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Abstract 
During the Great Depression of the 1930s in the United States, the federal government tried 
several avenues to lift the heavy unemployment within the country.  One of these was the 
Works Project Administration (WPA), 1935-1943.  Artists and musicians were particularly 
hard hit during this period.  In an unprecedented effort not to loose the talents of the country’s 
artists, President Franklin D. Roosevelt established a section of the WPA called Federal 
Project One.  This focused exclusively on the arts and encompassed separate Federal Projects 
for Theater, Music, the Visual Arts, and Writers.  Within the Federal Music Project (FMP) 
were sections for instrumental and vocal performing groups, music copyists and binders, and 
music teaching. During this period, many unemployed private music teachers were retrained 
to become music teachers in the rural schools of America. This research paper focuses on the 
teacher education components of the FMP.  Since the project was run similarly in many 
states, one state may serve as an exemplar for all, in this case the state of Michigan. Included 
are primary source information about the rural school needs assessment for the state, teacher 
training workshops, and the interrelationship between the teacher education section and the 
other music sections of the WPA. Although it never came to fruition, the WPA/FMP was 
perhaps the greatest attempt in the United States to provide federal support for the arts.  The 
music teacher education component was a vital component. 
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Introduction 

 

During the Great Depression of the 1930s in the United States, banks failed, companies 

closed, and wide-spread unemployment forced many people to go ‘on relief’ for basic 

sustenance. These were difficult economic times at best for the general population, and the 

federal government tried several avenues to lift the heavy unemployment within the country.  

One of these efforts was the Works Progress Administration (WPA), which operated from 

1935 to 1943, to provide work building highways, dams, bridges and the like. Artists and 

musicians were particularly hard hit during this period.  In an unprecedented effort not to lose 

the talents of the country’s artists, President Franklin D. Roosevelt established a special 

section of the WPA called Federal Project One.  This endeavor focused exclusively on 

keeping artists employed as such and encompassed separate Federal Projects for Theater, 

Music, Art, and Writers.  Under the Federal Music Project (FMP) musicians could apply for 

work as instrumentalists and vocalists in newly established performing ensembles. The FMP 

also hired music copyists, binders and librarians, composers, and music teachers. 

 

Review of Literature 

 

From 1935 to 1939, the primary information about the WPA Federal Music Project 

(WPA/FMP) came directly from the Administrator’s Office.  During that period, Nikolai 

Sokoloff, National Director of the FMP, submitted summaries of the Music Project for the US 

Congress. Once the WPA moved from federal to state control (1939-1943), the federal WPA 

oversight commissioner wrote yearly reports. These reports cover all the WPA activities from 

road building to the arts, and are filled with graphs and tables of unemployment figures and 
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expenditures along with a brief narrative (Report on Progress of the WPA Program, 1939, 

1940, 1941, 1942; Final Report on the WPA Program, 1935-1943, 1943.).  

 The Record of Program Operation and Accomplishment, which George Foster, the 

last National WPA/FMP Program Director, delivered to Congress in 1943 was an extensive 

overview of the work from the WPA/Federal Project One’s inception in 1935 to its 

disbanding in 1943. This is the only original compendium of the entire project available.  It is 

descriptive in nature, offering explanation and interpretation. 

Popular magazines also carried articles to enlighten the average musical public about the 

workings of the Music Project. In the April 1937 issue of The Etude, for example, there is a 

clear explanation of the various components of the FMP, identifying the teaching projects 

along with the symphony orchestra, opera, music copying, and composition projects.  The 

article noted that in 1936, 1, 290 teachers were employed through the WPA, working in 286 

individual project locations. Because of their WPA work, some teachers were hired by school 

districts where previously there had been no music instruction at all (Sokoloff, 1937, pp. 221-

2). Similar articles appeared in Literary Digest (‘WPA Melody for Twenty Millions: Federal 

Music Project’, September, 1936, p. 22), Current History  (‘Federal Music Project’, 

September, 1938, pp. 42-4) and the Musical Quarterly (Ashley Pettis, ‘The WPA and the 

American Composer’, September, 1940, pp. 101-12). 

