WORLD WAR II AND THE SHRINKING OF THE ENSEMBLE
OVERVIEW

ESSENTIAL QUESTION
How did wartime restrictions and other factors cause popular
music ensembles to shrink in size during the 1940s, helping
to set the stage for the small “combos” of Rock and Roll?
OVERVIEW
In the 1930s and early 1940s, American popular music was
dominated by Big Bands that played Swing, an energetic and
danceable style of Jazz. Bandleaders including Glenn Miller,
Benny Goodman, Duke Ellington, Count Basie, and others
toured and recorded with ensembles that often featured
upwards of fifteen instrumentalists, in addition to the vocalists
who often contributed to the Big Band sound. The popularity
of this music was unchallenged; in 1941, the year the United
States entered into World War II, every song that reached
No. 1 on Billboard’s best selling singles chart was recorded by
a Big Band. But by the war’s end in 1945, the era of the Big Band had abruptly declined, with an
entirely new class of solo singers and small combos dominating the Pop charts.
The onset of the war affected every area of American culture, including popular music. The size of
the U.S. military expanded from under 2 million active duty personnel in 1941 to over 12 million in
1945, diminishing the number of qualified instrumentalists available to perform in civilian orchestras.
Some professional musicians who entered the service continued to play in military ensembles,
including Glenn Miller, who left his Big Band at the peak of their popularity to serve as an entertainer
for the troops abroad. But with significantly fewer musicians available to perform stateside, many Big
Bands were forced to reduce down to smaller ensembles.
In addition to shrinking band sizes, World War II affected the music business on a material level.
Many musical instrument manufacturers temporarily converted their factories to produce military
contracts, replacing production of new saxophones and pianos with jet engines and ammunition. And
in 1942, the War Production Board imposed strict rations on shellac—the primary material used to
press phonographs—curtailing the number of records that could be manufactured. These changes
made it abundantly clear that the country’s first priority was to win the war, and until victory was
declared, the music business was of a lesser priority.
Wartime rationing also fundamentally changed civilian life, as Americans were asked to reduce their
usage of tire rubber, gasoline, and many other household goods. Posters reminded citizens of their
responsibility more to the country than to themselves with phrases such as, “Millions of troops are
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OVERVIEW (CONTINUED)
on the move… Is YOUR trip necessary?” Leaders of Big Bands were also faced with significant
travel restrictions, and were forced to reduce their touring schedules. And with over 12 million
enlisted service men and women, the ensembles that managed to stay together suffered from a
shortage of audiences able to purchase concert tickets.
But it wasn’t just the war that affected the music industry of that time. From 1942 to 1944,
the American Federation of Musicians imposed a strike against the major record labels due to
disagreements over royalty payments. Union musicians, including many who performed in Big
Bands, were temporarily forbidden from recording new music. Singers, who were not represented
by the musicians union, were not required to participate in the strike, resulting in an upturn in
vocal-based recordings and the rise of solo vocal performers, including Frank Sinatra.
Along with vocalists, specialty music genres such as R&B and Country also sold well during
the strike. These genres generally relied on smaller rhythm combos and fewer horns than were
featured in Big Bands. Instead, drums, piano, bass, and guitar could cover a similar amount of
musical space as a larger ensemble, but at a fraction of the size. This combination of shrinking
bands, the rise of solo performers, and the increasing popularity of more marginal styles of music
provided the seeds from which Rock and Roll would grow in the 1950s, as American youth
moved away from the Big Band music of their parents towards a new sound all their own.
This lesson explores the transition from the Big Band era of the 1930s and 40s to the rise
of smaller ensembles and featured singers in the years following World War II. Students will
analyze and draw conclusions from primary sources including wartime rationing posters, archival
photographs, and Billboard chart lists. Video clips featuring the music of Glenn Miller, Frank
Sinatra, Nat King Cole, and other artists provide students with visual and musical evidence to
discuss factors that led to the shrinking of popular music ensembles and the emergence of
genres that inspired Rock and Roll artists in the 1950s.
OBJECTIVES

