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Abstract

The present historical inquiry examines music therapy program directors’

awareness of the systems of white supremacy that are present in music therapy education

and the institutions where these programs take place. A review of the literature and the

lens of Critical Race Theory suggest that white supremacy is inherent in societal

structures, such as educational institutions, and is perpetuated by the power and prejudice

of the “dominant race.” Program directors of music therapy programs hold a position of

power that includes designing curriculum, music proficiencies, selection of candidates

from auditions, structuring audition criteria, etc. Interviewing them on their awareness of

the relationship between white supremacy and music therapy education may determine

the role(s) white supremacy can play in preventing students of color from becoming

music therapists. This thesis examines the common themes that emerged from interviews

with program directors from one region along with areas of awareness that are more

specific to each respective institution. Common themes brought up by participants that

were also present in a review of the literature included the types of music curricula are

based in, colonization of education, professionals of color representation, and white

fragility. Common themes were assessed for implications in the music therapy field, ties

to white supremacy in history, and the directors’ perceptions.
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An Historical Analysis of White Supremacy in the Music Therapy Field

Introduction

A microcosm can be described as a community, place, or situation regarded as

encapsulating in miniature the characteristics, qualities, or features of something much

larger. Without conscious awareness of it, we all are experts on the microcosms we exist

in and observe during our lives. Researchers create microcosms to study concepts to be

applied to entire populations and small branches of a widespread company often

represent the company as a whole. In politics, election polls are interpreted as a

microcosm for actual elections and officials are elected to represent towns, counties,

states, and countries. While certain variables can be highly controlled, such as subjects in

research, there are societal and systemic limitations that do not allow for every

microcosm to be perfectly representative of the larger picture or macrocosm (Buchanan,

1997; Yalom, 2005).

Therapeutic settings can often create microcosms, and there is evidence of the

benefits of therapy applied to social microcosms in a clinical setting, particularly in group

therapy. Groups are described as mini social universes in which members “will interact

with the group members as they interact with others in their social sphere” (Yalom, 2005,

p. 32). Clients may recreate their family of origin in the group and resume the role they

have taken on in their childhoods. Group members have opportunities to reenact, identify,

and correct maladaptive patterns of behavior through feedback, peer support, and

interpersonal learning. However, not every microcosm allows for these therapeutic

factors to be in place.



Any college or university can be considered a microcosm of its surrounding

community, and the community can be a microcosm of its own surroundings (Marine &

Catalano, 2014). Students spend their most impressionable years learning how to interact

with one another in the school microcosm and preparing for positive interactions with

others in the real world. What happens when that microcosm is not reflective of the

communities surrounding it? What happens if students who become professionals enter a

macrocosm- the whole of a complex structure- that looks and operates nothing like what

they have become accustomed to? In theory, microcosms are not meant to have

immovable barriers around them, such as gatekeepers or racial requirements. In practice,

especially when we look back on our country’s history, it becomes evident that our

nation’s microcosms are contained by strict barriers that, overtime, may have changed in

form but not in function. From school segregation, redlining, education policies, and

admissions processes, to workforce discrimination and suppression, our nation’s history

is fraught with obstacles that keep members of educational and professional microcosms

looking homogeneous and lacking diversity and perspective.

Operational Definitions

Critical Race Theory - “The view that the law and legal institutions are inherently racist

and that race itself, instead of being biologically grounded and natural, is a socially

constructed concept that is used by white people to further their economic and political

interests at the expense of people of colour. Racial inequality emerges from the social,

economic, and legal differences that white people create between ‘races’ to maintain elite

white interests in labour markets and politics, giving rise to poverty and criminality in

many minority communities” (Racial Equity Tools, 2021, para. 15).
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Discrimination - “The unequal treatment of members of various groups based on race,

gender, social class, sexual orientation, physical ability, religion and other categories”

(Racial Equity Tools, 2021, para. 22).

Equity - “The state, quality, or ideal of being just, impartial, and fair” (Annie E. Casey

Foundation, 2021, para. 3).

Equity vs. Equality - “Equity involves trying to understand and give people what they

need to enjoy full, healthy lives. Equality, in contrast, aims to ensure that everyone gets

the same things in order to enjoy full, healthy lives. Like equity, equality aims to promote

fairness and justice, but it can only work if everyone starts from the same place and needs

the same things” (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2021, para. 4).

Institutional Racism - “The systematic distribution of resources, power and opportunity

in our society to the benefit of people who are white and the exclusion of People of

Color” (Solid Ground, n.d. para. 3).

Intersectionality - The complex, cumulative way in which the effects of multiple forms

of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and classism) combine, overlap, or intersect

especially in the experiences of marginalized individuals or groups (Merriam-Webster,

2021, para. 1).

Music Therapy - Music therapy, an allied health profession, "is the clinical and

evidence-based use of music interventions to accomplish individualized goals within a

therapeutic relationship by a credentialed professional who has completed an approved

music therapy program" (American Music Therapy Association, 2021, para. 10).
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Oppression - “The systematic subjugation of one social group by a more powerful social

group for the social, economic, and political benefit of the more powerful social group.

Oppression = Power + Prejudice” (Racial Equity Tools, 2021, para. 41).

Power - “Power may be understood as the ability to influence others and impose one’s

beliefs. Power is not only an individual relationship but a cultural one, and that power

relationships are shifting constantly. Power can be used malignantly and intentionally, but

need not be, and individuals within a culture may benefit from power of which they are

unaware” (Racial Equity Tools, 2021, para. 43).

Prejudice - “A pre-judgment or unjustifiable, and usually negative, attitude of one type

of individual or groups toward another group and its members; typically based on

unsupported generalizations (or stereotypes) that deny the right of individual members of

certain groups to be recognized and treated as individuals with individual characteristics”

(Racial Equity Tools, 2021, para. 44).

Race - “Race is a socially constructed system of categorizing humans largely based on

observable physical features (phenotypes), such as skin color, and on ancestry. There is

no scientific basis for or discernible distinction between racial categories. The ideology

of race has become embedded in our identities, institutions and culture and is used as a

basis for discrimination and domination” (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2021, para. 12).

Racism - “Racism is different from racial prejudice, hatred, or discrimination. Racism

involves one group having the power to carry out systematic discrimination through the

institutional policies and practices of society and by shaping cultural beliefs and values

that support those racist policies and practices” (Racial Equity Tools, 2021, para. 56).
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White Fragility - “A state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress becomes

intolerable [for white people], triggering a range of defensive moves, including the

outward display of emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviors such as

argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation. These behaviors, in

turn, function to reinstate white racial equilibrium” (Racial Equity Tools, 2021, para. 69).

White Privilege - “The set of social and economic advantages that white people have by

virtue of their race in a culture characterized by racial inequality” (Merriam-Webster,

2021, para.1).

White Supremacy - “The belief that white people constitute a superior race and should

therefore dominate society, typically to the exclusion or detriment of other racial and

ethnic groups, in particular Black people” (Oxford, 2020, para. 1).

Whiteness - “Whiteness refers to the specific dimensions of racism that serve to elevate

white people over people of color. Whites are theorized as actively shaped, affected,

defined, and elevated through their racialization and the individual and collective

consciousness formed within it. Whiteness is dynamic, relational, and operating at all

times and on myriad levels. Processes and practices of whiteness include basic rights,

values, beliefs, perspectives, and experiences purported to be commonly shared by all but

which are actually only consistently afforded to white people” (Racial Equity Tools,

2021, para. 73).