WPA/FMP administrators at both the national and state level presented speeches at 

music education meetings. These speeches were informational in nature, often giving an 

outline of events, plans, and goals for the WPA/FMP, in particular for music education and 

teacher retraining. Some of these presentations were published in the Music Educators 

National Conference yearbooks; others were in the yearbooks of the Music Teachers National 

Association (Maier, 1938; Moore, 1939; Finney, 1940). 
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The work of the WPA/FMP has also been the subject of several dissertations and 

books. The dissertations of Kenneth Bindas, Cornelius Canon, and Janelle Warren-Findley 

each provided overviews of the Federal Music Project from their various perspectives: music 

as American cultural nationalism, music in a democracy, and music as a political/social 

experiment in American history, respectively (Canon, 1963; Warren-Findley, 1973; Bindas, 

1988). William Woodworth’s research focused exclusively on the FMP in New Jersey 

(Woodworth, 1970). 

William F. McDonald devoted several chapters in his book Federal Relief 

Administration and the Arts to outlining the origins and administrative history of the WPA 

and Federal Project One (McDonald, 1969, Chapters 23 and 24). He allotted one chapter each 

to the separate arts within the Project:  Theater, Art, Writers, and Music. The chapter on the 

FMP covers each component of the Music Project: Symphony orchestras; opera; composers, 

the composers’ forum and the index of American composers; radio programs; music festivals; 

world fairs; folk music; music copying and the music analysis unit; and music education and 

teacher training.  This last section offered a concise picture of the various ways music 

education was a part of the WPA, from music appreciation lectures prior to concerts by WPA 

orchestras to studio teacher retraining for placement with large class lessons at community 

centers (Ibid. Chapter 25). 

 Milton Meltzer (1976) wrote a book about the WPA arts projects for younger readers, 

wherein he explained the different ways the WPA helped the people of America.  He included 

photographs along with his narrative to help young people understand this portion of 

American history.  His descriptions of the Music Project included a brief section on music 

education and community music.  

 Kathryn Flynn gave a succinct overview of Roosevelt’s New Deal programs in her 

book The New Deal, and specifically included a chapter devoted to the Federal Music Project.  
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However it is almost exclusively devoted to the performing groups established under the 

FMP.  There is no mention of the education projects except for a last, somewhat inaccurate, 

comment that in today’s economy schools ‘have little or no funds to provide music as a part 

of their curriculum’ and a suggestion that lessons from the FMP be ‘considered as a possible 

remedy’ (Flynn, 2008, pp. 56-63).  

 

Review Summary and Purpose 

 

Each researcher has his/her own focus for this topic, and since there is a great deal of primary 

source information, no one covered the topic of music education under the WPA exclusively 

or exhaustively.  The Record of Program Operation and Accomplishment is the only primary 

source that contains a complete review of the entire project.  However, it is a final report for 

the nation and does not contain specific examples for every state or for every section of the 

WPA/FMP.   

 Since each piece of research presents some portion of the music education picture 

under the WPA/FMP, this research focuses on collating this existing information, focusing 

particularly on music education and music teacher education within the FMP. Given that the 

project was run similarly in many states, one state may serve as an exemplar for all, in this 

case the state of Michigan, which had an ‘exceptionally fine’ WPA Music Program (Foster, 

1943, pp. 368-9).  

 

Historical Context 

 

By the time of the Wall Street crash in 1929, musicians in the United States were already in 

the throes of unemployment. The armed forces had employed many bandsmen during World 
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War I, however, these bandsmen returned home to find jobs becoming more and more scarce 

as the 1920s progressed.  First, the increased popularity of the phonograph made live 

performances less desirable; then the newly introduced radio cut positions for live music in 

restaurants and hotel dining rooms.  Some of these musicians were absorbed as instrumental 

teachers in the newly organized programs of the public schools; many were not. With the 

introduction of talking films in 1928, pit orchestras from the erstwhile silent movies became 

redundant, adding to the unemployment rolls. The Depression of the 1930s completed this list 

of employment woes for musicians as the economic strain curtailed the sale of concert tickets 

for the symphony and opera, and the population saved money by dropping private lessons and 

cutting financial support for local community performing groups. In 1934, the American 

Federation of Musicians union estimated that 70% of its national membership was 

unemployed (McDonald, 1969, pp. 586-7). In addition, the economic conditions forced school 

systems to make deep cuts in their budgets, often reducing music funding or cutting music 

teaching positions altogether (Wilson, 1935, p.19). 

