical journey with the steelpan will benefit from MusicTheory.net. This website offers 
comprehensive lessons for the absolute beginner as well as smaller exercises meant for strengthening skills for returning 
students. Lessons start with fundamentals like learning about the lines and spaces and progress all the way to building 
Neapolitan chords, the villain of every music theory test. Students can work on exercises involving note identification, key 
signature construction, and interval ear training from their home (on any device), in their school computer lab, or in class 
using a smartboard. Each exercise tracks how many attempts have been made and the percentage of correct answers. 
Though there is no grade book integration, students are able to screenshot their progress and submit the photo via Google 
form or email. 

Some of our students were able to practice pan on an app during the quarantine but there were also limitations, mostly 
resulting from variance in apps availability and functionality on Apple and Android devices. A simple solution is available. 
Sign into your free Google account and go to Google Slides. Starting with a blank slide, use the circle tool to draw any pan 
and layout you want. Depending on your grade level, you can label the notes with a text box or even color-code them. Copy 
and paste your pan slide for as many notes as you want to have, insert an mp3 pan sample on each slide, and hyperlink the 
circles to the corresponding slide. Yes, I made that seem fairly simple, so here is a link to a more in-depth explanation on 
YouTube that I created entitled, Creating Virtual Instruments in Google Slides. When you click “present” you will have a 
tappable pan that works on Android, Apple, Chromebooks, and PC. You can use the embedding option to put your interac-
tive pan on any website or learning management system. 

For some of us, creating virtual ensembles has been challenging. There is a website that takes away all the editing hassle 
and lets the students receive instant feedback on their performance. UpbeatMusicApp.com showed up at the beginning 
of quarantine advertising free quartet virtual ensembles. The creator of the project chooses a tempo and then performers 
individually record their performance over a webcam with the metronome. To be clear, you do not see or hear the other 
performers while you are recording. When the recording is complete, the website takes less than a minute to combine all 4 
videos to create a virtual quartet. Now, a full year later, UpbeatMusicApp.com allows rehearsals for up to 16 participants and 
virtual ensembles of up to 140. If you’re just looking to have students submit videos for a playing test, websites like Loom, 
Screencast-O-Matic, and Vidyard will do the trick.

As disruptive to our long-term goals as this past year has been, some of the practices that we were forced to adapt to can 
become part of our curriculum as we transition back to normalcy. There are many more ways to engage your students over 
the internet and I highly recommend participating in your online communities to spread those great ideas. I hope that your 
panyards are noisy and filled with smiling students in the near future. ·

Tyler Swick is a 40 Under 40 Yamaha Music Educator, Heart 
of Education winner, and creator of the Swick's Classroom 
YouTube channel. 
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HOW TO ACCESS FEDERAL FUNDING 
FOR YOUR MUSIC PROGRAM
Dr. Dave Gerhart

The COVID-19 pandemic has created unforeseen and unprecedented times that have required intervention from the 
federal government. This article will provide information and resources related to COVID-19 relief funds, specifically 
ESSER (Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief) and HEER (Higher Education Emergency Relief) fund-

ing. The goal of this article is to provide awareness about COVID-19 relief. Every state and district have different rules about 
accessing funding. It is my hope that this article will give educators the opportunity to find federal funds to support a safe 
and healthy return to school in the fall. 

What is ESSER and HEER?
There are three COVID-19 relief funds, and each include ESSER and HEER funding for K-12 and higher education:
1) The Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security (CARES) Act was passed on March 27, 2020.
2) The Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations (CRRSA) Act was passed on December 27,  
 2020.
3) The American Rescue Plan (ARP) was passed on March 11, 2021.

The bulk of the federal funding falls under ESSER, which allocates approximately $190 billion for K-12 education. This allot-
ment is new grant money and not part of Title I, Title IV-A or any other grant programs. HEER allocates approximately $76 
billion for higher education. 

How can I access ESSER money? 
Across the United States, our music programs have been severely affected by school closures this year. These funds can be 
used to support your music program. Most educators and even administrators are still learning about how these funds can 
be used as well as how to access them. ESSER specifies that there are 15 areas of “allowable use” in every state including, 
but not limited to:

• Additional instruments and equipment (3, 5)
• Instrument repair, sanitation and maintenance (7)
• Purchasing masks, bell covers or other protective equipment for classroom use (3, 5)
• Technology and EdTech (9)
• Facilities improvements (13, 14, 15)
• Instructional support (4, 9, 11)
• Enrichment activities (examples: musical theater, guitar, ukulele, steel drum band, marching band) (11) 
• Programs to address learning loss, including summer programs (11, 12)
• Teacher professional development and planning for next year (1, 2, 5, 8)
• Hiring new staff and avoiding layoffs (15)

Please note that allowable use #15 is a catchall that states, “Other activities that are necessary to maintain the operations 
and continuity of services…and continuing to employ existing staff.” As you start to develop plans for your program, make 
sure they align with these 15 areas of “allowable use.”

