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Being an IN UNISON Scholar has expanded the network he can tap for help pursuing that future.
The IN UNISON Chorus – created by longtime UMSL Professor Robert Ray and administered by the 
symphony – aims to encourage diversity in the arts. The scholarship program became an extension 
of it and supports young African American students pursuing undergraduate degrees in music-
related fields at UMSL. IN UNISON Coordinator Michelle Byrd works in consultation with faculty 
and administrators in the Department of Music as well as with high school music teachers to 
identify students and invite them to apply. The symphony provides renewable $1,000 annual 
scholarships, which UMSL matches. “I have visited high schools to clinic choirs and met with band 
and orchestra directors to get a feel for their students and to see who they may have,” Byrd says. 
Senior Alayna Epps, a vocalist who has performed with Stevie Wonder and at Carnegie Hall, wants 
to go into music therapy, and IN UNISON introduced her to a network of people who could help her 
get accepted into a top master’s program in that specialized field. IN UNISON also has given Epps 
confidence and people she can turn to for support to overcome challenges she’s had as an 
undergraduate. Growing up in Florissant and attending Hazelwood Central High School, Epps didn’t 
have as many opportunities or receive the same training as students from more affluent schools. 
She initially struggled with sight-reading and music theory. Epps has seen other African American 
students from similar backgrounds end up changing to different majors, but she’s persisted. “It’s 
provided me a foundation to pursue my career,” Epps says. “If they’re willing to pour this much into 
me, I know I can get through this program.” Read the complete article at 
https://blogs.umsl.edu/news/2020/06/02/unison-scholars/

UMSL alumna Michelle Byrd (at left) serves as the coordinator of the IN UNISON Scholars program, a strategic initiative of the St. Louis 
Symphony Orchestra that provides up to six scholarships for African American UMSL students studying in a music-related field. Cellist 
and aspiring conductor David Brown (center) and vocalist Alayna Epps, who is pursuing a career in music therapy, were among this
year’s scholarship recipients. (Photo by August Jennewein) 
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