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Teaching Artistry
in Rural Communities
- Winter 2019-2020 Where do you do your work? This quarter, TAG explores some of the experiences and realities
of teaching artists in rural settings. As the Mapping Project continues to grow, we are able to
see more and more the breadth and interconnectedness of the field. This issue we dive into two
regions in the vast middle of the country, Texas and Oklahoma, to learn a little bit about how
teaching artists are working. One commonality I noticed is that challenges in accessing the
arts affect people everywhere, whether it’s “50 miles or 50 blocks” (Audra Lambert, page 11).
While there are unique challenges to different localities, this can be an issue in both rural, urban,
and suburban communities. Yet in both cases we see teaching artists creatively ascertaining
and maximizing their resources, and reaching out to others for help.
In 2020 the arts worker, the teacher, the teaching artist, are all facing increasing challenges as
well as increased recognition. Funding constraints continue to plague these sectors. Policies
on employment status roil the arts in California, even as the budget for education grows.
Professional development is seeing a leap in the United States, with arts councils recognizing
the need for ways to recognize teaching artists’ knowledge and experience. And recognition of
the role of the artist in American society continues to grow and be developed. We as teaching
artists are integral to that work in the ways we interface daily with our communities of students.
We enter 2020 poised to carry forward the work of the last several years, strengthening our
field in order to create a thriving, sustainable profession, serving a nation in which the arts are
accessible to all. I’m so thrilled to be able to continue this work with you, and I hope I’ll get to
the chance to work with many more of you this year! Keep doing what you’re doing. You all rock.
With Warmth,

Jean Johnstone
Executive Director
Teaching Artists Guild
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Story by Jean Taylor and Laurel Toyofuku

TEACHING
ARTISTS
From and For the Community
in Wichita Falls, Texas
If you are involved in arts education, there
is a very good chance you have heard of
Margie Reese. A leader in arts education,
arts administration, and cultural policy
planning, to name a few, Margie has
committed her career to advocating for
access, equity, and diversity in the arts.
While her work supporting artists and the
communities they serve spans the globe,
she has recognized the vital role Teaching
Artists can play in building strong, creative
communities within rural areas. Currently,
Margie serves as the Executive Director of
the Wichita Falls Alliance for Arts and Culture
(“The Alliance”), focused on cultivating

local Teaching Artists’ development and
leadership within the community. The
Alliance is located in Wichita Falls, Texas—a
city with a population of about 105,000,
positioned about 125 miles north of Dallas,
close to Texas’s border with Oklahoma.
Over the past two years, Margie and The
Alliance have partnered with Lincoln
Center Education (“LCE”) to introduce
LCE’s Fundamentals of Teaching Artistry
Lab. Through its partnership with LCE and
other organizations, such as Big Thought in
Dallas, The Alliance has fostered Teaching
Artist practices that are guided by access
and inclusion.

Margie Reese bonds with Bingo the Bull. Bingo is owned and loved by Harry Patterson and the cowboys at Magic
Ranch, hosts of the LCE Fundamentals of Teaching Artistry Lab in Wichita Falls. Photo by Torin Halsey.
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Teaching Artist work in Wichita Falls has taken shape in roles ranging from curriculum designers to
community engagement specialists who serve organizations including Boys and Girls Clubs, libraries, the
County Juvenile Department, and community centers. Recent Teaching Artist-led initiatives have also included
the “Don’t Fence Me In” project and the “Eastside Mural Project” to create public art, collectively with residents,
within community spaces. At the core of all of these programs and roles are practices that thoughtfully
address, honor, and respond to the history, traditions, and experiences unique to the City and its residents.
In the following conversation, Margie reflects on fostering a dynamic community of Teaching Artists
and how these Teaching Artists are impacting the City of Wichita Falls.
You have a vast history as an arts advocate and arts management trailblazer,
leading the charge to provide transformative arts education experiences for
children and their families nationally and internationally. What led you to
first champion the field of Teaching Artistry?
This question makes me reflect and take a step back to my early work in communities as a graduate
theatre student in the late 1970s. Mind you, this was a time before “labels” described ideas like social
justice or inclusion or impact. It was a time when a theatre troupe that I had the good fortune to work with
would hop on the back of a truck and drive into neighborhoods of color and actualize the learnings from
our theatre classes. Our intention was to engage young people in the writing and performance of their
own stories in front of their peers and neighbors. This ad hoc work became more meaningful with each
excursion. We were professionally trained theatre artists; teaching theatre concepts, but, most importantly,
allowing our plans for the day to adjust so that the participant’s ever-changing line of inquiry could be fully
explored.
It would be more than 30 years before I learned that this work had a name. The idea that asking the
right questions or providing an open space for ideation was called Teaching Artistry was unknown to me at
the time. I think I began and continue to be an advocate for both sides of the equation—the artist who guides
the creative process, and the young creative who fearlessly responds. I can’t stop thinking about that.