How can I access HEER funds? 
The steps to access HEER funds are not as clear as ESSER funds. The funds were distributed from the federal government 
directly to colleges and universities. Half of the funds must be distributed to “students who are or were enrolled in an 
institution of higher education during the COVID-19 national emergency…” The remaining institutional portion of the HEER 
funds can be used for:

• Defraying expenses associated with coronavirus (including lost revenue, reimbursement for expenses already  
 incurred, technology costs associated with a transition to distance education, faculty and staff trainings, and 
 payroll).
• The installation or renovation of an HVAC system to help with air filtration to prevent the spread of COVID-19.
• Implement evidence-based practices to monitor and suppress coronavirus in accordance with public health guide 
 lines.

Some university faculty have been able to access these funds to purchase additional instruments to decrease sharing of 
instruments as well as to purchase masks, plexiglass and instrument bell covers. 

How Do I Get Started? 
The process to access funds for ESSER and HEER are similar and different. Below are some suggested steps to begin the 
process. 

ESSER Funding Next Steps
1) Do your homework—go to the COVID-19 dashboard to view the allocations of funds provided to your district. You  
 can also Google “ESSER State Department of Education “Name of Your State.” Most states have district allocations  
 directly on their Department of Education website. 
2) Meet with other music and arts educators in your school or district and create a plan on how ESSER funds can be  
 used to support your programs. Remember to align your needs with the 15 “allowable uses.”
3) Meet with your school principal or your visual and performing arts (VAPA) coordinator to present the plan and  
 secure approval. 

HEER Funding Next Steps
1) Do your homework—go to the COVID-19 dashboard to view the allocations of funds provided to your university. 
2) Meet with other music faculty in your school and create a plan on how HEER funds can be used to support your  
 programs. 
3) Meet with your chair or department administrator to create a plan on how HEER funds can be used to support  
 your programs.

To ensure a safe and healthy return to school while addressing learning loss and establishing equity throughout the school 
district and university, music educators must get involved in this process immediately to advocate for their programs. 
Districts and universities have a variety of policies on how ESSER and HEER funds might be distributed. START NOW and 
meet with your supervisor to make sure your voice is heard and to determine what deadlines need to be met. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to email me. I would also love to hear your success stories if your school was 
awarded ESSER or HEER funds.

Want to Learn More? 
• CARES Act Funding Guidance for Schools/Districts Supporting Arts Education
• American Rescue Plan Act Fact Sheet, a comparison of all three ESSER funds
• How to Get ESSER (CARES, CRRSA, ARP) Funding for Your Music Program
• Webinar: Show Me (How to Get) The Money—A Look at New Federal Funds for Music Education 
• Higher Education Emergency Relief Funds comparison chart
• Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund III FAQ

DAVE GERHART is a nationally recognized percussionist, composer, 
and educator who is the Assistant Marketing Manager, Education for the 
Yamaha Corporation of America and Lecturer of Percussion at the Bob Cole 
Conservatory of Music at CSU, Long Beach.
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THE ILLUSTRATED STORY OF PAN, 2ND EDITION: 
10 QUESTIONS WITH THE AUTHOR, KIM JOHNSON
Ray Funk & Eugene Novotney

Ray Funk: Dr. Johnson, you have written three books on steelpan. Please describe the genesis and the 
history of your involvement with writing about pan.

Kim Johnson: It started when I was a writer for the Sunday Express and my editor Lennox Grant asked 
me to write a feature on badjohns. At the time my friend Stephen Stuempfle, who wrote a very good 
book on pan, The Steelband Movement, was in Trinidad, and when I told him of my assignment, he 
suggested I write on some of the steelband fighters. So, I visited Tokyo panyard and was regaled with 
stories about the badjohns in that band. The story was very well received, and people asked for more. 
Being very aware of the rivalry between east and west Port of Spain when it came to pan, I thought I’d 
balance it by visiting Invaders on the other side of the city. And again, I got a surfeit of stories of those 
men in the early days of pan. Now, culturally Port of Spain has tended to ignore the rest of the country 
and I didn’t want to do the same, so for a third article I went to San Fernando, and then Arima for a 
fourth. And that’s how the Pan Pioneers series in the Sunday Express started.

The more I wrote, the more the pan pioneers, who had never been recognized by the society, ap-
proached me. So too did Helene Belour and photographer Jeffrey Chock, who wanted to publish a 
book on Renegades. They invited me to write the text to accompany Chock’s photos, and thus was 
born my first book on pan. The stories I was collecting were fascinating, and there were many more 
than I could publish in the Sunday Express, so I began writing a book on the origins of pan. I didn’t 
think I was the best person to write it, many people knew more about pan than I did, but no one else 
took up the challenge so I did, and it became my PhD: Tin Pan To TASPO. Of course, by then I was 
well-known as the historian of pan.

RF: Your Illustrated Story of Pan involved a massive search for photos in homes and archives and every 
source you could find. Can you describe that journey and the high points in those searches?