Upon completion of this lesson, students will:
1. KNOW (KNOWLEDGE):
•T
 he dominance of Big Bands in the late 1930s
and 1940s, including bandleaders such as
Glenn Miller and Benny Goodman
•H
 ow World War II and rationing affected civilian
life in the U.S., including the ability of Big
Bands to tour and retain musicians
•E
 ffects of the 1942 musicians strike on the
American recording industry, including the
emergence of solo entertainers and small
combo-based musical genres

2. BE ABLE TO (SKILLS):
• Interpret and discuss the meaning of primary
source materials, including World War II-era
rationing posters, archival photographs, and
Billboard chart lists
•C
 ommon Core: Integrate quantitative analysis
(e.g., charts, research data) with qualitative
analysis in print or digital text (CCSS Literacy in
History/Social Studies 7)
•C
 ommon Core: Engage in collaborative group
discussions where students will build on each
other’s ideas and express their own opinions
(CCSS Speaking and Listening 1)
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ACTIVITIES

MOTIVATIONAL ACTIVITY:
1. Begin class with a video clip of the Glenn Miller Modernaires performing “Jukebox
Saturday Night” (1944). Ask students to pay special attention to the instrumental music
heard in this recording.
Explain that the music in this clip is being performed by the Glenn Miller Orchestra, a
popular “Big Band” during the early 1940s. The Modernaires were a vocal group who
often performed with the orchestra.
2. Display a list of Billboard’s No. 1 best selling singles for 1941, the year the United States
entered into World War II. Ask students:

• How many times does the Glenn Miller Orchestra appear on this list?
• How many other songs on the list are performed by bandleaders and their Big Band orchestras? (Note to
		 teacher: all the songs included on the list are by Big Bands.)
• What does this list suggest about the popularity of Big Bands in American popular culture during the early 1940s?

PROCEDURE:
1. Play an audio clip of “Sing, Sing, Sing”
(1937), a song recorded by the Benny
Goodman Orchestra during the so-called
“Big Band era” of the late 1930s and
early 1940s. While listening, students
should take notes on any instruments
they can identify on the recording.

(played by Benny Goodman, in front), four
trumpets, two trombones, four saxophones,
piano, guitar, bass, and drums -- a total of
fifteen musicians, though many bands of
the era were even larger.

2. Display a photo of the Benny Goodman
Orchestra from the late 1930s. Help the
students identify the instruments in this
ensemble, which features one clarinet
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Ask students:
•W
 hat do you think might have been some of
the challenges of managing a band of this size?
(Answers may include: touring with a large
group of people can be logistically difficult,
it’s expensive to pay the salaries of so many
musicians, etc.)

3. Display images of rationing posters, which
were displayed throughout the country
during World War II. Have student volunteers
describe the images on these posters. What
sacrifices do these posters ask American
civilians to make, and why do you think these
sacrifices were important to the war effort?

should examine the sizes of different
branches of the military over the course of
the war.

Discuss as a class:
• With so many Americans in the service, in
what ways do you think civilian life changed at
home? Consider family life, jobs for women and
minorities, entertainment, spending, etc.
• How would the culture of rationing have affected
the audience’s participation in live music
performances, and how would that have affected
the bands?

4. Play video clip from Washington in War
Time (1943), a film depicting life in
Washington D.C. at the height of the war.
As they watch, students should take notes
on how the film presents ways that civilians
can contribute to the war effort.
Discuss as a class:
•W
 hy are the people riding bicycles described
as “setting a patriotic example to citizens
everywhere”?
•H
 ow might the idea of personal sacrifice help to
bring citizens together during wartime?

5. Return to the photo of the Benny Goodman
Orchestra from 1937. Ask students: How might
rations on rubber tires, gasoline, and other
travel restrictions due to the war have affected
the touring schedule of a band of this size?

• How might the military build-up have affected
the ability of civilian bandleaders to hire and
retain musicians? How do you think this might
have affected the size of Big Bands during the
war? [Note to teacher: guide students towards the
conclusion that many bands grew smaller.]

7. Display a photo of the Glenn Miller
Orchestra in 1940 (point out Miller playing
trombone in front), followed a photo of
Miller conducting the U.S. Army Air Force
Band during the war. In 1942, when the
Glenn Miller Orchestra was one of the
best selling acts in the country, Miller
left the band to voluntarily enlist in the
armed forces. As a captain, he formed
an ensemble of military musicians to
entertain the troops.