 

The WPA/FMP 

 

In 1935 President Roosevelt appointed Harry Hopkins National Administrator of the WPA.  

With the President’s approval, Hopkins designed Federal Project One to create a cultural 

program that would help the citizenry through the Depression. He appointed Nikolai Sokoloff 

to be director of the WPA/Federal Music Project.   

As a well-known conductor, performer and composer, and someone who believed 

‘music is a public right and obligation’ (Sokollof, 1937, cited in Bindas, 1988), Sokoloff had 

the musical credentials and the insight into the need for cultural service to give the FMP the 

strength it needed to begin. Sokoloff put together a team to hire unemployed musicians and 
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build orchestras, concert bands, and other performing ensembles for the US.  Besides his 

immediate administrative staff, he appointed four regional staff leaders and twenty-four state 

directors, with an eye to both their administrative and musical abilities (Sokoloff, 1936). 

Endeavoring to employ as many musicians as possible, Sokoloff outlined five major 

groups or units within the FMP: instrumental ensembles; vocal ensembles; music teaching; 

composition; and service jobs.  The FMP funded orchestras, concert and dance bands, ethnic 

folk ensembles, operas and choruses across the nation.  It provided music for these 

organizations by hiring music copyists, binders and librarians rather than simply purchasing 

the music. Other performers and private music instructors were retrained to provide music 

appreciation education, both through the public schools and community education (Sokoloff, 

1937, pp. 221-2).  

 

FMP/Music Education 

 

As one of the key components of the FMP, music education was designed to reach as many 

people as possible, primarily through group instruction and community music education. It 

encompassed a number of units:  music appreciation, community music lessons (instrumental 

and vocal), community performing groups, classroom music, and the retraining of musicians 

to teach all of these.  With almost two-thirds of the children in rural schools having no music 

instruction, WPA music teachers were often sent to these schools. Besides classes in the 

schools (usually before or after regular school hours), lessons were made available at 

community centers across the nation.  Every conceivable subject in music was offered, from 

instrument and voice lessons to music theory, conducting and composition. New York City 

had one of the largest music programs in the country, including three WPA orchestras. Arthur 
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Lief, a WPA musician in New York City, described the schools of music that were set up 

under the WPA Music Project saying, 

They were literally conservatories of music, all free.  The only requirements that the 
Government made was …the instruction was to be in class form, not private 
instruction, which was a way of avoiding the possibility of taking away income from 
private teachers after all.  This particular school where I taught gave classes in literally 
everything in the music world.  I was even asked to give a class in conducting, in 
music theory, in music appreciation, in instruction in various instruments. (Lief, 1977) 
 

 
 These public ‘conservatories of music’ offered lessons in piano, voice, all orchestral 

instruments, music history and theory, performing ensembles, and music appreciation. WPA 

advertisements touted that these classes would assist in obtaining jobs in the field of music, 

such as an orchestra player, radio announcer, music salesman, concert singer, music teacher, 

radio singer, music critic, accompanist, and conductor.’1   

 In order to select students for music instruction, early in 1936 the FMP developed a 

form to be filled out and signed by the pupils or their parents in which ‘they declared that the 

applicant for instruction was unable to pay for private instruction and had not studied with a 

private teacher for at least three months.’ Most states used this form or one like it.   

However, in rural communities ‘where there was not a music teacher for miles around it was 

usual to admit all comers’ (Foster, 1943, p. 360). 

A 1937 correspondence outlined the job description and qualifications for music 

teachers under the WPA/FMP.  They were to instruct, guide and direct ‘instrumental and 

singing groups (children and (or) adults) in learning and developing musical skills and 

appreciation.’  The minimum requirements for a professional music teacher were a high 

school diploma, ‘six years of music training, two of which must have been for some phase of 

music education … , at least two years … experience as a teacher… and some experience in 

group instruction.’  They were to have the technical knowledge of music theory and music 

history, and be able to play simple arrangements on the piano.2  Those musicians who did not 
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have this background were retrained for class music teaching. Unfortunately, every state did 

not follow through with the retraining, and as a result the music education section of the 

WPA/FMP was sporadic across the nation. 