KJ: Actually, I was originally invited to write a history of mas with illustrations. I’d left the writing about 
pan behind me years ago, but mas dated to the early 19th century, before photography, and I thought 
a history of pan would be easier to illustrate. So, I suggested that as an alternative and got the OK. I 
started by calling the pan pioneers I’d interviewed years before, asking if they had any photos. And 
then I spread my net as wide as I could. I asked everyone over 50 if they had photos or know who 
did. I wrote endless emails. I asked younger people to ask their parents. I wrote someone, I can’t recall 
who, in the US army. I distributed leaflets in the panyards. About one out of 20 people I contacted 
had photographs, usually two or three. I travelled around with my laptop and a portable scanner and 
digitized them on the spot and tried to get whatever information I could about who was in the photos, 
what was going on when and where.

Those were very exciting times for me and every so often a photo would capture my imagination. Not 
necessarily because they were great images per se, but the people and events they depicted. The ark 
in Desperadoes’ band Noah’s Ark, for instance, when the band got into the most infamous steelband 
clash in history with San Juan All Stars. I especially loved those photos that showed pan before the 
55-gallon oil drums were being used, the old paint-tin ping pongs and the biscuit drum booms. Some 
of my favorites were sent by US servicemen who were in Trinidad in the 1940s, capturing them with 
the local girls at the Venus Nightclub by Green Corner. Eventually I acquired around 4,000 images, 
which has been listed in the UNESCO Memory of the World Register as the Digital Pan Archive.

(Top) The Cover of Kim 
Johnson’s book “The 
Illustrated Story of Pan” 
(Bottom) Kim Johnson
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RF: While the book is an illustrated history, equally important is the documentation of the oral history 
presented. How do you see that aspect of your pan research?

KJ: Until I started the Pan Pioneer series, no one had interviewed the pan pioneers. Keith Smith had 
written about Bertie Marshall and Andy Narell about Ellie Mannette, but that was it. The dissertations 
about pan all told the story of a monolithic “steelband movement”, without differentiating between 
Invaders and Southern Symphony, or Red Army and Five Graves to Cairo. As my newspaper stories 
multiplied, I realized that much of what had been written before had missed the point. It was like peo-
ple writing about “jazz” without knowing the difference between Louis Armstrong and Miles Davis, or 
writing about “reggae” without distinguishing Bob Marley from Burning Spear. The Pan Pioneer series 
changed the paradigm, and everyone began to search out and interview the pioneers. Many steel-
bands established sections for their pioneers. Tin Pan to TASPO was mainly an oral history of pan’s 
origins, so by the time I came to design and write The Illustrated Story of Pan, the oral accounts were 
a counterpart to, and as important as, the photos. A photo is a still, frozen moment in time, which the 
oral accounts enlivened by giving them a past and future. 

RF: What led to the creation of a second edition of The Illustrated Story and how is it different from 
the first edition?

KJ: The first edition of The Illustrated Story had many travails, owing largely to a squabble between 
the designer and the publisher, which made both quite ineffective, which in turn allowed the printer 
to get away with substandard work. UTT printed 2,000 copies but only received 1,200 of them. The 
book was never launched and there was no publicity. Despite that, it sold out fairly quickly and people 
keep asking years later where they could get a copy. They became collector’s items. That’s why, when 
I was made redundant by the National Carnival Commission (NCC), I decided, ten years after the first 
edition, to produce a second.

I wanted a better-produced book than the first, and I thought that I would work on it for two or three 
months, easy. I ended up working on it for almost a year. Apart from the errors and typos I corrected 
(and the new ones I no doubt introduced), the most significant improvement, other than the pro-
duction quality, is my last chapter, which brings the story up to the present. My understanding of 
what’s happening in the pan world, both nationally and internationally, had grown considerably, partly 
because of my work on the movies PAN Our Music Odyssey and Re-Percussions, followed by five years 
as the Director of the Carnival Institute and partnership with musician Malika Green in developing a 
pedagogy specific to pan. I realized the importance of the Pan In The Schools program, the rise of the 
rhythm sections, the global spread of pan, which the first edition glossed over at best. 

Eugene Novotney: What do you hope that your work could contribute to the currently available schol-
arship regarding the steelpan art form?

KJ: It’s a work of historical analysis and I hope that my approach to pan makes people developed a 
more nuanced understanding than the standard and rather simplistic ideas of pan. For instance, I hope 
people begin to see it as the African seed that blossomed into a multi-cultural fruit, its fertilization 
by communities and by love, its similarities to and differences from other styles of African American 
music, its uniqueness and inclination to swim against the currents of commercialized popular music.