Research Question

The music therapy field is no exception to the racial barriers that so many

professional institutions have adopted from our country’s centuries-long history of racial

oppression and the building of systems of white supremacy. These barriers include
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finances, campus climate for diversity and accessibility, to name a few. Those in power

may be able to dismantle these barriers, but must first practice accountability as the

people who have knowingly or unknowingly upheld them. Accountability refers to the

ways in which individuals and communities hold themselves to their goals and actions,

and acknowledge the values and groups to which they are responsible (Racial Equity

Tools, 2021, para. 1). The study seeks to measure the awareness of structures of white

supremacy that music therapy program directors have in their respective programs.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this historical inquiry is to explore music therapy program

director’s awareness of past and current systems of white supremacy in the music therapy

field for clinicians in the United States that prevent people of color (POC) from becoming

music therapists. The aim here is to help our field practice self-awareness and examine

our microcosm to identify, and hopefully, correct the maladaptive systems that we have

been operating with since the birth of music therapy as a professional field in the United

States. How has a field that outwardly promotes radical acceptance of differences

remained so racially uniform? A deep dive into the history of our field and our country,

along with inspecting the awareness of racial barriers, may give us some insight that can

allow us to begin disbanding barriers and building wide open doorways.

“Because of the role of collective memory, there is no human activity that does

not derive substantial meaning from an inextricable relationship with its own history”

(Winfield, 2007, p. 13).
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Literature Review

Over the years, the music therapy field in the United States has grown

significantly from a handful of music volunteers working with veterans to thousands of

board-certified music therapists nationwide. The American Music Therapy Association’s

(AMTA) workforce analysis is an annual cross-sectional survey analysis that does not

analyze the trends but simply reports on them. Each year, the analysis states low

percentages of non-white clinicians in the United States. There is no research that looks

at racial diversity amongst music therapy clinicians; not from the historical perspective or

any perspective other than the workforce analysis. While there is not available data on the

different cultures receiving music therapy services, it is likely that clinicians will work

with increasingly diverse populations as the U.S. population’s diversity grows (Kim &

Whitehead-Pleaux, 2015).

Music therapy, being a field interacting with a diverse range of populations in all

kinds of settings, and as a field committed by its ethics to being responsive and educated

in racial diversity, it would be beneficial to look into why the number of non-white

clinicians in the field remains so small compared to the number of white clinicians. This

historical research study will analyze how white supremacy and structural racism in

educational institutions in the United States has permeated the music therapy field from

the earliest music therapy collegiate programs to the present day, limiting racial diversity

of music therapists today.

Discrimination, Oppression, and White Supremacy

This analysis will be centered in Critical Race Theory (CRT), viewing the law and

institutions as inherently racist and suggesting that “race itself is a socially constructed
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concept, rather than a natural or biological concept, that is used by white people to further

and protect their economic and political interests at the expense of POC” (Racial Equity

Tools, 2021, para. 15). Eugenics is the science of “influences that improve the inborn

qualities of a race”, particularly whiteness (Galton, 1904, p. 1). As a political ideology, its

impact on education and institutions in the first four decades of the 20th century can still

be identified in these systems today (Winfield, 2007). Both theories deduce that societal

issues surrounding race are rooted in the very foundation of our society and its systems.

White supremacy can be defined as “the belief that white people constitute a superior

race and should therefore dominate society, typically to the exclusion or detriment of

other racial and ethnic groups, in particular Black people” (Oxford, 2020, para. 1).

To discuss white supremacy involves labeling of groups. People of Color (POC)

will be used as a blanket term to encompass all non-white, non-European and

non-caucasian identifying people. The terms Black, Indigenous, and People of Color

(BIPOC) may also be used to remain congruent with the literature and language used in

participant interviews. More specific identification of groups, such as Black, Hispanic,

Pacific Islander, Native American, Asian, Biracial, Multicultural, and other racial

identifiers will be used in accordance with the literature and the groups that are most

commonly specified and represented. Black and Hispanic groups are among the most

heavily discussed groups in the literature, and will therefore be the most cited in this

analysis.

In thinking about white supremacy as it relates to an organization or field of work,

it should be looked at as an historically based, institutionally perpetuated system of

exploitation and oppression of non-European continents, nations, and people by white
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peoples and predominantly white institutions; for the purpose of maintaining and

defending a system of wealth, power, and privilege (Lawrence & Keleher, 2004).

Practices in education will be the focus as it is the pathway through a number of

institutional barriers rooted in white supremacy in order for students to enter the

professional field.

In order to understand white supremacy more fully, discrimination and oppression

must be understood, as they are the roots of white and other kinds of supremacy.

Discrimination involves unequal allocation of goods, resources, and services, as well as

the limitation of access to full participation in society (Racial Equity Tools, 2020). On the

other end of discrimination is social power, or privilege, and the people who hold social

power maintaining systems of oppression within social groups and institutions created by

and for people with the same level of social power (Adams et al., 1997). Institutional

racism involves such discriminatory treatment, unfair policies, and inequitable

opportunities and impacts, based on race, within and between institutions such as schools

and professional organizations (Racial Equity Tools, 2020).

Individuals take on the power of the institutions they are a part of and inevitably

continue the cycle of empowering white people and discriminating against POC. To

interrupt these cycles, it is imperative to understand that white privilege does not end

with providing more access for POC to equal opportunities. White people in power must

begin to recognize, stop protecting, and begin dismantling the privileges granted to white

people by systems (McIntosh, 1993). The combination of social power and privilege with

discriminatory practices and institutional racism upholds white supremacy in society.

Collins describes how the variables of race, class, gender, religion, and other labels are
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part of an overarching structure of domination known as “interlocking systems of

oppression” (Collins, 1990, p. 553). All of the aforementioned definitions play roles in

the matrix of domination Collins discusses. Groups that are dedicated to racial justice

often cite intersectionality, addressing race in the context of gender and other identifiers,

as highly important to the process of dismantling systems of oppression (Annie E. Casey

Foundation, 2021). Because race is the category in which the music therapy field has the

least amount of diversity, racial diversity will be the primary concern.

The Historical Role of Racism in Discriminatory Education

None of the patterns and injustices of white supremacy that to be examined are

new concepts. They are the products of hundreds of years of white people being

discriminatory and protective of their privilege and power, from the development of

slavery and eugenics to the structuring and restructuring of systems and institutions by

white people, for white people. The exclusion of POC, especially Black and Hispanic

people according to the literature, began long before Brown v. Board of Education (1954)

and extends to the present day. However, to examine the role white supremacy in the U.S.

has played in the establishment of the professional music therapy field, looking too far

back may exceedingly complicate the discussion. This study will focus on what

awareness music therapists in positions of power have regarding white supremacy and the

effects of those systems on music therapy education. The literature gives example of how

racially motivated law, public policy, and government-sponsored discrimination are built

into systems of education, impacting professional institutions and the fields of education,

healthcare, and more.

10



The History of Eugenics in Education

Eugenics was the operational ideaology in America during the first half of the

twentieth century when white people felt they were “under imminent threat race suicide”

by Black segments of the population, particularly by way of families of color reproducing

(Winfield, 2007, p. 79). By 1870, public education was widespread in America but with

considerable disparities with respect to race, ethnicity, class, gender, and region.

