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In some school districts, music educa-
tion plays second fiddle. Not so in Shaker 
Heights. 
 “Shaker Heights is a community with 
a rich artistic sensibility,” says Orchestra 
Director Donna Jelen. “Shaker residents 
understand that a top-notch school mu-
sic program is an indication of a cultured 
community.”
 That commitment began with the 
District’s first documented purchase of 
instruments in 1921. Today, Shaker’s 
K-12 music education program contin-
ues to grow, thrive, and earn national 
recognition for excellence. In 2011, the 
National Association of Music Merchants 
Foundation named Shaker among the 
nation’s “Best Communities for Music 
Education” for the third time. Twice, the 
National Academy of Recording Arts and 
Sciences Foundation has named Shaker 
Heights High School a Grammy Signature 
School. 
 Choir, band, and orchestra students 
have had the rare distinction of per-
forming at two presidential events, when 
President Barack Obama visited Shaker 
Heights High School in 2009, and again 

in 2012. They have also earned interna-
tional acclaim playing for audiences in 
Germany, Austria, England, France, Chi-
na, the Czech Republic, Italy, and Spain 
on school-sponsored trips. 
 The District’s goal, however, isn’t to 
graduate professional musicians. While 
some Shaker students will one day study 
at conservatories such as Oberlin and 
Juilliard, most won’t. A few will find 
their way to MTV or the Met. But the 
music curriculum is designed to enable 
every student to experience the pride of 
performing, the satisfaction of compos-
ing, and the thrill of discovering musical 
genres that speak to their souls. 
 Clearly, it’s striking the right chord. 
After taking music as part of the required 
curriculum through eighth grade, some 
40 percent of the High School’s 1,600 
students choose to continue their musical 
education.

Building Musical Skills, K-12

Music study is far more academic than 
many students realize. Jelen points out 
that music study encompasses reading 

(notes and musical terms), writing (per-
formance reflections and musical compo-
sitions), math (rhythm and counting), and 
science (the physics of sound and sound 
production on each instrument). 
 It also involves world languages (most 
musical terms are in Italian, but some 
are in French and German), history (the 
repertoire  spans hundreds of years and is 
culturally significant to its time period), 
and physical education (coordination, 
muscle contraction and relaxation, breath 
control, and endurance). 
 “In addition,” she points out, “critical 
social skills such as self-restraint, integri-
ty, kindness, diplomacy, and empathy are 
also emphasized and assessed every day in 
rehearsal.” 
 Band Director Tom Deep observes 
that creating music “strengthens the 
brain, and in this era of standardized tests, 
gives students the opportunity to express 
themselves.” For Robert Schneider, chair 
of the High School’s music department, 
the beauty of Shaker’s music program is 
that it enables students to “explore the 
emotional nature of human life. By learn-
ing to perceive music with more sophis-

Shaker Schools students at every level 
benefit from the District’s commitment 
to musical education, which contrib-
utes to excellence in all academic dis-
ciplines. BY NANCY O’CONNOR
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The benefits of studying music are far more “academic” than many realize, according to Orchestra Director Donna Jelen (top). “Critical 
social skills such as self-restraint, integrity, kindness, diplomacy, and empathy are emphasized and assessed every day in rehearsal,” 
she says.
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Celebrating 100 Years in Music: Two Specially Commissioned Pieces

The community is invited to a Music Department Centennial Concert on Febru-
ary 15, at which the Shaker High Wind Ensemble, Chamber Orchestra, and A 
Cappella Choir will perform music representing each decade from 1920 to the 
present. In addition, a new musical piece by native Clevelander and composer 
David Conte, specially commissioned for the event, will be premiered. 
 “One of my dreams for the Centennial celebration was to commission a new 
musical composition,” says Robert Schneider, chair of the music department at 
Shaker High. A grant from the Madeline and Dennis Block Fund of the Shaker 
Schools Foundation made it possible. 
 Schneider and Conte chose “I Dream a World” by Langston Hughes for the 
text of the work. “The words seem to fit so well to the spirit and life of Shaker 
Heights,” Schneider says, “and David’s music lifts the words to an even higher 
artistic, impassioned expression.” 
 Check shaker.org or call 216-295-1400 for information.
 In December (the specific date, time, and location will be announced), the 
Shaker Band will perform an original composition by Philip Sparke in celebration 
of the Centennial year. Band Director Tom Deep says, “Mr. Sparke is an interna-
tionally renowned composer from England. The work will be published following 
our performance. The thematic material will be original, celebrating Shaker’s di-
versity, or it will be taken from traditional Shaker hymns. ”