Of course, every work of history is implicitly about today, and I hope that the lessons of the past 
are extrapolated into the future. Lessons such as the double-sided sword that is official and political 
support, the importance of a pedagogy which emerges specifically from the steelband experience and 
takes that into new territory. One important expansion from the first edition is my understanding that 
pan is now a global movement, with great practitioners and great bands scattered around the world. 
That development can strengthen pan both at home and abroad by nurturing the strengths of the 
different traditions being combined, just as rock and roll grew in the sixties when other kids in other 
cultures adopted it as their voice.
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(Top) INVADERS 1950 [Ellie Mannette—front row first on the left with maracas] photo by Edric Connor [TISOP p. 68-9],
(Bottom) PERCY ”LIZARD” THOMAS 1952 photo courtsey of Ernest Ferreira (TISOP p. 80)
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Starlift 1971 (Ray Holman—front row second from the left) photo courtsey of Percy Pitts (TISOP p 214)
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RF: You have made an effort to document thoroughly the involvement of women in pan. Can you dis-
cuss your research into the early history of women in pan?

KJ: I began writing about women in pan when I was producing my Pan Pioneers series for the Sunday 
Express. Very early on I found I had to redefine how women’s contributions were to be understood. 
Most of the early steelbands were located in someone’s backyard, which usually meant they needed 
the indulgence of some matriarch. Without that in the period when panmen were ostracized by the 
wider society, the steelband movement wouldn’t have survived. Then, once pans were trying to play 
music with definite notes and harmonies, the panmen needed to understand music theory. For that 
they relied mainly on the nation’s women, who had learned piano as children. So, the role of women 
was much more than the few all-girl steelbands which popped up in the early 1950s and the women 
and schoolgirls who dominate so many of today’s bands.

EN: What do you consider to be the most significant aspect of your research?

KJ: My research began to have an impact from the start, when I demonstrated the importance and 
variety of contributions made by different men and women and steelbands to creating what exists to-
day. That brought about a huge change in approach to steelband scholarship, so now it’s the norm to 
interview pioneers in any study. Although interviews with leading pan pioneers and old photographs 
of bands now proliferate online, the analysis is still rudimentary and simplistic. For instance, the role of 
women is still seen in terms of women playing pan, a few back in the day, and many more in the 21st 
century. Yet that ignores the fact that if women did not support, encourage, and love the panmen in 
the early period, the movement would have died.

I’ve also sought to shift the conversation away from colonial or racist oppression, such as is the stock-
in-trade of many African American narratives, to that of confident problem solving and artistry. For 
instance, I am generally against the idea that Black music is mainly about resistance to oppression. In a 
way, however, The Illustrated Story of Pan is like a swan song for a world that was. Today photography 
can no longer be considered an irrefutable truth-teller as before, not since [Adobe] Photoshop. Pan in 
Trinidad is no longer the ubiquitous love of young people as it was in its heyday. Books are no longer 
the main go-to resource for knowledge. Paper is no longer the only or even the main medium for the 
reproduction of images.

RF: You have also been involved in the making of three films on the evolution of steelpan. Please de-
scribe those films and your work on them. 

KJ: Like everything else to do with my life in pan, it was completely unexpected, unplanned and a lot 
of fun. While I was gathering photos for The Illustrated Story of Pan, word got around of my collection 
and the National Museum invited me to curate an exhibition on the history of pan. The Audacity of 
the Creole Imagination was to be displayed in a small-ish annex to the museum, and I decided to use 
a few photos printed at a very large scale. The result was that the story told by the images left large 
gaps. Since pan is about music and dance anyway, I decided to create a short documentary on pan to 
fill the gaps and add sound and movement to the exhibition. After that 13-minute documentary, music 
producer Jean-Michel Gibert suggested that we collaborate on a feature length documentary on pan. 
He brought in his friend, the top French documentary filmmaker Barthelme Fougea, who mentored 
us in what to do and how to do it. The result was PAN! Our Music Odyssey and, after that, Re-Percus-
sions, which I made about pan in Nigeria.
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 “...if women did not support, encourage, and love 
the panmen in the early period, the movement 
would have died.”

Sun Valley Steelband 1948-49 (Anthony Williams—back row first on the left) photo by Andrew 
Pearse (TISOP p. 91)
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EN:  How do you feel that your work and research has been received by the steelpan community 
in Trinidad and around the world?

KJ: Once, I attended a talk on pan by Red Army pan pioneer Mack Kinsale. For parts of his ac-
count, he read from his clipping of an article I’d written about his band. Another example: after 
the premier of PAN Our Music Odyssey in Trinidad, several pioneers who had lived through the 
times fictionally portrayed in the movie approached me and said that it made them cry because 
I had represented the experience so accurately. And then, when Ellie Mannette died, I was inter-
viewed by both the New York Times and the BBC. So, I think at least my reputation as the main 
researcher on the history of pan has been accepted both locally and internationally, but I also 
find the nuances of my analyses often pass unnoticed. 

I also find some of my conclusions, especially as they relate to pedagogical questions, are 
sometimes considered at best controversial, even though I have tried to base my arguments on 
empirical data. The disagreements hinge around my general critique of the approach to music 
education in schools and universities, which is equally applied to pan. I argue that collective rote 
learning is invaluable for steelband performance and group bonding, that audiation and impro-
visation should be taught before standard literacy, and that the relevant theory of music should 
derive from the aesthetics of African American popular music and the historical experience of 
pan in Trinidad and Tobago, rather than 18th century European classical music.