Essentially, students from “working poor” families, or families of color, received limited

education compared to white peers to keep them from aspiring to work in fields “beyond

their calling” (Chitty, 2007, p. 15). Eugenics as a practice and social ideology formed and

has left a lasting impact on public perception of the role of school, classification and

student sortment, definitions of intelligence, and attitudes and beliefs regarding

multiculturalism (Winfield, 2007).

This ideology can be traced from the late nineteenth century through Brown v.

Board of Education (1954) and into today’s public school systems. Education as a social

institution was conceived during the height of the eugenics movement. Today’s issues

related to eugenics include resegregation, the achievement gap, and high dropout rate for

all but middle and upper class white students. The ideas of eugenics are reminiscent of

Hitler’s narrative of a “master race” which was used to justify persecuting Jewish people

and creating policies to “deal with the feeble-minded” to preserve Nazi power (Chitty,

2007, p. xiv). The implementation of the eugenics ideology in America’s schools through

testing, politicization of education, sorting students, and self-proclaimed eugenicists such

as John Bobbitt, G. Stanley Hall, and E.L. Thorndike being the “Fathers of Curriculum''

supports CRT’s view of societal structures as inherently racist (Winfield, 2007, p. 10).
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White Supremacy in Primary Education

White supremacy is a highly nuanced concept but can be seen in many aspects of

the music therapy field and its related organizations and institutions. These include

general education, music therapy education, higher education, and professional activities

and settings. Regarding primary education, early discriminatory practices, such as

redlining and school segregation, still influence funding and access to education and

resources in American schools today. Schools identified as low-performing serve a

growing underclass of impoverished families with fewer state and local dollars per pupil

than nearby, wealthier districts (Darling-Hammond, 2012). High-achieving nations fund

their schools centrally and equally while American states spend three times more on the

wealthiest schools than the poorest (Darling-Hammond, 2012). Inequitable funding is one

of the first steps in a domino effect leading to poorer quality education and is a form of

institutional racism that happens behind the scenes of what students and their families can

access and see.

Where general education suffers, arts education becomes almost non-existent in

these affected schools. Many urban American schools serving students of low

socioeconomic status (SES) are forced to eliminate or cut down arts programs as a result

of inequitable distribution of funding, resources, and highly qualified teachers (Doyle,

2014). A 2011 report states that “students in schools that are most challenged and serving

the highest need student populations often have the fewest arts opportunities” (President’s

Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, 2011, p. 32). The same report notes the 2008

National Assessment of Educational Progress in the Arts, focused on music and visual

arts, which showed that students from lower income families, Black and Hispanic
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students, and students in urban schools scored significantly lower than their counterparts

in the skills assessment (President’s Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, 2011).

The Council of Arts Accrediting Associations (1994) study found that students of color

are not well represented in the arts in higher education, either as students majoring in

other disciplines who take arts courses, as majors in an arts discipline, or as faculty and

administrators. Throughout K-12 and higher education, even students of color who gain

access to arts education, music education specifically, are likely to be taught the glorified

Eurocentric styles of music (Council of Arts Accrediting Associations, 1994; Hess,

2017).

What students are exposed to and educated on in their early years translates to

how they will work as professionals in their desired fields. For example, music therapists

are taught that client-preferred and culturally appropriate music selections can be

motivating and comforting for clients compared to unfamiliar music. The ability to use

culturally familiar music can also help build rapport with clients from various

backgrounds (King, 2021, p. 43). However, if mainly “white” European styles of music

are the focus of music programs, music therapists may not be equipped to deliver

culturally responsive experiences. The same pattern appears in primary education as

studies show that students of color score lower in visual art and music skills assessments,

have less access in general to qualities arts education, are mainly taught “white” versions

of the arts, and are less involved in arts programs from K-12 to higher education (Council

of Arts Accrediting Associations, 1994; President’s Committee on the Arts and the

Humanities, 2011).
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The American Music Therapy Association (2020) website states that the music

therapy degree is a professional music degree which requires an audition for acceptance

into the school of music at colleges and universities offering music therapy programs.

While it makes sense that prospective music majors would go through a music audition,

both data and personal accounts show how the process can be discriminatory in a number

of ways. The literature widely suggests that educators judging the auditions of

prospective students favor Eurocentric musical selections, or music that “sounds white,”

and are more likely to admit students who demonstrate being well versed in the “white

music” that they will continue to be educated in throughout their higher education

(Council of Arts Accrediting Associations, 1994; Hess, 2017; Koza, 2008; Palmer, 2011).

Critical race theorists have found that whiteness is the most unexamined category

in arts education, and is therefore normalized and accepted as the human norm (Kraehe &

Acuff, 2013). Because whiteness goes unexamined in arts education, the privilege

associated with whiteness remains unacknowledged and POC’s experiences are

disregarded. Due to the discrimination taking place regarding the funding of arts

programs in school districts serving mostly students of color and of low SES, POC are

less equipped to prepare for and “pass” the audition portion of admission (Koza, 2008).

The odds are stacked against students of color in terms of preparedness from their K-12

education, access to essential resources such as instruments and lessons, the style of

music they excel in versus the Eurocentric styles most institutions’ curricula are based in,

and due to individual bias and institutional racism (Council of Arts Accrediting

Associations, 1994; Doyle, 2014; Hess, 2017; Koza, 2008; Libassi, 2018).
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If becoming prepared for and accepted into higher education programs is not full

of enough challenges for POC, there are also major cost and experience disparities, some

of which can negatively impact the quality of a student’s education or even cut their

experience short. Studies have shown that POC who are accepted into and able to pay for

higher education programs can still be adversely affected by a poor campus climate for

racial and ethnic diversity (Espinosa et al., 2019; Hurtado et al., 1999). The campus

climate has been defined as “the current perceptions, attitudes, and expectations that

define the institution and its members” (Hurtado et al., 1999, p. 2). Feeling culturally

alienated, being physically isolated, and remaining silenced are common experiences of

students of color, especially those who attend predominantly white schools (DeCuir &

Dixson, 2004). These experiences can cause students of color to perceive the campus as a

whole as a place that is not accepting of them and their perspectives. One study identifies

17 variables having significant direct and indirect effects on students’ of color persistence

including observing racism on campus, having comfortable academic interactions, stress

related to the academic environment, and feelings about the campus environment

(Johnson et al., 2013). This indicates that poor campus climate may be one of many

causes for POC having higher drop-out rates than any group.

Additionally, racial diversity among educators, staff and administrators is not

adequate for students of color to see their qualities reflected in people holding dignified

roles of authority (Espinosa et al., 2019). It can be seen in the literature reporting data on

levels of education achieved by POC that they are less likely to achieve a bachelor’s

degree or higher, more likely to come out of school with higher rates of debt, and less

likely to finish their education due to a number of obstacles such as financial strain or a
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negative campus climate for diversity (Espinosa et al., 2019; Hurtado et al., 1999; United

States Census Bureau, 2017). These boundaries, along with attempting to enter a

predominately white field (AMTA, 2020), clearly point to issues at the structural level of

the United States Education System and, more specifically, in music education.

White supremacy presents itself not only as white privilege and the Eurocentric

makeup of music therapy education but as fiscal obstacles. The literature exposes that

these obstacles are systemic, common, and disproportionately to the detriment of POC.