By the time they enter Middle School, students are ready for more advanced study and 
begin work under the direction of instructors who will continue to guide them through their 
high school years. PHOTO BY CAYDIE HELLER
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tication, students respond more deeply to 
the human emotion that gives life mean-
ing.”
 Jelen, Deep, and Schneider are among 
the many dedicated musician/educators 
who nurture the musical aptitude of stu-
dents as they journey from pre-kindergar-
ten through high school. In the early years, 
young boys and girls learn to recognize 
beats and rhythms, read simple music, and 
gain exposure to music from around the 
world. As fifth graders at Woodbury, they 
are asked to select an instrument and join 
their first Shaker performing ensemble. 
 By the time they enter the Middle 
School, students are ready for more ad-
vanced study, and they begin working 
under the direction of band, orchestra, 
and choral instructors who will continue 
to guide them through their high school 
years. It is at Shaker High that the music 
education program reaches its crescendo, 
with abundant opportunities to perform, 
compose, study college-level music theory, 
and travel internationally with their band, 
orchestra, or choral classmates. 
 Along the music education road, the 
instructors ensure that students develop 
their musical ability and enjoy themselves 
doing so. Music education in the K-4 
classroom, in fact, can look a lot like play, 
according to Onaway music teacher Alli-
son Telencio.
 “Living in the language of music in-
cludes playing singing games, singing songs 
that are age appropriate for the children, 
and allowing them to hear, see, feel, and 
touch music in a multitude of ways, most 
of which mirror play,” she says. In each 
successive year, the K-4 students expand 
their understanding of pitch, rhythm, mu-
sical styles, meter, form, improvisation in 
movement and composition, and instru-
mentation. 
 For Telencio, the fact that “the chil-
dren are actually learning music, not just 
learning ‘about’ music, as happens in so 
many programs” is what sets Shaker’s mu-
sic education program apart. 
 As the students move on to fifth grade, 
they enter what is for many their first ex-
perience as part of a performance group. 
The general music course has been elimi-

Nearly 500 Shaker students currently play the violin, viola, cello, bass, or harp in orches-
tras at Woodbury, the Middle School, and the High School. Many students also perform in 
the Cleveland Orchestra Youth Orchestra, Contemporary Youth Orchestra, CIM Preparatory 
Orchestras, and the Akron Youth Symphony. PHOTOS THIS PAGE BY CAYDIE HELLER

Shaker Heights High School’s choirs are particularly known for their broad repertoire of 
music from many cultures around the world and have sung not only in the traditional 
English, Italian, and Latin, but also in French, Spanish, German, and dialects from Africa 
and Asia.
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The Shaker Heights High School choirs perform in the medieval walled city of Carcassonne, 
France last spring. Some of the European cities the choirs and orchestra have appeared in 
include Paris, Rome, Barcelona, Florence, and Venice. PHOTO BY PEGGY CALDWELL

The Gift Of Music

Got an old clarinet in the closet or a 
viola in the vestibule? 
 With the tremendous growth of stu-
dent participation in band and orchestra 
comes a good problem to have: greater 
demand for instruments than ever be-
fore. To help meet the increased need, 
music directors and parents created Do-
num Musicae (Latin for “the gift of mu-
sic”), which puts donated instruments 
into the hands of children.
 Used band and orchestra instru-
ments in playable condition are grate-
fully accepted. (No pianos, please.) To 
arrange a drop-off, contact Tom Deep 
(deep_t@shaker.org) or Donna Jelen 
(jelen_d@shaker.org) at Shaker Heights 
High School. Either can be reached by 
phone at 216-295-4200. 
 To obtain a tax deduction for the do-
nation, have the instrument profession-
ally appraised before bringing it to the 
school. Academy Music Company will 
do a free appraisal. To make arrange-
ments, call 216-381-8460.

nated in favor of instrumental music classes for all. 
 “We now have all our students play either in the band or orchestra here at Wood-
bury,” says Luiz Coelho, director of bands at Woodbury. “We feel this is a great op-
portunity for our students to experience learning an instrument. Research shows that 
students who participate in playing a musical instrument develop much faster and get 
better grades in all subjects.”
 In the 15 years since Coelho started at Woodbury, the school’s band program has 
tripled in size, from 180 participants to 560. He also started the popular band and jazz 
band summer camps for the City of Shaker Heights some 12 years ago. 
 While smaller in size than the band program, Shaker’s orchestra program is also 
thriving. 
 “Students who have an interest in music and find themselves drawn to the sound of 
strings should join us,” says Jelen, who teaches orchestra in grades 7-12 and Advanced 
Placement music theory at Shaker High. “We play fun, diverse music and learn about 
how music relates to the world around us.”
 For Jelen, the opportunities afforded Shaker’s students to be part of an orchestra 
as early as the fifth grade are remarkable. She grew up in a low-income, single-parent 
household in South Carolina, where there was neither the money nor the space for the 
piano she dreamed of playing. After finding her way to the violin as a young girl, she 
says, “I was the only student in my school who played a string instrument, so I had to 
travel for my orchestra experiences.” She went on to earn a degree in violin perfor-
mance at Oberlin and a master’s from the University of Houston. 
 Nearly 500 Shaker students currently play the violin, viola, cello, bass, or harp in 
orchestras at Woodbury, the Middle School, and the High School. Several of Jelen’s 
students also perform in the Cleveland Orchestra Youth Orchestra, Contemporary 
Youth Orchestra, Cleveland Institute of Music Preparatory Orchestras, or the Akron 
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Youth Symphony. 
 “String players are in high demand through-
out the music industry,” says Jelen, who performs 
with the Cleveland Pops Orchestra, the Blue Water 
Chamber Orchestra, the Akron Symphony Orches-
tra, and the Athena and Appassionata String Quar-
tets. 
 “I believe that part of my role as the orchestra 
director is to provide pre-professional training for 
any student who wishes to continue life as a musi-
cian after high school.” 
 That involves not just building musical skills, she 
says, “but also learning to meet certain professional 
and musical expectations, so that they can take ad-
vantage of opportunities.”