RF: At present, do you have plans for archival preservation of your photo and oral history collec-
tion?

KJ: Not really. I’m scaling down my library and I also buy very few books nowadays. I plan to do-
nate much of what I do have to the Trinidad & Tobago National Library and Information System 
Authority (NALIS) and/or the Carnival Museum of T&T, when the latter comes into existence.

EN: Your book contains an outstanding collection of historic photos and commentary, and I find 
it to be vast in its scope and stunning in its detail and relevance. On behalf of the NSSBE and 
The Steel Times, I would like to thank you for taking the time to share your thoughts with us. It is 
very much appreciated. 

Kim Johnson’s new book, The Illustrated Story of Pan, is available for purchase in the United 
States at this link: The Illustrated Story of Pan

In Trinidad & Tobago, The Illustrated Story of Pan is available at the Paper Based Bookshop at 
The SHOPs at Normandie in Maraval, Metropolitan Book Suppliers in Capital Plaza, POS, and 
Nigel R Khan Bookstores throughout Trinidad.

For all locations outside Trinidad or the United States, The Illustrated Story of Pan, is available 
for purchase at this website: https://www.shopcaribe.com/.../the-illustrated-story-of-pan/ ·
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“...I hope people begin to see it as the African 
seed that blossomed into a multi-cultural fruit, 
its fertilization by communities and by love, 
its similarities to and differences from other 
styles of African American music, its uniqueness 
and inclination to swim against the currents of 
commercialized popular music.”

Silver Stars 1964—photo courtesy of Junior Pouchet (TISOP p138-9)
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In July 2020, we were all gripped with appre-
hension as the school year loomed large and 
shaky, the Black Lives Matter movement was 

active and loud, California was on fire, the vac-
cine was far on the horizon, and an historic pres-
idential election was approaching. We’ve lapped 
the mark, having weathered a fraught election, 
an attack on our Capitol, the arrival of vaccines, 
the conviction and sentencing of George Floyd’s 
murderer, a deadly deep freeze in Texas, the 
scattershot reopening of school programs, and 
the loss of over 600,000 lives. 

One year ago, I was a ball of nerves, filled with 
the same anxiety as the rest of humankind, 
wound tight with a profound sort of madness 
borne from imposed inactivity in the midst of 
worldwide upheaval. I had small children at 
home, no available childcare, and very little 
work. I stared at my screens, doom-scrolling or 
slogging through the impossible unemployment 
system or researching small business relief while 
tending to two four-year-olds during a Texas 
summer so hot we were driven indoors by 9:30 
am. I made it through relatively whole, and am 
grateful for that.

Tuning work has picked up quite a bit this 
spring as many pans return to schools from 
their extended stay in students’ homes, though 
the rhythm of my calendar is off-kilter, and I 
feel off-balance. Before the pandemic, I had a 
predictable schedule; I could conjure a rough 
sketch of my whole year. If, pre-pandemic, I was 
an expert juggler: last March, all my bowling pins 
disappeared. Now, they are dropping from the 
sky into my hands all at once, and I’m scrambling 
to keep them aloft, with no idea when to expect 

SURVIVAL STORIES
Emily Lemmerman

the next one. I’m busier than I expected, and feel-
ing a resultant culture-shock from that.

We all scrambled mightily to get through the 
year, solving many problems largely on our own. 
It was clear to me that even the safety protocols 
between schools just a few miles apart differed 
greatly; these decisions were truly made individu-
ally at the campus level. At one location, I had to 
fill out paperwork weeks in advance, do an online 
screening hours before I arrived, enter through a 
police barricade, be met by faculty and escorted 
to a steelband room empty of students anyhow. 
Later, I drove a few miles to work at another 
school, and walked freely into the band hall. 

I did my fair share of online presentations, virtual 
performances and masked demonstrations, but 
I’m thrilled to finally be back on the road with 
some regularity and visit with other teachers 
and professionals in person. It’s an extraordinary 
time to hear their stories, each so individual and 
evocative.

—
Ron Hughes teaches pan and percussion to all 
ages in South Florida. Although his elementary 
school was open as a hybrid all year, the steel-
band was displaced as other programs imple-
mented enhanced safety protocols. The steel-
bands resumed in January and participated in 
videos during the spring. The school appreciated 
the expanded reach of those projects and may 
continue using this new technology. Ron transi-
tioned to online private lessons and will continue 
working with this format indefinitely. His adult 
steelband has been on break all year, but are 
eager to make music together again this fall.