New professional POC often come out of school with greater debt from higher borrowing

rates than their white peers, only to enter into the same profession as them and receive

lower pay (Espinosa et al., 2019;  Libassi, 2018). Libassi (2018) highlights how Black

and Hispanic students are more likely to have to attend two-year, for-profit colleges that

have less money to spend on quality education. They borrow more to pay for the lesser

quality education which rewards them with an associates degree or “lesser degree” than

they could receive from a four-year, non-profit institution with a higher quality of

education. With the “lesser degree” they receive less pay than they could have with a

different degree. Then, certain fields require continuing education which costs more

money, and these vicious cycles of discrimination continue (Espinosa et al., 2019;

Libassi, 2018; U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).

White Supremacy in Psychology

The music therapy field is tightly intertwined with the psychology field. The issue

of white supremacy is prominent in many professional fields in addition to music therapy,

so the fields music therapy draws its approaches, theories and research from must be

examined. Psychology both in literature as well as the structure of the academic
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discipline has been centered around whiteness and maintained through the master

narrative. Mims (2019) defines the master narrative as the narrative that the dominant

culture, white people, set as the norm. Any perspective that challenges the master norm is

called the counter narrative and is deemed inadequate. Psychology theories and practices

often inform anything from political policies to educational interventions that impact

everyone in their daily lives. The master narrative having the power to inform how

professionals diagnose, conduct research, and educate students is yet another example of

how white supremacy permeates educational spaces with effects that are perpetuated by

professionals in many fields (Mims, 2019).

Establishment of Music Therapy as a Profession in the U.S.

Music therapy can be defined as “the clinical & evidence-based use of music

interventions to accomplish individualized goals within a therapeutic relationship by a

credentialed professional who has completed an approved music therapy program”

(AMTA, 2020). While music therapy as a concept has been around for centuries, with

early documentation of therapeutic music use going as far back as the 18th century, this

study will focus mainly on the establishment of the field as a profession in the U.S. which

gained momentum by the early 20th century (Hardy, 2018). The American Music

Therapy Association website states that Eva Augusta Vescelius, Isa Maud Ilsen, and

Harriet Ayer Seymour were founders of the earliest, short-lived associations. Innovators

in the development of the organized music therapy profession include psychiatrists and

music therapists Ira Altshuler, Willem van de Wall, and E. Thayer Gaston, known as the

father of music therapy (AMTA, 2020, para. 4). These three pioneers pushed the

profession forward and were instrumental through their advocacy, practice, and writing in
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the development of early music therapy training programs in the 1940s. The first

academic programs for music therapy first appeared at Michigan State, University of

Kansas, Chicago Musical College, College of the Pacific, and Alverno College. This

specialized degree is now offered at over 70 colleges/universities whose degree programs

are approved by the American Music Therapy Association (AMTA, 2020).

White Supremacy in Music Therapy

So why is it important to look at systems of oppression and patterns of white

supremacy in talking about the music therapy field? Each year, AMTA conducts a

workforce survey which provides information on populations and settings clinicians work

in, salaries, education levels, and demography of clinicians. The demography has

consistently shown from 2011 to 2018 that the music therapy field comprises 88 percent

white clinicians, dropping to 85 and 84 percent in the last two years (AMTA, 2011;

AMTA, 2018; AMTA, 2019; AMTA, 2020). The disappointing demography of the field

has implications for not only clinicians and students but clinical implications for clients.

In the healthcare field, Cooper and Powe (2004) reviews research that “links

patient–physician race and ethnic concordance with higher patient satisfaction and better

health care processes” (Cooper & Powe, 2004, p. ii). With less than 17 percent of music

therapy clinicians identifying as a race or ethnicity other than White or Caucasian, it may

be difficult for clients to find music therapists who speak their language or can more

deeply empathize with their cultural and social experiences. That is not to say that white

music therapists are not able to give clients of color what they need. However, it must be

considered whether or not a client or primary caretaker would have a choice in the matter.
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Black History in the Music Therapy Field

While it is not presently available as a resource on the AMTA’s website in their

history section, People of Color have made substantial contributions to the field. King

(2018) analyzes the roles of influential African-American women in music therapy. She

cites the work of Frances Goldberg, MA, MT-BC; Deforia Lane, PhD, MT-BC; June

Pulliam, MA, MT-BC; and Nellie Doty, MT-BC serving as the Founder and Director of

the Therapeutic Arts Institute of the Bonny Method training organization, the Director of

Music Therapy at multiple Cleveland Hospitals, the Founder and Director of Music

Therapy on an Island in Texas with numerous executive leadership positions, and a

Regional President with a position on the Certification Board for Music Therapists

(CBMT) respectively. These African-American women along with many others have

contributed to the field as Presidents, Founders and Directors of music therapy programs,

mentors and leaders in the field who blazed trails with “firsts” and received awards along

the way (King, 2018). King goes on to give her rationale for the research and video

project because “visibility could make the seemingly unattainable more tangible, as

studies on ethnicity and achievement show that students are motivated to emulate people

who look like them in leadership roles” (King, 2018, p. 7). While the contributions of

Black music therapists in the field are numerous and important, the American Music

Therapy Association’s webpage on the history of the field shows only white music

therapists.

More recently, culturally specific groups have been formed as a way to support

music therapists of various races and origins as students and professionals. In 2012,

Patricia Zárate Pérez and Cynthia Pimentel Koskela formed the Latin American Music
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Therapy Network (LAMTN) as a way to unify Latin American and hispanic music

therapists living in the United States and abroad. Since then, the LAMTN has grown as

an online community that aims to support Latin American music therapists and allies that

seek to become more culturally responsive when working with Latin American clients

(Latin American Music Therapy Network, 2020). At the national American Music

Therapy Association conference in 2015, 17 Black music therapists and students met for

a networking session, which sparked conversations about the need for more opportunities

for connection and support between Black music therapists (Black Music Therapy

Network, 2017). The organization provides scholarships and grants to contribute to the

advancements of Black music therapists in the field.

Current Discourse

Current discourses in the music therapy field have revealed the need for a larger

discussion. With all that was considered during the Master’s Level Entry (MLE) debate,

the literature from that time reveals holes in what and whom was being thought of. For

example, concerns that a transition from Bachelor’s Level Entry to MLE may contribute

to institutional racism by placing the degree to practice at entry level out of reach for

POC who are more systematically socially and financially disadvantaged, were countered

with concerns of the field’s outward legitimacy and keeping up with other fields of

therapy (Fisher & Crabtree, 2009, p. 657). Recent dialogue regarding the Black Lives

Matter movement on the Music Therapists Unite (n.d.) Facebook page exposed a number

of flaws in the way the page was being run and possibly, the field in the United States as

a whole by extension. It seems that much of the community is focused on where to go

next as a field instead of questioning how the current state of music therapy came to be.
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How does a field that promotes and claims to deeply value diversity come to look so

homogeneous? How could we discuss taking steps forward without considering the value

of who may be left behind? How did we get here? Perhaps, rather than constantly looking

forward to create progress in the music therapy field, we must take time to look back on

what has already been done with a critical eye. There is so much to be proud of and there

is still so much that needs to be recognized and corrected. Both things can be true.