Sokoloff (1937, p. 221) reported 1,290 persons employed in the teaching projects 

during 1936, and there were nearly equal numbers in the years that followed.  However, the 

real significance of the numbers of teachers is to be found in the numbers of students taught 

over the years.  In 1938 in New York City alone there was an estimated 40,000 children and 

adults taking music classes,3 while the national enrollment cited in the 1939 report was 

530,000 persons.4   

Although WPA projects declined as World War II began, music education did not, and 

along with the established locations added classes in the armed forces camps under the aegis 

of the Division of Recreation and Community Service. Whether in community centers, 

schoolrooms or army camp recreation halls, teachers continued to have large classes lessons 

or community performing ensembles. All this teaching activity eventually impacted the larger 

WPA performing groups in the form of audiences.  

In some states the need for music teachers was great. Even in his first year, Sokoloff 

had identified the need for music education in rural America ((Sokoloff, 1936, p. 19). 

Unfortunately, except for the most active music projects (Oklahoma, Florida, Mississippi and 

Michigan), this went mostly undocumented. In 1937 Karl Wecker, state director for 

Michigan, sent out a survey to 1,000 music teachers in the rural school districts of his state. 

He received 739 replies, ‘representing an enrollment of 26,667 pupils’ (Wecker, 1937). 

The survey asked demographics about the music teachers (years of experience, 

educational background); their schools and their school schedule; their music supplies (song 

books, phonograph and recordings, and radios); the status of ‘old time singing schools’ in 

their county; and even the names of books about music in their school libraries.   The results 
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showed that only 10 teachers were trained in public school music; for the rest, music teacher 

training was limited or non-existent. There were still 22 singing schools in Michigan in 1937; 

most churches had congregational singing, but no hymnals.  There were records and record 

players in 211 schools, but only 37 radios.  The nearest private music teacher was 18 miles 

away, though 13,000 students would ‘gladly make the journey’ if lessons were available to 

them. Instrumental lessons were only available in 128 communities (Wecker, 1937). This 

survey showed the woeful state of rural music education in Michigan, but it’s greater 

significance was that it was forwarded to Washington as documentation of the need for WPA 

music teachers. 

 

WPA Music Program/Music Education  

 

In 1939, two major events occurred in the WPA/FMP. First, Sokoloff resigned and Earl V. 

Moore from The University of Michigan was appointed Director. Second, the federal 

government disbanded the Theater Project as too controversial and turned over the more 

conservative Art, Writers, and Music Projects to the states, requiring them to cover at least 

25% of the costs with local sponsorship for each event or project. The FMP became the WPA 

Music Program within the new Work Projects Administration (also WPA) under state 

jurisdiction. Whereas all the states had some WPA/FMP music projects while under federal 

jurisdiction, only 38 states (including Michigan), and the separate entities of Washington, 

D.C., New York City, and Northern California, chose to continue their now re-named Music 

Programs (Warren-Findley, 1973, p. 300). As a result, there was a wide geographical 

dispersion between units. Washington technically maintained some control, but the states 

were really in charge.5  
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Excerpts compiled from Earl V. Moore’s personal correspondence give a ‘view from 

the top’ of the WPA Music Project as it stood in 1939-40: 

[to John D. Lynch,] 
In many ways, it is as if the Arts Projects were starting all over again with a new set of 
rules. … in one project alone – New York City – in our Music Education Division we 
have a faculty for this next year of 228 persons. To have a chance to help such a group 
of professional teachers, develop a curriculum to still higher standards, and be sure 
that significant results are being obtained for the expenditure of a very large sum of 
money is [no] … simple matter (Moore, Oct. 2, 1939).  

 
[to Eugene (no last name given),] 
From now on, the Washington office is purely an administrative organization, whose 
function is to maintain standards and to work with the State Supervisors in carrying 
out the provisions of the project as it is set up in their state with at least 25% 
contribution by local sponsors. … (Moore, Aug. 23, 1939). 