Saint Mark’s Episcopal School, FOrt Lauderdale, FL (driected by Ron Hughes)

Ron is optimistic that the Florida school sys-
tem will soon return to a pre-pandemic routine 
altogether. As someone who works with little kids 
that are naturally the least compliant with health 
protocols and hygiene, Ron has been especially 
cautious and has regularly double-masked and 
worn gloves to protect his skin from the disinfec-
tant he was required to use to clean the mallets 
after each use. As we chat about the future and 
the difficult road we all have ahead as we navi-
gate how and under what circumstances we will 
voluntarily discard our masks altogether, Ron 
concedes: “I’ll be one of the last ones. I’m OK with 
that.”
Ron is excited to get back to a more normal 
routine, to flex the creativity muscle he’s felt a bit 
dormant this year, but he also thinks we should 
incorporate some of this year’s adaptations into 

future strategies. “Our schools have invested in 
huge synchronous learning screens. Why not 
let kids stay home if they’re sick or traveling? 
We’ve learned how to do this.” 

Neil Rutland at Eastern New Mexico University 
tells me that this conversation is happening at 
the administrative level: “Our culture of working 
sick and coming to class sick needs to be re-ex-
amined, and that may impact attendance and 
make-up policies.” It’s a measurable thing—flu 
cases in 2020 dropped to the lowest numbers 
on record. Wearing masks when ill would con-
tribute to better public health. It’s encouraging 
to know that these conversations are happening 
and might lead to broader systemic improve-
ments nationwide.
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 —
Many teachers I spoke with found ways to make 
the year as meaningful as possible. Through 
his non-profit, Inside Out Steelband, CJ Menge 
often functions as a steelband consultant and 
guest artist inside a handful of schools, some-
times traveling around the country to do so. 

CJ told me that although some students were 
just fundamentally not equipped to learn 
through screens, “every time I would teach 
online, I would try to be as absolutely positive as 
possible and bring the same energy that I would 
in the classroom, even with kids that would 
never turn their camera on. I felt like it was my 
responsibility as a teacher to bring good energy 
into that setting.” 

At McCallum Fine Arts Academy here in Austin, 
most students opted to learn from home. In-
struments were sent home with advanced band 
players, and they worked repertoire online. The 
beginners mainly focused on cultural history and 
technical exposure to the instrument, pan-spe-
cific musical fundamentals, and worked with 
full-size pan diagrams at home with students. 

In combination with his school programs, com-
munity band, and his early-education production 
“Inside Out Sprouts,” CJ was part of over twenty 
video collaborations that kept pace with his nor-
mal concert and guest artist schedule, featuring 
performers like Jonathan Scales, Daron Roberts, 
Blue Iron Percussion, and Josanne Francis. “I do 
feel proud about what we accomplished. These 
projects involved a lot of students. What I do 
as an educator is try to connect people. I had 
to find a way, for my own sense of purpose, to 
continue to connect people through the video 
projects.”

Because of his long history with the program, 
CJ was asked to be the Keynote Speaker at 
McCallum’s Fine Arts Academy Convocation 
Ceremony. It was the first time all year he met 

the graduating seniors in person—a bittersweet 
moment, since it underscored the year-long 
interruption in their relationships. “It’s taken a 
lot of resilience for these students to be flexible 
with all the changes and be asked to move to a 
system not well suited to performance ensem-
bles, and I hope they can appreciate that. It’s 
something unexpected that they’ve experienced 
in a really formative stage in their life, and that’s 
made them mentally stronger. I hope that’s a 
positive take-away in terms of reflection, look-
ing back on an incredibly challenging year.”

 —
Josanne Francis, working in the DC area, is now 
finishing up her first year as Executive Director 
of the non-profit Cultural Academy for Excel-
lence (CAFE). She also stayed impressively 
busy: in addition to her work with CAFE, she is 
enrolled at the University of Maryland, College 
Park, pursuing her PhD in Music Education. She 
experienced the year both as an educator and a 

student. Fittingly, one of her courses was “Tech-
nology in Music Education” which worked well in 
the context of the year. 

CAFE is an important community service. In ad-
dition to the musical aspect, it provides kids with 
food security and academic tutoring. In conjunc-
tion with area schools, it continued to provide 
both. Josanne spoke of the difficulties of keeping 
track of students: a number of families fell off the 
grid, and schools lacked the resources for much 
follow-up, ultimately just purging the students 
from their roster. Undoubtedly, lost students 
across the nation will experience long-term re-
percussions as educators fold them back into the 
school system. 

Josanne also remained active as a performer, 
even traveling with her septet to perform in Haiti 
in January for the Port-au-Prince International 

Jazz Festival. She prepared PPE packages for 
her band members and enforced safety measures 
that kept the band healthy and safe throughout. 
She enjoyed the bulk of the festival from a balco-
ny above, observing other performances far from 
the largely unmasked crowds.

As a Black woman living within minutes of the 
U.S. Capitol, Josanne took one other trip abroad, 
during last November’s election. She would’ve 
returned home to Trinidad if possible, but the 
country was still in near-complete lockdown. 
Access to quality vaccines is limited, travel is 
highly restricted, and it seems unlikely we will see 
another Carnival before 2023. As I’m editing this 
article, Trinidad just announced it will reopen its 
borders in mid-July, with restrictions.

