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Every year, I run a training day for instrumental teachers as part of Music Master’s ‘Musicians for Change’ Postgraduate Certificate in Education. It focuses on how class and gender inequalities in music education can be tackled by music teachers in their day-to-day practice. It’s always a privilege to engage with these deeply reflective teachers. And it’s often notable that, although many teachers have thought about issues of class inequality, the topic of gender is perceived as being less of a problem. In fact many teachers perceive gender as an issue of ‘too many girls’.  
Indeed, among younger age-groups in the UK, more girls than boys are involved in music education. Girls are also more likely than boys to say that music is an important part of their lives. But by the time they get to higher education, women are less likely to study music than men, and in the music industry, as Vick Bain from The F-List has shown in her report, Counting the Music Industry’, women are under-represented at all levels and in all genres, and fewer than 20% of all artists signed to record labels are women.  Some genres are more unequal than others, but across all genres – even in classical music, the most gender-equal – men are more likely to hold positions of power and prestige. 
What happens to girls’ enthusiastic participation in music as they get older? Where do all these girls disappear to? 
The Misogyny in Music report
Gender inequalities in music education and the industry have been under discussion in Westminster. In early 2024, the Women and Equalities Select Committee of the House of Commons in the UK Parliament published a report called Misogyny in Music. Drawing on data and expert evidence from music industry organisations, musicians, activists, and academics, it described the ways in which misogyny occurs in the UK music industry and made recommendations for the music industry, music education organisations, and government.
The report’s recommendation for music education was:
music colleges, conservatoires and other educational settings need to do more to address the gendering of instruments, roles and genres and improve the visibility of and support for female role models.
It called for funded, targeted opportunities for girls in male-dominated areas such as music technology and brass, and recommended more work in music higher education to tackle sexual harassment and violence.
The jargon of the report might be off-putting, but the ‘gendering of instruments’ simply refers to the idea that the flute is feminine and the trombone masculine, for example. The ‘gendering of roles’ points to that fact that more men are in positions of power in the music industry. And the ‘gendering of genres’ is the idea that some genres are even more male-dominated than others.	Comment by Anna Bull: Phil - if you think this explanation isn’t needed, we can cut this paragraph. I just wondered if I should explain the jargon around ‘gendering of instruments, roles, and genres’
Unfortunately, the presiding Conservative government at the time of publication rejected the recommendations. It claimed that there was an ‘improved gender balance in music education for younger [under-18] students’ and pointed towards ‘the significant work of Government-funded Music Hubs and many music education charities over recent years in tackling disparities between girls and boys’. It gave no data to support these claims.
Two years on from the report’s publication, it’s unclear what, if any, progress has been made towards implementing the recommendations for music education. 
Looking to England’s National Plan for Music Education
[bookmark: _Hlk198814277]Perhaps this perception that there isn’t a problem, or that the problem is an oversupply of girls, is behind the lack of discussion of gender in both the first and second National Plans for Music Education (NPME) in England. These plans – the first published in 2012 and the second in 2022 – set out what music education Hubs should do.  
In the first NPME, gender has only one, brief mention where the Plan states that it: 
aims for equality of opportunity for all pupils, regardless of race; gender; where they live; their levels of musical talent; parental income; whether they have special educational needs or disabilities; and whether they are looked after children.
The second NPME does not mention gender at all, discussing ‘inclusion’ in relation to geographical location; disability or special educational needs; pupils in care; socio-economic barriers; and access to instruments. The Welsh National Plan doesn’t mention gender either.
As such, it seems likely that Hubs’ work on inclusion will focus on the areas explicitly named without addressing gender or even race, even though schools have legal obligations under the Equality Act in these areas. Effectively, the recommendations of the Misogyny in Music report are ignored in the main policy documents for under-18s in England and Wales, leading to lost opportunities to start addressing at an earlier stage the gender inequalities that are already entrenched by the time young musicians reach higher education. And with growing numbers of trans and non-binary children in education, this is also a missed opportunity for Hubs to explore how to support these children.
Not only that, but there is a missed opportunity to improve access to music education for racially minoritised children. In music higher education, as my research has shown, women of colour – as well as women from working-class backgrounds – are particularly under-represented. In this way, the NPME reinforces the pipeline that leads to a (white) male-dominated professional world. It is left to campaigning and grassroots organisations such as Brighter Sound, Donne, the Musicians’ Union, the Independent Society of Musicians, Saffron Music or The F-List, to try to address the gender inequalities within music education and the industry that are ignored within formal music education policy. 
What can music teachers do?
Despite these gaps, music teachers – such as those I have been working with on the ‘Musicians for Change’ course – can take steps to be more gender equal in their own teaching. 
A starting point is to reflect on the ways in which gender stereotypes – ‘normal’ ways of acting for boys, girls, men and women – shaped our own music education, and in turn how they shape our teaching spaces. We have to be honest about the fact that it’s not possible to create a gender-neutral learning space – the world is already shaped by gender, and we can’t change that. What we can do is to be aware of the ways in which we are reinforcing or perhaps challenging gender stereotypes. 
Some steps to challenge gender stereotypes will be familiar to readers: supporting pupils to make instrument choices that go against gender norms, ensuring women composers are well represented in repertoire choices, and making space for role models of all genders. 
But there is more. For example, supporting girls to develop their creative voice. When I was doing my music performance degree, I remember being asked if I composed music. My response was that I didn’t compose, because I had nothing to say. Years later, when researching my book Class, Control, and Classical Music, I was taken aback when a teenage girl I interviewed said exactly the same thing. The stereotype of the ‘male genius’ is so strong that girls and women internalise it and assume we are not creative. Teachers need to actively counter this narrative by creating opportunities that support girls’ creative voice.
Another example is encouraging girls and non-binary pupils to make noise and take up space with their bodies, or to be virtuosic on their instrument. The ‘virtuoso’ is associated with masculinity and risks being seen negatively for girls as ‘showing off’. 
And perhaps the most important gender stereotype to challenge is the association of masculinity with technology. This is especially dangerous for girls, as being shut out of opportunities to learn about music technology limits their skillset and their careers options – as well as their creative voice.
These concerns are just as important for trans and non-binary pupils, a group who are entirely overlooked by the Misogyny in Music report. Trans and non-binary pupils are already doing the difficult work of transgressing gender norms, and this puts them at heightened risk of bullying as well as sexual harassment and abuse. These pupils may seek out music spaces as their safe zone, so it’s especially important that music teachers are aware of how to support LGBTQ+ young people.  When it comes to the music industry, trans and non-binary musicians are less likely than lesbian and gay people to disclose their identity at work, suggesting they don’t feel safe doing so. This shows that we still have some way to go to make music an inclusive space for all genders.
What’s at stake?
This work is important because what’s at stake is girls’ and women’s – as well as non-binary people’s – creative voices. We have lived too long in a world where we the majority of the music we hear is still written, produced and performed by cis men. And the way we understand the world is shaped by the culture – including the music – that we are exposed to. 
What would the world sound like if the voices of people of all genders were heard in our music-making? By doing work to support gender equality, we can get closer to finding out.
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