Jacobie Genus at the opening for “Jacobie’s Wall,” a mural painted at the Wichita Falls Housing Authority by
Jacobie and his team, Jessica Johnson, and Jacob Gardin. Photo by Torin Halsey.
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You have demonstrated a commitment to creating and growing Teaching
Artist communities in rural areas, in particular. Could you please
speak to this commitment and why you believe Teaching Artists are so
vital in these communities?
Teaching Artists are leaders. They know how to take charge. They are respectful and they
command respect when they are fully prepared and equipped to do their jobs. Artists who come out of
rural communities are imaginative and know what perseverance means. They are naturally collaborative.
I don’t think they are any different from their peers in larger, more urban communities, however they
have to be mobile, creating environments for discovery in unlikely spaces that soon become familiar
comfort zones. They are just as stubborn as the hot dry summers and harsh winters they experience.
They are open to adapting and traveling long distances to do their work, without judgement. You just
want to do more to support their success.

The Alliance 2019 Teaching Artist Cohort participating in the Pre-Camp Intensive. Photo by Torin Halsey.

At The Alliance, where you serve as Executive Director, the organization
has focused on building up a community of Teaching Artists in Wichita
Falls, Texas. How did you first become involved with Teaching Artistry
in Wichita Falls, and how have you fostered Wichita Falls’ Teaching
Artists’ practices and the roles they play?
First and foremost, I care about my community. I care about advancing its strength. The work of
the Wichita Falls Alliance for Arts and Culture is based on the premise that excellence is central to our
organizational culture. It seemed to me then that I should make available the best training possible to
encourage local artists to see themselves as Teaching Artists, and Lincoln Center and their work with
Jean E. Taylor, Ashley Renee Watkins, and Eric Booth filled that bill. So, what happens when you seek
out the best, even if they are half way across the country? Well, you get what you ask for!
Here’s what my formula looks like: engage local artists in trust-building dialogue; encourage
them by providing excellent training; and empower them to build a learning program that honors their
own experiences and the traditions of the communities they live in. This recipe works every time.
Our cohort has grown from eight to eighteen over the past four years, and, from that group, thought
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leaders have emerged. The Teaching Artists have become team leaders, project managers, curriculum
designers, community engagement specialists, and excellent creative guides. My job is simple:
advocate for them and take care of the backroom operations and get out of their way.
Could you please provide a few examples of how local Teaching Artists
are working in Wichita Falls?
We have just finished our fourth year of the initiative to build a cadre of ready-to-work Teaching
Artists. What an amazing journey! With all that we have challenged the artists to do, we have also made
space for fun! The artists have created city-wide public art projects, starting with luring neighbors into
creating a sculpture we called “Don’t Fence Me In.” The project was designed by Eric Zambrano, a
local artist who is now seeking his MFA in Sculpture at the University of Houston. The following year, a
team of our Teaching Artists researched the history of the Wichita Nation and created a contemporary
sculpture representative of the traditional houses of the Wichita Tribes. Probably the most memorable
culminating project from our work with young people was a pop-up exhibition of the work created by
kids in all the art camps throughout our service area. We all know how proud young people are to have
their work shown. That exhibition taught all of us that kids are courageous and bold; all they require is
our commitment to allow them to explore.
Our artists now work in four adjacent counties, providing classes in Boys and Girls Clubs,
libraries, and community centers, and in communities with populations ranging from as few as 1,200
to 105,00 (Wichita Falls’ population). Pride in community is the one common denominator. I learn so
much about my neighbors and their love for blending the area’s ranching and agriculture heritage with
innovation and foresight.
Based on how Teaching Artistry has impacted the community of Wichita
Falls, do you think this is a model that can be adapted to the specific
needs and dynamics of other rural communities? How do you see the
field of Teaching Artistry continue to grow and respond in other rural
communities across the country?
From where I sit, respect is the thing! Rural is not synonymous with less than. Rural is about a
place, a place with a history that has survived and, indeed, thrived. Creativity is not a new idea in rural
communities—it’s a way of life, neighbors help neighbors solve problems, and failure is not an option.
Beauty is in the work of the metalsmith, or the artist who makes one-of-a-kind objects ranging
from wood turning to the cowboy who dances with a 1,500-pound bull!
Beauty is also in the work of local muralists, like those who are part of our Teaching Artist cohort
who use the power of public art and murals to send the message that the arts belong to everyone. They
created four stunning works of art that jump-started conversations about cultural memory and pride in
place. These additions to the city’s landscape showcase what can happen when artists are given the
charge to bring the city together—to take risks—and to give voice to stories that otherwise might be
forgotten.
I would just remind the reader that Teaching Artists work at their maximum capacity when their
work does not try to disrupt the community’s rhythm, but becomes in sync with it.