Josanne wanted to be far from the epicenter of 
what we knew would be a contentious election in 

CJ Menge

Joasanne Francis
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a climate in which violence against Black people 
was especially egregious. I asked her directly: 
were you literally so afraid for your safety that 
you felt it was in your best interest to leave the 
US? Her answer was equally direct: “YES.”

Josanne then spoke about the BLM movement 
and the January riot on the U.S. Capitol grounds. 
She emphasized that: as we are all in service of 
an artform with proud roots in Black culture, it’s 
important that we continue to conference with 
our Black colleagues and leaders to see how we 
can better support and amplify their voices in 
the artform. I asked Josanne if any of her white 
friends and colleagues raise these issues with her, 
and with dismayed exasperation, she answered: 
“NONE.”

Josanne’s student body at CAFE is almost en-
tirely non-white, and especially because of their 
proximity to DC, she was faced with upset and 
confused kids after the insurrection. “They rightly 
pointed out that: had the rioters been Black peo-
ple attacking the building, with weapons, killing 
police, they would’ve been massacred. They are 
not wrong, and they had many questions that 
I couldn’t answer, because I don’t understand 
it myself. It was made so clear that peacefully 
protesting Black people are treated so different-
ly compared to actual white racists and violent 
criminals. The fact that they were allowed to do 
it—that really hurt.” She later added: “When I 
expressed these emotions on social media, some-
one said to me: ‘you are a person who benefits 
from this country, you should be grateful for your 
experience and not complain or express your 
disappointment in the injustice...’ I am among 
many immigrants who grace the U.S. with talent, 
contributing to communities through education, 
art, science, research…it’s not a one-way thing.”
With all the upheaval in this country and in pur-
suit of racial equity, white teachers have a height-
ened responsibility to become conversationally 
comfortable with these topics. Whether rooted 

in personal discomfort, misguided dismissal of 
or obliviousness to the issues, the future health 
of our country depends on how these educa-
tors guide young people through these difficult 
subjects. Josanne says, “as all of this is happen-
ing, a lot of people of color are looking to see 
what their white friends would say. I have been 
disappointed a lot this past year—to pretend that 
everything is normal as opposed to saying ‘I rec-
ognize that this is happening. Are you OK? What 
can I do to support you, what can I do to help the 
situation?’ That is so important, and fundamental-
ly will help build trust in our community.”

 

—
Andre White, based in New York, spoke ex-
tensively about his participation in BLM rallies 
memorializing Black lives lost through police 
brutality, and he found special meaning in its 
historic nature. He characterized this period as 
an “experience like no other, coming together to 
raise one voice. Especially being a part of the pan 
community, we struggle with that a lot. To go in 
there and just play a small part: I’m just playing 

pan, but I was contributing some small purpose 
to something that big. I felt like I was playing a 
part in history. We’re going through a once-in-a-
lifetime period. We’ve dealt with the pandemic, 
systemic change, demanding justice for George 
Floyd and other’s lives who were taken… You 
want to be hopeful and optimistic that this means 
real change. We have to stay with it and know 
that this is only the first step towards equality 
and justice.” 

Perhaps this is an especially healthy framing, in 
the face of issues that can feel bleak and insur-
mountable: as we take a step back and recognize 
that we are in a unique moment in world history, 
we can appreciate the power of each moment, 

however small, and make sure we are actively 
contributing to that history in a positive way. I 
give voice to these issues here in this context 
because as educators in this artform, we are 
well-positioned to incorporate these lessons nat-
urally into our curriculum. Our artform does not 
exist without its Black inventors, innovators and 
leaders, and this is something we must amplify 
and celebrate.

As a champion arranger for Mangrove, Andre is 
now preparing for London Panorama this August 
with hopes it will be in-person. BAS—the British 
Association of Steelbands—has made prepara-
tions for the four competing bands (Ebony, Man-
grove, Metronomes and Croydon Steel Orches-

Andre White

TCSBA Beginning Steel Band Class on Prate Toe Tusday (Directed by Ben Legget)
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tra) to livestream their performance if a public 
performance can’t happen. He has begun working 
with Mangrove online, which—as an American 
working with a British band—is a format they’re 
already comfortable with. He’s also been teaching 
an online advanced “Steelpan Techniques” class 
from abroad for the British Steel Pan Trust.

With his combo “Culture EFX” Andre has done 
a lot of writing, recording, and composing new 
work with Khuent Rose and Sheldon Thwaites, 
another pair of massively talented musicians. ”We 
want this new album—a sort of Caribbean fusion/
pop album—to crossover in a way, go kind of 
mainstream, to produce something radio-friendly. 
We were able to make it relevant to today’s world 
of music without losing the authenticity of the 
steelpan and its culture.” He tells me the biggest 
challenge was to incorporate vocals in a way that 
doesn’t overwhelm pan as the main feature. He’s 
also working on new music for full steelband, 
which he hopes to record with the Trinidadian 
band he often arranges for, Pamberi.