“Notably, moral outrage directed exclusively as a social critique but with no

self-interrogation may have little effect on combating white supremacy and may

perpetuate white supremacy” (Grzanka et al, 2019, p. 492).
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Methods

Design

The design of this study is an historical inquiry of program directors’ awareness

of white supremacy in music therapy education. Historical research aims to understand

the past and, in this case, how past practices have impacted and continue to inform

current practices and systems of white supremacy (Danto, 2008). As history is not static

or fixed, looking at historical events or practices through the lens of new and current

perspectives frames “history as a process” (Brundage, 2017, pp. 5-6). It also seeks to

determine directors’ levels of awareness of white supremacy in their institutions and how

they have used their awareness in the past compared to how they use it today.  Program

directors of college’s music therapy programs in one region of the United States were

interviewed about the history of their programs, the current state of diversity, steps that

have been taken, and future plans for increasing diversity. A single region was chosen

based on the idea that different regions of the country may overall have different racial

climates and levels of diversity. Subjects’ responses were coded for themes. Schools and

their respective music therapy program directors were assigned letters A, B, and C.

Questions were adjusted slightly based on the age of the programs at each institution and

particularly for school C, which is a new program.

Participants

Participants were chosen because music therapy program directors hold positions

of power, controlling program admissions, audition requirements, curriculum, hiring,

grading, and clinical placements. Each school has unique facets that may impact the

amount of racial diversity in their music therapy programs such as location, admissions
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and audition processes, private versus public, admission requirements and tuition rates, to

name a few. To ensure the anonymity of the participants, the region in question is being

omitted, along with the directors’ responses being coded and omitting any other

identifying information. It is paramount to include that all three participants are music

therapists in positions of power as program directors who identify as white, Causcasian,

or of European descent.

Directors A, B, and C come from schools of varied backgrounds. Director A is the

director of the first music therapy program in its region. The director describes the

program as having very little diversity. Director B directs a program developed in the 90s

that is filled with ethnic diversity because of the large number of international students

who attend. However, Director B differentiated the ethnic diversity from racial diversity

by stating there is not as much racial diversity as there is ethnic. Director C is the director

of a brand new music therapy program that is still in the early phases of being

established. Director C identified very few students and faculty of races other than

Caucasian. The schools are physically located in different areas of the region with

differing surrounding communities. School A is in a rural town next to a large city, while

School B is in the downtown area of a city and School C is in a suburban area. Though

the three schools are different in location, size, age, and other aspects from each other,

there were common themes that came up in each interview along with awareness of

different issues unique to each school itself.

Procedures

Each common theme and all the topics of conversation unique to each school

were analyzed through the lens of Critical Race Theory. Themes were examined for the
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following: how they are barriers to racial diversity, program directors’ awareness and

perceptions of systems of white supremacy, historical significance according to the

literature review, and potential solutions according to the participants and the literature.

Participants were encouraged to not focus too much on what they thought would be

correct to say and to be authentic about their own perceptions and awareness of how

white supremacy presents itself and impacts their respective music therapy programs.

Data Collected

Music therapy program directors were each interviewed separately about their

respective institutions via Zoom video chat. Interviews were recorded via zoom and

saved in three separate password protected files on a private computer. Interviews were

transcribed for coding purposes and also saved in a password protected file.

Data Analysis

Interview transcriptions were placed into a private coding program to be

examined for common words and phrases. From this program, the most heavily discussed

topics were examined by the researcher to derive common themes between all three

interviews. One theme, white fragility, was examined by the white researcher relistening

and watching interviews. This examination was followed by researching common signs

and behaviors of white fragility as defined by BIPOC researchers in the literature.

Ethical Considerations

Prior to data collection through interviews, the researcher obtained approval from

the Institutional Review Board through Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College. Participants

received informed consent during recruitment and again at the time of the interviews.

Informed consent listed the feelings of white guilt as a potential risk of participating in an
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interview. The literature states that in order to undo systems of white supremacy,

conversations about the systems and their harm need to be had. The data was stored in a

password protected file on a private computer, and will remain stored for one year from

the time of the interview.

Researcher Bias

The point of analyzing white fragility is not to shame, but to lean into the

discomfort with the goal of remediation. As a white music therapist, the researcher

remained introspective and examined their own feelings and moments of white fragility

throughout the process in order to be aware of their own biases that could stem from their

education experience or their lived experience of whiteness. The researcher’s process for

checking personal biases included member checking, peer conversations, journaling for

self-reflection, and utilizing resources that offer POC perspectives such as podcasts,

books, articles, and online forums.

Validity and Reliability

The validity of the study may be impacted by a number of factors such as white

fragility, fear of public perception, and the directors’ lack of awareness in certain areas.

Levels of trustworthiness and openness of the directors may have varied based on the

pre-established relationship between the researcher and participants at the time of data

collection. The reliability of the study and future studies like it may fluctuate over time

depending on the region, identity of directors interviewed, and racial and social climate

of the U.S. among other factors.
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Results

Although three program directors were interviewed about the same topic, based

on the nature of their respective institutions, each director’s awareness of white

supremacy within music therapy education was focused on the aspects of their own

schools with some overlap of themes. Interview transcripts were coded for common

words to derive themes. Even though questions did not directly ask about curriculum,

colonization, and lack of POC representation, those topics were the most heavily

discussed between all three interviews. While white fragility was not explicitly talked

about in the interviews, the study would be remiss to not discuss moments of white

fragility that all white people can experience or exhibit behaviors of when discussing the

topics of race, especially when white people are pushed to examine themselves in the

context of their own race.

Common Themes

The common themes that arose during the interviews included curricula heavily

rooted in one genre of music, colonization of learning, professionals of color

representation, and feelings of guilt or a lack of control which will be labeled as white

fragility. Each of these themes can be traced back to historically racist practices that have

perpetuated white supremacy. While all the directors have awareness of these issues, they

are in various stages of recognizing and remediating the effects of the issues on their own

students.

Theme I: Music Therapy Curriculum

The common theme of curriculum being a potential barrier to a positive climate

for diversity came up in varied ways between the three schools. Director A’s music
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therapy program, along with the music education program, has always been classically

based. During seniors’ final semester, one unit of a class is dedicated to cultural diversity

in music therapy practice. This program also incorporates a class based in improvisation,

which is typically associated with Black music. Recently, Director A implemented a

World Music class, providing students more opportunity to learn about how music from

different cultures can be incorporated into their practice of music therapy.

Director B oversees a very different program that is based in the African diaspora,

and specifically jazz music. Students at the institution take “one semester of western

classical music, one semester of music in the African diaspora, and then their third

semester is their choice. It’s anything from The History of Rock and Roll, to the History

of Blues, to Women in Music, and so on” (Director B). In addition to limiting student

repertoire and perpetuating white supremacy, basing an entire curriculum on Eurocentric

music is a form of colonization in music therapy education, which happens to be the next

common theme between participant interviews.

Director C spoke about the phrase music is a universal language. They identified

this sentiment as a myth and went on to explain that “the act of musicking might be

[universal] but music is not” (Director C). The use of that phrase is highly dismissive of

the issues musicians of color face in music therapy education that the data and literature

show. Director C additionally spoke about the challenge of finding instructors who can

teach music of various diasporas with authenticity and how teaching music from different

cultures from the perspective of someone with Western training impacts the quality of the

education. This observation speaks to two of the common themes; the curriculum itself

and representation of people of color and various cultures as teachers and supervisors,
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which will be discussed later. It is important to note authenticity as a key factor in

teaching music, especially as music therapists, and how any form of cultural

appropriation should be avoided. This awareness could call into question the authenticity

with which students at school B are taught with all the different classes students can

choose from in their music study of choice semester. While Director C did not dive deep

into the music curriculum at their institution, they did bring up the audition process for

acceptance into the program which precedes learning the curriculum.