Read on for a conversation with Teaching Artist and community activist
Audra Lambert.
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CONVERSATION WITH
AUDRA LAMBERT
Audra Lambert is a Visual Arts Teaching Artist living and working in Wichita Falls who has become a
leader at The Alliance and within the Wichita Falls community. She discusses her experiences developing
her Teaching Artist practice in Wichita Falls, and recent Teaching Artist initiatives that have transformed
and brought the community together.

Audra Lambert and Whitney Hogue work together to mount pickets painted by Wichita Falls community members
for the Don’t Fence Me In community art project designed by Eric Zambrano. Photo by Torin Halsey.

How long have you been a Teaching Artist, and how did you first become
involved in Teaching Artistry?
In 2016, I was one of eight initial Wichita Falls artists to become trained as a Teaching Artist. I
was invited to participate in the program after meeting Margie at a local art gallery. That was the first
year of the program, and, at that time, I served as a Teaching Artist at the Southside Youth Center and
Artist Liaison, leading our inaugural team of Teaching Artists. I would eventually install the exhibit
which showed the work of students from all five sites, including those from the Wichita Falls Juvenile
Probation Department, the Paul Irwin Center, Southside Youth Center, East Branch YMCA, and the
Martin Luther King Center. The “Culmination Event” was eye opening for me as I was able to see the
impact of all the Teaching Artists and all the work and beauty imagined and created by the students.
Could you please describe how your Teaching Artist practice has
developed in Wichita Falls?
Since 2016, The Alliance has trained 35 individual artists as Teaching Artists. These Teaching
Artists come from a variety of backgrounds and arts disciplines. The artists, whether they have stayed
in the program or moved on to other opportunities, have taken the skills and abilities they gained from
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the program and are still using them today in unexpected and transformative ways. For example, the
One World Gallery is not just a summer camp program. It empowers Teaching Artists to use their
artistry to amplify the voices of young people and the communities they live in. The young people
already had a powerful perspective, but perhaps were never encouraged or had access to ways of
seeing how they might use their imagination to transform their own world for themselves and for
others.
What is the Eastside Mural Project, and how did it originate? How have
Wichita Falls residents responded to the murals?
The Eastside Mural Project is an initiative of the Wichita Falls Alliance for Arts and Culture to
integrate public art into community spaces. The project is intentionally designed to spark city-wide
conversations about the role arts play as a catalyst for community development.
The responses from the residents of Wichita Falls have been one of much support and excitement.
It has awakened a sense of pride and togetherness. From the beginning, the act of beautification has
sparked others to pick up broken pieces of glass and mow over grown lawns, among other things. It
has re-ignited a culture of pride—“Let’s do it now for everyone today and tomorrow.” Children walking
past the muralists offered to help, neighbors brought sandwiches, and passersby honked their car
horns and yelled, “thank you” to the artists.

“In Motion” mural transforms a large wall of the Beacon Lighthouse for the Blind, as part of the Eastside Mural
Project. Mural by Brea'n Thompson, assisted by Selena Mize, and Sierra Archer. Photo by Torin Halsey.