 
 [to Francis L. Riodan,] 

I am seeing what can be done to make a good musical program out of the work that is 
being done in music by those on relief who have musical skills. … We are now 
planning on developing an extensive program in every state… .  If it works out it will 
be the greatest experiment in quantity music education that has ever been started. … 
No other country in the world ever undertook such a program, and because there are 
no precedents, and because there is no trained personnel for the specific job of 
working out an art program within a workrelief [sic] program, the challenge … is great 
(Moore, Feb. 3, 1940).’6  

 

 With the change from Sokoloff to Moore, there was an immediate increase in the 

number of education units.7 This resulting change in emphasis within the WPA/FMP was 

hardly surprising. Where Sokoloff was a conductor steeped in the performance tradition, Dr. 

Moore was an educator.  Community classes, rural education, and teacher retraining units 

related to both these areas began to supersede the numbers of performing groups, as 

community service became another umbrella under which the music program operated.  

 

Teacher Re-training 

 

Much of what the WPA did to help unemployed musicians involved re-training. Unemployed 

musicians had gotten rusty and had to ‘get their fingers back,’ conductors had to re-learn the 
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art of conducting, and copyists needed to polish their technique.8  Studio music teachers who 

only taught individual lessons needed training in classroom methods.  

Almost immediately, Moore organized three regional training institutes for state 

supervisors to acquaint them with the latest teaching methods and educational psychology.  

These supervisors were to bring this information back to their states and follow up with state 

institutes to disseminate the new material.  This was all to help re-train studio music teachers 

were only knew their one-on-one teaching method, so they would be able to handle group 

instruction successfully (Foster, 1943, pp. 199-205). There were even classes to prepare 

teachers to deal with the paperwork of their WPA employment:  time sheets, attendance 

reports, class schedules and the like (ibid., pp. 205-206). Given the dearth of music teachers, 

these re-trained teachers were often assigned to community venues or rural public schools.  

Teacher re-training in the 1930s looked very similar to workshops offered at music 

education conferences today. The Michigan teacher training institutes were often 4 -7 days 

long, usually hosted at rural resorts. Workshop topics in one of these institutes included 

classes in music theory (rudiments and ear training), music appreciation, choral conducting, 

instrument lessons, educational psychology, class piano methods, rhythm band, folklore in 

music and old-time dancing.  There were either a concert or a dance in the evenings.9   The 

result of this training was evident in the glowing reports of schools now with the services of a 

music teacher. In one rural school in Michigan, a WPA teacher coached the entire student 

body in singing and playing tonettes (a kind of pitched whistle) twice a week. Nineteen other 

WPA music teachers worked in the Flint city schools before and after regular classes giving 

group instrument lessons.10 

 Teacher certification was the one thing that never developed as a result of the WPA 

teacher-training efforts. While Florida crafted a special exam for WPA music teachers so that 

they might apply for state certification and then be able to work in the public schools, the 
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other states did not.11  Because taking classes at a teachers’ college was non-WPA work, these 

classes could not be subsidized, and this effectively cut WPA teachers from advancing 

directly from the WPA to the ranks of certified teachers. Had they been allowed to do so, 

many teachers would have become certified and met with teaching success in a new career. 

  

Music Appreciation 

 

Music appreciation classes were part of the mainstay of the WPA.  Adults often attended 

classes or lectures given prior to the concert.  In addition, music appreciation concerts for 

children were high on the list of performing opportunities for WPA musicians. In order to 

make these concerts both pleasant and educational for students, the WPA re-trained 

conductors who had never led a concert for young people, and were inexperienced in program 

selection, child psychology and the people skills necessary to make a music appreciation 

concert come alive for children (Foster, 1943, pp. 199-205). The results were gratifying. 

In Michigan the WPA often sponsored a full day of music in small rural communities.  