Director C discussed the process of auditions having more options to increase the

musical diversity of what can be demonstrated. Students with and without training in

Western music have the option to do either sight reading, improvisation over a musical

track, or making music with faculty in a call and response style. Improvisation and call

and response format incorporate styles of music making more familiar to cultures of

music outside of the Eurocentric styles that most schools require. Director B, whose

program is based in the African diaspora, discussed recent changes to their audition

process that may enable more students to show their “innate musical talent” (Director B).

They shared that up until 2016, their audition process used to require that international

students read a passage to see if they could comprehend English well enough to be taught

in English. Director B labeled it “very discriminatory” and it was likened to literacy tests

administered to prospective voters from the 1890s to the 1960s to disenfranchised racial

minorities. Prospective students also had to play a piece of music and were not allowed to

sing in their native language. Now, audition pieces can be anything from orchestral pieces

to electronic music and everything in between and in any language. While Director A’s

audition process includes the performing song of any genre that best demonstrates the
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students' musicianship. A classical piece or art song is also required along with sight

reading.

Theme II: Colonization of Learning

Regarding clinical supervisors and faculty, Directors A, B, and C spoke about the

limited number of music therapists of color available in their areas to teach or supervise

interns and practicum students. All three participants demonstrated awareness of the lack

of POC they have as faculty and supervisors, while Director B further discussed issues

that may arise when placing students with supervisors who attended the same educational

institution. Director A mentions using clinical placements with “disability, race and

religion” diversity as a way of teaching students how to build closeness with clients away

from the institution’s illusion of racial uniformity. Director C also cited clinical work as a

modality for exposing students to “linguistic and cultural differences” in music therapy

practice.

It appears that all three Directors have struggled with bringing racial diversity to

their institutions, but they have more access to diversity in their surrounding communities

and clinical placement facilities. Students in the microcosm of a predominantly white

school with white instructors may get by with Western repertoire and ideologies in their

practice. However, once they enter the profession and interact with racially diverse

clients, the Directors expressed that there is a need for exposure to different races and

cultures so that they may practice in a culturally responsive way. The opportunity for this

may vary based on the location and diversity of the communities surrounding institutions.

Creativity may be necessary until the field can build up enough diversity that music

therapists, teachers, and clinical supervisors of color are abundant across the nation.
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Increasing racial diversity directly increases diversity of thought which benefits all

professional music therapists as well as their clients.

Theme III: Lack of Representation of Teachers and Supervisors of Color

Representation of racially diverse music therapists in the field, including teachers,

clinical supervisors, and professionals is an issue at all three schools. The three

participants all expressed concern for the lack of music therapists of color supervising

their students. They demonstrated awareness of their surrounding community’s racial

demographics and that their cohorts of music majors are not representative of the larger

community demographics. Director A stated that in their time at the school, they have

hired one Asian music therapist “and some males” with the rest being white women.

Director A added that since they began at the institution about 26 years ago, they have

graduated “one or two” Black music therapy students. They acknowledged throughout

the conversation that the institution is “so white.”

Director B mentioned a lack of racial, linguistic and gender diversity in the

institution’s department chairs and teachers. While linguistic issues were not the focus of

the questions, it could be tied to racial diversity. After removing the requirement of

reading a passage in English, Director B questioned why the school lacks diversity of

staff for students to be supported in learning with English not being their primary

language. They then explained that because of the increased utilization of telehealth,

students have been able to do virtual clinical placements with more diverse supervisors.

Director C said that having a “single faculty member who is a person of color” doesn’t

give students a lot of places to go when the faculty and other students inflict harm on

them. Director C recognized how this harm may come in the form of microaggressions.
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With a negative campus climate for diversity, these microaggressions may occur more

often and perpetuate the achievement gap when POC drop out. Teachers of color can act

as positive examples of achieving in a predominantly white field and should be not

tokenized, but highly valued in academic settings.

Theme IV: White Fragility

There were moments during the interviews that could be identified as

emotionality and moments of avoidance before returning to the topic of race, which are

two hallmark behaviors of white fragility as defined by the literature. One example of an

emotional response to discussing race was when Director A expressed feeling “helpless”

and that they do not have control over certain systems of white supremacy such as

academic admissions to the college itself. Director C questioned their qualification, based

on their whiteness and despite their power, to make changes that will increase diversity,

although they recognize they are “doing [their] best.” Director B, as well as A and C,

answered some questions replacing race with a different category of diversity such as

gender, religious, or linguistic before touching on racial diversity. Despite these moments

of what may indicate white fragility, the participants sat in and moved through discomfort

and demonstrated willingness to be vulnerable and acknowledge their power,

shortcomings, and need to support and be supported.

Other Themes

In addition to opening the curriculum for all types of music appreciation and

application, these “uncomfortable conversations” need to be brought into the classroom.

According to school B and C, unpacking issues and ignorance around race is beneficial

for students when done in a group learning environment like the classroom. Director B
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told stories about students doing research attempting to put themselves in the position as

an expert on the experiences of people of a different race. Students who were encouraged

to reflect on why they may want to do a different topic, their instincts were to quickly

brush it off. Director B encouraged students to stay with the discomfort, unpack the

problems, and create a learning moment for everyone in the room. Director C is

intentional with creating assignments that have students examine their biases related to

not only race, but “ableism and preconception of personhood.” Their intention with these

assignments is to normalize conversations about differences and reflect on one’s own

shortcomings, oversights, and biases.

32



Discussion

The study seeks to measure the awareness of structures of white supremacy that

music therapy program directors have in their respective programs. The purpose of this

historical inquiry is to explore music therapy program director’s awareness of past and

current systems of white supremacy in the music therapy field for clinicians in the United

States that prevent BIPOC from becoming music therapists.

Meaning of Data

These common themes are all related and interact to perpetuate one another, and

therefore perpetuate white supremacy in music therapy education. From the history of

eugenics in education and segregation of schools to current perceptions of America’s

racial climate, institutional racism and white supremacy are quite entangled in American

education. The themes have implications in music therapy education, the professional

field and academia itself according to information gleaned from the literature review.

Several other themes were brought up during the interviews that are relevant to racial

diversity in music therapy programs.

Theme I: Music Therapy Curriculum and Music Itself

Curriculum rooted in Western/European/white music, as Hess (2017) describes,

perpetuates white supremacy in music education by labeling music of the African

diaspora as simple and primitive while music composed by white men is granted the

reputation of being sophisticated. Although it has been acknowledged that music therapy

is a variation of non-Western uses of music for healing, Western music is the predominant

style that music therapists are trained in (Chiang, 2008, p. 3). Asserting white dominance

and POC inferiority in music education is precisely how eugenics influenced all areas of
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education (Chitty, 2007; Winfield, 2007). Hess goes on to cite Gustafon (2009), which

detailed how the music curricula in the 1800s was intent on hegemony and would exclude

“Black music and Aboriginal music” from music and music appreciation courses. As this

pattern has not been fully corrected, the ideology can prevent music therapy students

from building a culturally diverse repertoire for culturally appropriate treatment and

impact audition readiness of students who are not proficient in Western music.

Strict requirements rooted in Western musical practices for music therapy

program auditions may be a barrier for students of color when attempting to enter

programs (Council of Arts Accrediting Associations, 1994; Hess, 2017; Koza, 2008).