 —
Ben Leggett, the director of the Tri-Cities Steel 
Band Association in central Washington State 
sends news from the other side of the country. 
The Tri-Cities area has no less than five elemen-
tary school steelbands, and TCSBA exists as a 
non-profit, extra-curricular destination for older 
kids that want to continue playing pan. As COVID 
shut down the region, TCSBA shuttered as a 
performing group, and Ben’s focus shifted to the 
well-being of his students and families. He char-
acterizes the organization as “extremely stable, 
with a history of retaining whole families,” whose 
kids he’s worked with sometimes from grades 3 
through 12. They are just now starting up short 
classes and small rehearsals, but Ben stayed in 
touch with these kids all year, organizing small, 
safe meetups. A goal of his organization is to 
cultivate meaningful life experience, and it sounds 
very much like he was able to continue that 
through the pandemic. 

Ben is looking forward to getting his bands 
playing again, though like I heard from everyone: 
“we have a rebuilding year in front of us.” He’s im-
proved ventilation in their facility and is preparing 
for summer classes. He relaxed dues for the year 

and forfeited his own salary to help support the 
organization, and even the landlord offered for-
bearance so they could retain the custom space 
they’ve occupied for many years. He’s helping 
facilitate the purchase of new bands for three 
more elementary schools. He feels like his state 
has done a good job of managing its access to 
federal COVID relief and is not concerned about 
arts funding at this time. Ben is feeling ambi-
tious and excited about the upcoming year.

 —
Everyone’s world has been dramatically dis-
rupted, but the broad sentiment is: we did our 
best, we made it through a tough year. Many 
are concerned about funding or job security, 
many programs are facing cuts. Some have felt 
demoralized to watch their income drop by half, 
two thirds, or drop to zero, but it definitely feels 
like we’re on the upswing. We all look forward 
to a calmer, more predictable future.

I think what a lot of us feel now is exhaustion 
from surviving one of the most stressful years 
in our lifetime. We must remain vigilant, since 
we’re not yet at the end of that tunnel, and 
although we can see the light, there is no doubt 
that wherever we arrive will be a world forever 
changed. We must continue to find the ener-
gy to do good work, demand human equity 
through our daily actions, and best care for 
our families and communities. We must remain 
thankful for our individual privilege, and re-
spectful of the loss so many have suffered. We 
can look forward to celebrating our community 
once again soon through music.

I’m preparing now for a tuning trip to Switzer-
land next week, my first international flight in 
sixteen months. One of the bands I work for, 
Ferrum Helveticum, has asked me to sit in on 
their performances. I’m a good reader, and their 
quality of music is high, so of course I said yes. 
But as I pack, I’m imagining myself on stage, 
performing inside a live steelband, and I worry: 
I might not be at my best; it’s hard to sight-
read through tears. I’m sure they will extend me 
the same grace we’ve all found for one another 
this year, and I bet I won’t be the only one cry-
ing. I can’t wait. ·

ADDENDUM

In the few weeks since I wrote this article, the world again feels in upheaval. My Switzerland tun-
ing trip felt audacious—we all were socially and creatively exhilarated as Ferrum was joined by the 
French band Calypsociation in performance, but whispers of the Delta variant were growing louder. 
More recently, I had a tuning tour in Washington State, and I literally couldn’t see the mountains 
around me because visibility was so poor from the wildfires devastating California and Canada. The 
air *tasted* wrong. I met people who wouldn’t mask for COVID, but would for the smoke. Here in 
Texas, my kids have started kindergarten, and as a parent, it’s been exhausting to witness our state 
politics and policies clash in an unnecessary dogfight between political posturing and community 
demands for sensible strategies. As of this writing—London Panorama is happening this weekend, 
though Notting Hill Carnival is cancelled. Andre White made it there to work with his band in person; 
I did not feel comfortable enough to travel to tune my band again this year. The Olympics happened. 
Afghanistan has fallen. Haiti is again in crisis. Glenn Rowsey, my tuning colleague and dear friend, 
started treatment for an aggressive glioblastoma.

From the local to the global, we are all overwhelmed by the personal and individual impact of the 
events in our world, and are all managing as best we can. We compartmentalize, we toughen up, 
we fall apart, we rage, we empathize. We work in service of others, we care for ourselves. Schools 
are mostly open, programs are scrambling for staff, parents wrestle with hard choices, organizations 
grapple with the ethics of mandatory inoculations. We’ve grown accustomed to a life full of uncon-
trollables and unknowables and we cope. We wait. We have aged. We manage our expectations, and 
we make tentative plans. We coexist with this anxiety. We forge ahead, because: what choice do we 
have but to hope for a better day tomorrow? We are ambitious, resilient, and resourceful. However 
fundamentally our world is changed, it will continue to hurtle through time and space, and we are all 
bound to it on its unchangeable journey into the future—this, we can count on. ·
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