Musical Options Abound

Meanwhile, more than 1,200 students in grades 
5-12 are playing a band instrument and performing 
as part of the Raider Marching Band, Concert Band, 
Symphonic Band, Wind Ensemble, Jazz Band, Jazz 
Combo, or Jazz Ensemble.
 “The band program is a family, a huge family,” 
says Tom Deep, who has seen the band program 
nearly double during his 15 years with the District. 
“We have some of Shaker’s finest young men and 
women in our program. They challenge each other 
to become the best they can be. Shaker students 
thrive on a challenge, and the directors have high 

expectations of their students. The result is a top-
flight program.”
 So strong is the band program, he says, “that 
we’ve been called ‘Shakri-la’ by some of my band 
director friends because of the program’s size, qual-
ity, and the support it receives from directors, stu-
dents, parents, administrators, and the community.” 
Easy access to the musical programs and venues of 
University Circle and to outstanding private teach-
ers further enhance the music program, he says. 
 Deep, who holds a master’s in music educa-
tion from the VanderCook College of Music, con-
ducts the seventh-grade concert winds and the 
High School wind ensemble, and assists with the 
Middle School bands, High School marching band, 
and High School jazz ensembles. He also teaches 
a music composition class at the High School, and 
organizes the international trips that the marching 
band takes every three years. 
 “Being in band is not easy; playing an instrument 
takes time and effort,” he says. “But the rewards 
are great. Every year, many freshman parents tell 
me that being in band made the transition from the 
Middle School to the High School much smoother 
than anticipated. More than one out of six students 
at the High School are in the marching band.”
 Like the instrumental programs, Shaker’s vocal 
music program is robust, with six vocal music en-
sembles at the High School alone. Many students 
enter the choral program through the introduc-

The Board of Education bought its first instruments in 1921. Shown here, a Shaker kindergarten band in the 
1930s.
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tory 40-voice concert choir and progress 
to the selective A Cappella choirs – one 
consisting of men and women and one for 
women only.  
 Among the smaller groups, the 
20-member Chanticleers perform mad-
rigals, chamber music, show tunes, and 
popular music with choreography. The A 
Cappella ensembles, each with 10 voices, 
celebrate the tradition of close-harmony 
small-group singing.
 The choirs have also made numerous 
international concert tours, performing 
in Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, St. Pe-
ter’s Basilica in Rome, Barcelona Cathe-
dral, the Duomo in Florence, St. Mark’s 
Cathedral in Venice, and at Cambridge 
University in England. Students were also 
invited to sing at President Obama’s Town 
Hall visit to Shaker Heights in 2009.
 As chair of the High School’s music 
department, Robert Schneider is proud 
of the selection of classes available to stu-
dents. “Our enrollment numbers increase 

For Onaway music teacher Allison Telencio, the fact that “children are actually learning music, not just learning ‘about’ music,” is what 
makes Shaker’s music education program so unique. PHOTO BY CAYDIE HELLER

every year. Nearly 40 percent of the High 
School student body is enrolled in a mu-
sic performance ensemble or class. And 
we have expanded the curriculum with 
the music composition and technology 
course, Advanced Placement music the-
ory, and International Baccalaureate mu-
sic.” 
 Schneider notes with pleasure that 
Tom Deep’s composition and technology 
class has attracted students who were not 
previously enrolled in a band, orchestra, 
or choir. 
 “We discovered that there are many 
students with career goals in the produc-
tion, technology, and recording of music, 
and this is a unique and excellent offering 
for them,” he says.
 Shaker High is also one of few high 
schools anywhere to offer Advanced 
Placement music theory, a college-level 
course taught by Jelen. “This is a great 
class for students who wish to dig deep 
and expand their musical knowledge,” 
she says. “The class produces well-round-
ed, thinking musicians prepared for the 
collegiate and professional music world.” 

 The newest offering at the High School 
is International Baccalaureate music, 
taught by Schneider. 
 “It’s a challenging course combining 
the study of music history, theory, style, 
and analysis,” he says. “In addition to 
writing a musical investigation paper and 
researching two contrasting world music 
cultures and their common links, the stu-
dents select to be a solo, group, or creat-
ing musician.” 
 The students also join International 
Baccalaureate students from around the 
world in studying two prescribed works 
in depth. This year, the works are Mo-
zart’s “Jupiter Symphony” and Aaron Co-
pland’s “El Salon Mexico.” 
 Schneider believes if it weren’t for the 
Shaker community’s widespread appre-
ciation for the arts, superior music edu-
cation wouldn’t be possible. 
 “As teachers, we know how fortunate 
we are to live in a community that cher-
ishes and supports music and the arts, 
and continually presents us with talented 
students who are eager to continue and 
further their music education.”