Some qualities of the three schools, such as religious affiliation, age, location, or

ideologies of the founders and those at the top of the power dynamic may have influences

on the kind of music that dominates the curriculum and audition requirements. However,

it is vital that the participants continue to be aware of how that creates barriers to racial

diversity and how they can pivot to be more inclusive. Along with pushes for increased

diversity in the curriculum, music therapists in power must address how the audition

process can involve gatekeeping practices to students of color wishing to enter the

profession.

The “myth of music as a universal language” as Hess (2017) calls it is something

that should be excluded from the music therapy narrative. It is incredibly dismissive of

the potential for harm in the practice with how powerful music can be. Along with the

therapist, the therapeutic application of music, the therapeutic relationship, and ecological

factors, the actual music presented is a risk factor in the music therapy and harm model

(Murakami, 2021). Director C states that “music is not universal. The act of musicking
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might be, but music is not.” The ideology behind the cliche is dismissive of the potential

for harm with culturally insensitive music used in practice and education and gives music

therapists who cling so tightly to Western music an excuse not to consider expanding

their repertoire in a culturally responsive way.

Theme II: Colonization

Much like the curriculum of music therapy education is colonized, there is also

colonization and hemoginy related to the faculty and mentors who are teaching the

content. Colonization as it is generally understood it can be defined as some form of

invasion, dispossession, and subjugation of a people. The long term result of this

subjugation is institutionalized inequality (Racial Equity Tools, 2021). As it relates to

whiteness and music therapy, colonization occurs when students from a school are taught

by white teachers and clinical supervisors who received the same education. It is not that

these teachers are not knowledgeable and qualified to teach or supervise a student in a

clinical placement. However, it does not leave room for contrasting perspectives or

diversity in the field when the students become professionals. For a field in which

services must be highly individualized based on the needs of clients, colonization in the

education of music therapy may lead to uniformity in how new professionals practice. A

few trademarks of colonized education include a lack of accountability measures for

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives and high turnover or a complete lack of

BIPOC staff and faculty (Lehman, 2020). These trademarks are consequential of America

and its education system’s long history of institutional racism.
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Theme III: Representation

In addition to colonizing music therapy education, the lack of representation of

teachers and supervisors of color can be detrimental to students of color who enter music

therapy programs in a number of ways. The literature reveals the effects of students of

color who do not see people who look like them represented in positions of authority

(Espinosa et al., 2019). Several negative outcomes include a negative campus climate for

diversity, higher dropout rates, limited access to mentors who can better understand the

lived experience of POC as students, and other issues that contribute to the achievement

gap (Hurtado et al., 1999; Lehman, 2020; United States Census Bureau, 2017)

Professional and cultural competence go hand in hand, and teachers of color can serve as

immediate models for success to the students in front of them (Vilson, 2015). Director B

stated that not only is it important to recruit teachers and supervisors of color, but it is

also imperative that POC are encouraged to stay in the music therapy field without them

being tokenized. Tokenism is covert racism that occurs when those in power recruit POC

to serve as racialized props that give the illusions of a person or organization being not

racist (Racial Equity Tools, 2021). Barriers to recruiting teachers of color for music

therapy programs may be linked back to POC facing obstacles to be admitted into the

programs to become professionals themselves.

Theme IV: White Fragility

All three directors expressed at one or more points during each interview feelings

of guilt, lack of control over certain things, and fear that they are not doing “enough” to

prioritize diversity and working to dismantle systems of white supremacy at their

institutions. Through the lens of CRT, racism is deeply rooted and inherent in society. No
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white person is an exception to having racist tendencies, thoughts, and reactions, which

means all white people can experience white fragility when confronted with racial issues

that one is inherently complicit in. Langrehr et al. (2021) identified emotionality,

victimization, exceptionalism, accommodation of psychological safety, denial and

dismissal, avoidance, and racial colorblindness as hallmark behaviors of white fragility.

The white researcher’s perception of the interviews is that there were no moments where

directors claimed to be the victim of reverse racism or the exception to the rule, denied or

dismissed manifestations of white supremacy, requested accommodations for their own

psychological safety and comfort, or claimed to not “see color.” It should be noted that if

a researcher of color were to analyze the interviews, they would have more insight and

possibly identify more examples of white fragility.

Applebaum (2020) argues that white fragility stems from invulnerability and that

developing vulnerability is a counter to white fragility. She offers that working through

discomfort without running from or coddling it and through the lens of critical hope is the

way to build vulnerability. In addition to developing vulnerability, white people must

combat being complicit in upholding white supremacy by continuously and actively

learning, changing and assessing progress and barriers to progress. Director B described

many concepts related to affecting change as a “parallel process.” When presented with

new information about clients, music therapists change course or continue forward based

on the information, and then continue to assess progress. The way clinicians approach

empowering clients to reach their goals is the same way all music therapists, especially

those in power, should approach the need to increase and retain racial diversity in the

field.
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Feelings of Helplessness

Participants cited facets of the school that they do not have direct control of, such

as academic admissions and outreach. There were moments of struggle with being in a

position of power but not necessarily the right position to make changes that will increase

racial diversity. There are certain characteristics and actions of an entire institution that

program directors cannot control. For example, the placement of the school in the

country, the ideology of its surrounding community, it’s history and roots, or the policies

put into place by the government depending on if a school is public or private are really

out of the music therapy program directors’ control. Because some educators have a

union, schools are not legally able to require DEI training for teachers and department

chairs. Director B talked about how their institution places more emphasis on students

rather than staff learning cultural humility. In Director B’s case, their clinical supervisors

are listed as independent contractors under the school. This allows them to require DEI

training, while other staff can only be strongly encouraged to attend the trainings. All

three Directors discussed taking trainings for their own competence. While CBMT

recertification has a 3 credit per five year cycle ethics requirement, the CMTEs do not

necessarily have to be about race or diversity (CBMT, 2020, p. 9).

White guilt was a risk for research participants and may be a risk for any music

therapist who commits to dismantling white supremacy which white clinicians have been

benefiting from. Music therapists may want to seek supervision on what steps to take and

how to reflect on feelings of personal discomfort without it becoming a barrier to positive

change. Director A expressed feeling helpless in certain areas, but had admiration for,
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rather than jealousy, of other schools that have more racial diversity and appear to have

control when it comes to being set up for POC to attend and succeed.

Additional and Non-Academic Programs

Director A brought up how the other programs outside of music therapy have an

impact on the school’s, and potentially the program’s racial diversity. Sports, academic

majors, Greek life, and clubs offered by the college may be considerations for prospective

students. Until about a decade ago, Institution A was a “women’s only” school. It was

rooted in a branch of Christianity and dominated by white women when the president of

the college opened it up to men and introduced men and women’s sports. They cited the

introduction of a football team as one program that brought more racial and gender

diversity to the school. Sports are the main source of diversity for the school and also

require that students commit a lot of their time to their teams. Director A remains flexible

and accommodating for music therapy students who also do sports, recognizing that they

may be at the school for a sports scholarship and that the sport may be part of their

self-care.

