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Ohio State’s marching band has few women compared to
others in Big Ten

JONATHAN QUILTER | DISPATCH

Some experts say the lack of women in Ohio’s State’s band is because members play only brass and percussion instruments.
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The Ohio State University marching band has the lowest percentage of women among 11 schools in the Big Ten

that responded to a Dispatch survey during the past week.

Women make up 21 percent of the band at Ohio State, compared with 58 percent at Indiana University, which

is at the top of the list so far this year. Even the school with the second-lowest share of women, the University

of Wisconsin, is 14 percentage points higher than Ohio State.

According to a theory put forward by band backers and some experts, the fact that Ohio State is the lone Big

Ten band with only brass and percussion instruments accounts for much of the disparity. Some research has

found that women are more likely to choose woodwind instruments, such as flutes and clarinets, which OSU

doesn’t have. Other experts dispute that, saying the theory relies on outdated gender stereotypes.

Full coverage: Ohio State marching band controversy

In the report released after the firing of band director Jonathan Waters last week, OSU investigators drew

attention to the percentage of women in the band and to a broader, “sexualized” culture. Beyond the

sometimes-offensive nicknames that band members gave one another, one male band member was expelled

after a student court found that he had sexually assaulted a female bandmate.

College marching bands typically were reserved for men until 1972, when federal Title IX rules outlawed sex

discrimination in education. Over time, women have come to make up roughly half of students in many bands.

At the same time, some bands added woodwind instruments to the brass and percussion instruments employed

by traditional military-style bands.

Ohio State hasn’t added woodwinds, and some said that’s why women are still far outnumbered.
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“I think that would explain an awful lot of it,” said Steve Peterson, the president of the College Band Directors

National Association and the director of bands at Ithaca College in New York. “When you look at most college

flute sections, they’re dominated by women.”

At the University of Michigan, women make up about half of the marching band. But without woodwinds, the

ratio almost mirrors that of the OSU band. At Indiana, about 75 percent of students who play the clarinet or

piccolo, both woodwinds, are women.

Some Big Ten schools also count their color guards, which traditionally consist of women, as members of the

marching band. Ohio State has no color guard. Of the 14 schools in the Big Ten, Maryland, Northwestern and

Rutgers did not respond to the Dispatch survey.

Still, some challenge the notion that women tend to choose certain instruments.

“At one time, years ago, there were probably stereotypical gender biases,” said Dick Bundy, the band director at

Pennsylvania State University. “I think that’s a thing of the past.”

Of all women in the Michigan State University band, about half play woodwinds and half play brass

instruments, said Charlene Wagner, an administrative assistant. Michigan State and other Big Ten schools said

they don’t make any special effort to attract women.

“It just depends on who auditions,” Wagner said.

Bands that exclude woodwinds are rare, but some smaller groups that have only brass and percussion have

higher percentages of women than Ohio State. The University of Findlay’s band is 78 percent women, and

Arlington High School, near Findlay, has a brass and percussion band with 38 percent female members. A

spokesman for the University of Findlay said one reason for the high percentage is that the school also has a

greater percentage of women students.

Research has found that gender stereotypes in music are changing.

Adults more often are encouraging young girls to choose tubas, trombones and other instruments that before

had been seen as “male” instruments, said Harold Abeles, a professor of music education at Columbia

University who has studied gender in music education since the 1970s.

“Part of that has to do with more prestige associated with male kinds of activities,” Abeles said.

The focus on brass instruments at Ohio State probably accounts for some of the disparity between men and

women, Abeles said, but he sees other factors, too. Ohio State seems to grip tightly to its traditions, he said, one

of which is being an all-male band. And if women know they will be only a small minority, they could be less

likely to try out for the band, he said.

Some OSU band alumni have said that the physically taxing high-step style might deter women. Peterson, of

the national band association, dismissed that idea: “I don’t think the band is any more aggressive than any

others. I don’t think they’re more athletic,” he said.

Ohio State didn’t provide the number of women who try out for the marching band. But there’s no shortage of

talented female musicians in Ohio high schools, said Greg Mills, the president of the Mid-States Band

Association, which organizes marching-band contests in Ohio and surrounding states.

“It doesn’t really matter anymore what gender you are,” he said.

Until recent years, it was normal to see far more girls than boys in high-school marching bands, Mills said. But

as schools added more sports teams for girls, he said, bands had to compete with those squads for female

students. Now, there’s a relatively even mix of boys and girls in Ohio bands.

Mills predicts that, eventually, that trend will make its way to Ohio State.

“For a long time, there were only guys allowed, and then that changed,” he said. “It’s a matter of time before

they start evening out.”
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JIM VALLEY (JIMVALLEY)

This "band" increasingly sounds more like a boys' club or a fraternity than an activity that can be participated

in by all students. The off-color hijinks we keep hearing about in the band are very similar to the antics of fraternities.

In both cases, the result is a heavily sexualized (rhymes with "contextualized") culture with disturbing elements of

degradation and humiliation. Why young men invariably create subcultures like this when left to their own devices is an

open question.
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LES GATES (DISPATCH2012)

Look in the mirror Dude.
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ARLEN PELLIGRINO (ARLEN)

So if you look at the brass and percussion sections from 2013 in Big Ten, these are the FACTS: Wisconsin

2013 - 29.17% Penn State 2013 - 22.22% Michigan 2013 - 22.15% OSU's average percentage from 2000-2013 - 26.56%

I'm sorry that OSU's band doesn't have a color guard, majorettes, dance team, or flutes to account for the overall

disparity.
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