The WPA musicians visited one or two individual schools in the morning to present 

educational concerts performed for a school-wide assembly. In the afternoon, student 

instrumentalists were given the opportunity to work with WPA musicians in what amounted 

to small master classes.  The WPA musicians assisted them in mini-lessons, fine-tuning the 

students’ tone and technique on their instruments. Later that afternoon there would be a joint 

rehearsal of the students performing side-by-side with WPA musicians under the direction of 

the school music supervisor.  In the evening, the WPA musicians performed a standard 

concert open to the community with the students and their parents often returning to hear it 

(ibid., p. 32). In the larger cities, students had regular opportunities to attend Young Peoples’ 

Concerts presented by the WPA orchestras.  It is no wonder that after growing up with nearly 
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five years of student concerts, there were record numbers of young adults attending WPA 

concerts in the early 1940s.12   

 

Summary 

 

Music education through the WPA began as part of the Federal Music Project under Nikolai 

Sokoloff  (1935-1939). The Final Report of the WPA Program summarized music education 

during this period saying:  

WPA musicians served as music teachers, coached and directed class groups and 

choruses, and acted as lecturers and demonstrators. Music teachers organized and 

conducted classes for persons interested in music as an avocation and for public 

schools that did not provide regular music instruction for their pupils.13  

 

Programs such as community ensembles and large group classes started bringing music 

participation and appreciation to many people free of charge.              

Although Sokoloff first noted the need for music education in the rural schools, as 

Foster noted ‘…the upswing in WPA music education services came in 1939 with the 

appointment of Dr. Earl V. Moore as National Director’ (Foster, 1943, p. 358).   Moore 

encouraged music teacher education, especially re-training for studio teachers, to develop 

enough music teachers to reach all the children, especially in rural schools. 

Although the Music Project employed large numbers of teaching projects, often 

education was the first thing cut when funding was low, in order to support the performing 

groups (ibid., p. 285). However, because of its service components, music education units 

were generally absorbed under the Recreation and Community Service Project and therefore 

most often continued undisturbed.  As the United States involvement in World War II 
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developed, the WPA Music Projects smoothly integrated concerts and morale building 

programs for the armed forces.  

 

Conclusions 

 

The WPA Music Program was a ‘creature of the government’ and a very small part of 

unemployment relief work that was mainly focused on large construction projects during the 

Great Depression (ibid., p. xii). Music education was an even smaller component.  Although 

the education units were second only to performing groups in numbers of persons hired under 

the Music Project, in fact they accounted for only 10% of the total national employment under 

the WPA/FMP (ibid., p. 358). While the numbers of music teachers remained relatively small, 

their effects were large. When added together, the attendance for music classes and concerts 

was consistently in the millions throughout the period of the WPA. There were enormous 

numbers of people eagerly seeking music and music instruction across the nation, and music 

education and music teacher education were vital components of all this.  Indeed, both 

Sokoloff and Moore saw music appreciation, concert performances, community music 

making, and music education in all the schools of the United States as primary to the well-

being of the country.  

Despite its size, the WPA/FMP was a rare moment in the history of the United States. 

It was an agency for relief of unemployed musicians, and as such, though not perfectly 

designed, accomplished its purpose.  It was not what so many hoped it would become: 

government subsidy for the arts.  Nonetheless, it will live in history as perhaps the greatest 

attempt in the United States to provide federal support for the arts thus far.  It was a time 

when creativity in the arts, especially music, was valued, not just for employment 
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opportunities in an economic depression, but for the nurturing of the American spirit that it 

provided. It remains to be seen what effect the arts will have in the current economic climate. 

The WPA/FMP offered the people of the United States more than just work or music.  

One of Arthur Lief’s students in New York City spoke for many when she summed up her 

WPA music education. She said, 

This is something I’ve always wanted to do all my life.  I couldn’t afford it.  … what I 
get [from these classes] is so precious … I can’t tell you what it means to me. (Lief, 
1977)  

  
Another person more clearly described her reactions while listening to a WPA symphony 

concert:  

How clearly I remember, out of the depths of dark feelings springing from closed 
banks and no work, the wonderful sensation that comes from something more than 
‘bread alone’ … Depression go hang for the moment [!]14 
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Illustration 1: WPA/FMP Poster (n.d.) 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/h?pp/PPALL:@field(NUMBER+@1(cph+3f05356) 
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Illustration 2: Photo of WPA string class, New York City, 1936 

http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/images/photodb/27-0455a.gif 
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