Similarly, Director B and C described additional programs at their institutions that

are directly aimed at increasing diversity. School B offers a free music program for inner

city students. The top students of the program receive full scholarships to attend the

school. While this is a great opportunity to get an education on a scholarship, Director B

recognized that some students, due to their K-12 educational experiences, may not be

prepared with the skills to succeed in a college setting. It is important to identify what

actions are truly supportive for students of color and what may actually be doing them a

disservice so that they cannot succeed outside of the support of the Director or institution.
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They intend to continue implementing resources for support so that the challenges for

POC that come once they do get into college do not keep them from succeeding and

entering the professional field. School C has an advocacy network for students of color in

the arts programs so that they have support both at and outside of the school itself. Peer

support is as important as having teachers of color in grappling with being a POC in a

predominantly white institution.

Importance of Families

Director B and C discussed that a student’s education is often a family matter.

They emphasized the importance of communicating to the families of students that an

investment of time and money in a music therapy program can be of value in the long

run. Families of prospective students want to know that they are investing in job stability,

job satisfaction and financial benefit. As the literature shows, those factors are oftentimes

lacking for graduates of color (Libassi, 2018).  In attempting to increase diversity,

families and prospective students of color need to be shown that they can have thriving

careers in music therapy. This is another reason representation in staffing is so crucial to

racial diversity and retention (Vilson, 2015). Teachers and supervisors of color are

important examples of viable careers in music therapy in addition to being essential to the

campus climate for diversity and retention of POC students.

Potential Methods for Increasing Racial Diversity

The three participants and all music therapy program directors in America may

benefit from learning and borrowing tactics for increasing racial diversity from experts on

POC’s lived experiences and from each other. For example, Director C may imitate what

is working at the more fully established institutions and avoid what has been revealed to
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be problematic. The more established institutions may realize what they missed at the

ground level as Director C builds the program from the ground up with an emphasis on

and outside encouragement to create equitability for students of all races. Throughout the

interviews, the participants outlined their creative and structural ideas for increasing

diversity going forward.

Director A talked about what the next steps may be for building racial diversity at

their school. In addition to being conscious about exposing students to diversity through

their clinical placements, inviting speakers of different races and backgrounds to come

speak with the students may improve the climate for diversity. Director B echoed this

sentiment when discussing bringing in the experts on diversity rather than “us pretending

to be the experts.” In order to empathize with client experiences, music therapists must be

willing to believe them as they see it and not how they imagine a client’s experience to

be. Hearing about the history, current issues, and potential solutions for the challenges

POC face in education and in the professional field may help students to empathize with,

recognize, and seek to help with making changes that will improve the academic and

social experience for students of color. Director A also talked about recruitment strategies

that would need to happen “at the ground level with admissions.” They had the idea of

using images of diversity to visually advertise a diverse music therapy program in order

to attract more diversity to the campus. Director A is aware of their school’s white profile

and believes that showing visual representations of diversity will allow POC to see

people who look like themselves in the role of music therapy students.

Director B in the past few years has done a complete overhaul of the curriculum

and audition requirements, and is continuing to take feedback from students of color in
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the program and assess where more support is needed. Director B brought up asking for

feedback from stakeholders and being willing to listen. A DEI committee within the

music therapy department with student representation was established, which is what

initially led to the curriculum overhaul and audition and admission requirements. They

emphasized the importance of encouraging music therapists of color to stay in the field,

take on educational and supervisory roles, and fill positions of power without being

“tokenized” in their spaces.

Director C has awareness of the surrounding community’s racial demographics

and that the cohort of music majors is not representative of the larger community

demographics. Their idea for increasing diversity involves outreach with the surrounding

community who may benefit from students at the school succeeding to give back to the

community as professionals. Direct C is working to set up an advisory board with at least

half of the members being BIPOC. The members are stakeholders in the surrounding

community who will help design and continually reassess strategies for recruiting BIPOC

students. The advisory board will track metrics disaggregated by race to see how BIPOC

student rates of 4-6 year graduation, retention rates, and other metrics look compared to

students from “non-minority communities.”

Limitations of the Study

The study began as an examination of white supremacy in multiple facets of

music therapy including educational, professional, and organizational systems riddled

with barriers for POC music therapy students and professionals. The issues surrounding

white supremacy are expansive and deeply rooted in the field’s history alongside U.S.

history. The study was narrowed down to education, as music therapy’s educational
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practices can reasonably be identified as the origin or starting point of the barriers that

aspiring and professional music therapists of color face. Additionally, the study was

conducted with a small pool of participants all identifying as white, thus results cannot be

looked at compared to how POC program directors may have responded. Finally, there

were no researchers of color involved in analysis of the themes, which would have

provided a more thorough examination of participant responses.

Participant Awareness

Each participant demonstrated awareness of barriers to racial diversity, how the

power dynamic of being program directors can contribute to the issues and the solutions,

what the next steps may be for their institutions, and the importance of continuous

growth, accountability, and commitment to vulnerability. Areas of growth for the

directors, and for all white people, may include introspection and self check-ins to

examine behaviors and thoughts of white fragility. While expressions of guilt, fear, and

feelings of being out of control are normal, they must also be acknowledged as moments

of bringing focus to a white person’s self and away from those who are directly and

negatively impacted. At times, directors had moments of avoidance in answering

questions about race by talking about gender, religion, language and other types of

identifiers before answering in terms of race. This may be considered an avoidant

behavior or placing emphasis on intersectionality as a key component of dismantling

white supremacy.

Future Research Recommendations

Multi-cultural competency involves the process of learning about and being allied

with people from other cultures, thereby broadening our own understanding and ability to
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participate in a multicultural process. The key elements to becoming more culturally

competent are respect for the ways that others exist in the world and an openness to learn

from experts about their own experiences (Racial Equity Tools, 2021). A buzz phrase that

has been used in society, mainly referring to the Black Lives Matter movement, is

“listening and learning.” The learning from the experts needs to be followed by

commitment to allyship and taking action to make tangible changes. The three directors

interviewed for this study expressed the importance of learning from one another, never

claiming to be an expert, and commitment to resisting and dismantling systems of white

supremacy.

Researchers should include POC in their research for analyzing data. As

previously stated, this researcher may have missed any microaggressions, covert racism,

or behaviors of white fragility due to personal bias and a lived experience of whiteness. It

may also be beneficial to compare and contrast interviews or data collected from program

directors of color with that of program directors who are white. Additionally, researchers

and other music therapists, especially those in power, should never become complacent in

efforts to increase, retain, and celebrate racial diversity.

Conclusion

Despite the improvements cited by the participants, there is a long way to go

before music therapy becomes a field that is truly representative of the diversity in

America and of the people in communities that clinicians serve. There is so much in the

field to be proud of and there are still many issues that need to be recognized and

corrected to increase diversity and the value of the profession. Both things can be true.
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Appendix B - Interview Questions

1. How would you characterize the state of your program’s racial diversity when you

became the program director?

2. What is your awareness of the campus climate for racial diversity as a whole?

3. How would you characterize the music therapy department’s climate for diversity,

relating to both students and professors?

4. What year in your time as program director did the program have the least racial

diversity? What about the most? How did the climate of the program feel different

during those times?

5. How would you characterize the recruitment process regarding diversity?

6. How do you think the admissions process (academic, auditions, etc) impacts

racial diversity?

7. What kind of diversity, equity and inclusion training, if any, are directors,

professors and clinical supervisors required to take part in?

8. How do you consider race when placing students with practicum and internship

supervisors?

9. What changes have you made as program director to increase/improve the climate

for diversity?

10. What changes do you plan on making to increase racial diversity in your

program?
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