6. Display a table showing active U.S. military
personnel from 1939-1945. Students
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Ask students:

1943 (at the height of the recording ban).

• What kind of statement does it make when the
best selling artist of his era decides to change
the course of his career to join the military?
• How might Glenn Miller’s music have served a
different purpose for an audience of soldiers
stationed thousands of miles from their homes
than it served for civilian audiences?

8. Explain that in addition to rationing and
the military build-up, there was also a
1942 strike by the American Federation
of Musicians against the major record
labels that affected the popular music
industry. While the strike did not
necessarily lead to smaller bands, it did
shift the focal point of the popular music
combo.
Divide students up into small groups
and distribute Handout 1: All Recording
Stops Today. Students should read the
handout as a group and discuss the
questions below. When finished, invite
volunteers from each group to share their
answers.
•W
 hat are some ways that the musicians strike
both intentionally and unintentionally affected
popular music culture in the U.S.?
•W
 hy did vocalists experience a rise in
popularity during the strike?
•W
 hat factors led towards the rise in popularity
of African-American and traditional Folk-rooted
genres? Why do you think small combos that
played these genres had a new advantage over
the Big Bands?

9. Display side-by-side images of two different
versions of record labels for “All Or Nothing
At All,” a song recorded by Harry James
and His Orchestra with vocals by Frank
Sinatra that was first released in 1940
(before the recording ban), then reissued in

Ask students:
•W
 hat do you notice about the placement and
size of Frank Sinatra’s name in relation to
Harry James and His Orchestra on the lefthand label? How does this design change on
the right-hand label, when the recording was
reissued in 1943?
•W
 hat does the design of the 1943 reissue
label change suggest about how Sinatra’s
popularity has changed between the years
1940 and 1943?

10. Play a clip of Frank Sinatra performing
the song “Stardust” on the television and
radio program Your Hit Parade (1949).
Point out that Sinatra became a featured
singer on this program in 1943, at the
height of the musicians strike.
Ask students: how might Sinatra’s
frequent appearances on a nationallysyndicated show between 1943 and
1949 have affected his popularity?
11. Non-union R&B and Country artists
who were not beholden to the terms
of the recording ban also found larger
audiences during and after the war. For
examples of these respective genres,
play video clip of the Nat King Cole
Trio performing “It’s Better To Be By
Yourself” (1951), followed by a clip of
the Johnny Burnette Trio performing
“Lonesome Train” (1956).
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Ask students:
• What musical instruments carry over from the
Big Bands? [Note to teacher: students should
recognize the guitar, upright bass, and piano.]
• How do the sizes of these combos compare to an
ensemble such as the Glenn Miller Orchestra?
• In what ways might it have been less prohibitive
for a small combo to tour than a Big Band?
How might a small combo’s ability to tour more
frequently affect the popularity of musical styles
such as R&B and Country?
• Does early Rock and Roll, as performed by
artists including Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard,

and Elvis Presley, seem more connected to the
music of Big Bands or to R&B and Country?
How?

12. Distribute Handout 2: Best Selling
Singles for 1941 and 1951. Students
should examine both lists.
Ask students:
•H
 ow many Big Bands are featured on the 1951
list? What kinds of other artists are featured?
•W
 hat do these two lists suggest about
changing tastes in popular music between
1941-1951?

SUMMARY ACTIVITY:
Ask students to imagine that it is 1951, and they are reporters working at Billboard
magazine on assignment to write an article about how the sound of American popular
music changed from 1941 to 1951. Students should outline an article that takes the
position that it was either events directly connected to World War II (military growth,
rationing, etc.) or the musicians strike that caused ensemble sizes and popular musical
sounds to change so drastically over a short period of time.
Students should write one or two lead sentences to set up their argument, followed by a
rough outline for the rest of the article in list form.
WRITING PROMPT:
Students should develop their outlines from the summary activity into a full article of
approximately one page in length. Students may use any materials cited in the lesson and
are welcome to expand their research to include any other artists who exemplified a shift in
popular American musical tastes between the 1940s and early 1950s.
EXTENSIONS:
1. During the war, many musical instrument manufacturers temporarily converted their factories
to produce military contracts, including tanks, jet engines, and weaponry. Visit the website
of the Library of Congress and view the gallery of photographs entitled Pianos to Airplane
Motors, taken in 1942 by Ann Rosener for the U.S. Office of War Information.
Of the 14 photographs included in the collection, choose one image and write a one-page
imagined narrative in the voice of a person pictured in the selected image. What is his or her
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name? How long has he or she been working at the piano factory? What are his/her thoughts
or feelings on the factory being converted to make jet engines for the war? Incorporate
information and details you have learned in class, such as the rationing posters from WWII.
2. Research a product or a material that was rationed during World War II and design an original
rationing poster to help educate Americans about how rationing this item will help support the
U.S. military during wartime. Students may choose from the following list:
• Rubber
• Shellac (used to manufacture gramophone records before the advent of vinyl in 1949)
• Clothing and shoes
• Scrap metal
• Typewriters
• Fuel oil/gasoline/kerosene
• Coffee
• Sugar
• Canned goods
• Meat
• Cheese

3. Conduct independent research on the musical career of a popular Big Band leader of
1930s-40s. Imagine that you are writing the liner notes for a contemporary reissue of this
artist’s music. Write a 1-2 page essay on your artist and his band, being sure to mention any
pertinent biographical information about the bandleader, any significant musicians who played
in his ensemble, popular recordings they made, and how WWII and/or the musicians strike
affected his band and career. Students may choose from the following band leaders:
• Count Basie
• Cab Calloway
• Tommy or Jimmy Dorsey (brothers)
• Duke Ellington
• Benny Goodman
• Lionel Hampton
• Fletcher Henderson
• Woody Herman
• Harry James
• Kay Kyser
• Jimmy Lunsford
• Glenn Miller
• Buddy Rich
• Artie Shaw
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S TA N D A R D S

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS
College and Career Readiness Reading Anchor Standards for Grades 6-12 for Literature and
Informational Text
Reading 1: Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical
inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support
conclusions drawn from the text.
College and Career Readiness Writing Anchor Standards for Grades 6-12 in English
Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science and Technical Subjects
Writing 1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts
using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.
Writing 2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas and
information clearly and accurately through the effective selection, organization, and
analysis of content.
Writing 5: Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing,
rewriting, or trying a new approach.
Writing 7: Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects based on focused
questions, demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation.
College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for Speaking and Listening for Grades 6-12
Speaking and Listening 1: Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of
conversations and collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and
expressing their own clearly and persuasively.
Speaking and Listening 2: Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media
and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.
SOCIAL STUDIES – NATIONAL COUNCIL FOR THE SOCIAL STUDIES (NCSS)
College and Career Readiness Reading Anchor Standards for Grades 6-12 for Literature and
Informational Text
Theme 1: Culture
Theme 2: Time, Continuity, and Change
Theme 5: Individuals, Groups, and Institutions
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Theme 6: Power, Authority, and Governance
Theme 7: Production, Distribution, and Consumption
Theme 10: Civic Ideals and Practices
NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR MUSIC EDUCATION
Core Music Standard: Responding
Select: Choose music appropriate for a specific purpose or context.
Analyze: Analyze how the structure and context of varied musical works inform the
response.
Interpret: Support interpretations of musical works that reflect creators’ and/or
performers’ expressive intent.
Evaluate: Support evaluations of musical works and performances based on analysis,
interpretation, and established criteria.
Core Music Standard: Connecting
Connecting 11: Relate musical ideas and works to varied contexts and daily life to
deepen understanding.

RESOURCES

VIDEO RESOURCES

HANDOUTS

• Johnny Burnett Trio – Lonesome Train (1956)

• Handout 1: All Recording Stops Today

•T
 he Glenn Miller Orchestra – Jukebox Saturday
Night (Feat. the Glenn Miller Modernaires)
(1943)

• Handout 2: Best Selling Singles for 1941 and 1951

• Frank Sinatra – Stardust (1949)
•N
 at King Cole Trio – It’s Better To Be By Yourself
(1951)
•T
 he Benny Goodman Orchestra – Sing, Sing, Sing
(1937)
•W
 ashington in War Time (1943)
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