From your experiences as a Teaching Artist in Wichita Falls, what do
you see as unique to being a Teaching Artist in rural communities?
I would say being a Teaching Artist in a rural community is much like being one in an urban
community. We have far more in common than one might think. Whether you live 50 miles or 50 blocks
from an arts and cultural experience, it’s all the same if you can’t get to it. Access to the arts is what’s
important. I’m grateful to be a part of this work that acknowledges that creativity and excellence exist
in every community.
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Supporting Teaching Artists with

Creative Aging
Trainings

Article by
Sarah Drebelbis

In 2019, 100 Minnesota teaching artists participated in two teaching artist trainings in creative
aging, co-presented by Aroha Philanthropies and the Minnesota State Arts Board, in partnership with
Lifetime Arts. Today on the Blog, Sarah Drebelbis of Aroha Philanthropies describes the reasoning,
design and impact of two successful training events held in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Why Creative
Aging?
Training attendees participate in a creative
aging curriculum design discussion.
Photo credit: Sarah Drebelbis

For the past 50+ years, the work of arts and cultural
institutions has centered on providing professional arts
productions or exhibitions for audiences to enjoy. Today,
the role of our cultural institutions is broadening to
include facilitating the creative and expressive lives of our richly varied communities.
The older adult population is historically underserved and overlooked. Meanwhile, the number
and percentage of adults in the U.S. who are 55 and older is growing dramatically. Today, about one in
seven people in the U.S. are over 65. By 2030, it will be one in four or five. This group spans 50+ years
of life, incorporating up to three generations of people with every level of ability, energy and potential.
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Aroha champions programs that enable active older adults to learn, make and share the arts.
These programs are based on the same arts education principles that drive youth arts education,
including sequential skill-based learning over a period of time, but they are tailored to the unique
strengths and needs of older adults. We hope to help people understand that aging is about growth,
not just decline; about opportunities, not just challenges; and about the contributions older people can
and do make.

Investing in
Teaching Artists
One aspect of championing creative aging programs is supporting the teaching artists who
lead them. According to the most recent Creative MN report, there are 108,755 creative and artist
workers and 1,903 nonprofit arts and cultural organizations in Minnesota. To further the creative aging
movement in our home state, Aroha developed a teaching artist training model to support, inspire and
equip teaching artists on how to create successful, effective arts education programs for older adults.
A diverse group of Minnesota teaching artists who are experienced in the creative aging field advised
on the development of the training, which was led by Lifetime Arts.

Teaching Artist
Trainings

Training attendees participate in a
hands-on creative aging mask-making
workshop. Photo credit: Sarah Drebelbis

In 2019, Aroha and the Minnesota State Arts
Board sponsored two free two-day training opportunities
for Minnesota teaching artists of all artistic disciplines
and all levels of experience.
To garner interest and include teaching artists
from across the state, an open registration period was
held before 50 participants were randomly selected
for each training. We saw an overwhelmingly positive
response from Minnesota teaching artists, with more
than 250 total lottery submissions.
The trainings included an exploration of ageism, a handson deconstruction of a creative aging workshop, a review
of best practices in curriculum design and tangible
ideas on how to include social engagement in all artistic
mediums in creative aging programs. Participants had
the opportunity to network and connect with peers
interested in this field, hear from a panel of teaching
artists who have experience working with older adults
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and see directly the impact of creative aging programs through live student performances and panel
discussions. Presentations from the Minnesota State Arts Board and
Springboard for the Arts shared grant opportunities and
resources for teaching artists to support
creative aging programming.

“There is lots to learn if you want to work with seniors. Aroha and Lifetime
Arts have created a powerful, illuminating and fun training that will give you
all the necessary knowledge and tools you need to be a successful teaching
artist. You will learn about creating professional and concise curriculums,
the do’s and don’ts working with seniors, developing successful partnerships
and learn how to apply for [funding opportunities]. Teaching Artists of all
backgrounds and experience levels will greatly benefit from this Teaching
Artists Training in Creative Aging.” - Mike von der Nahmer, participant

Looking Ahead
Creative aging programs empower active older adults to dive into learning an art form in
an environment that fosters community, friendship and engagement. By providing these trainings,
our hope is that the 100 newly trained Minnesota teaching artists will advocate for and seek out
opportunities to develop sequential, skill-building programs that engage older adults, both individually
and within arts and cultural organizations across Minnesota.

About the Author
Sarah Drebelbis is the Communication and Event
Coordinator at Aroha Philanthropies. Sarah’s prior experience
has been focused in the arts in Minnesota, serving as a program
manager at MacPhail Center for Music and supporting the
fundraising efforts at Children’s Theatre Company. She
graduated magna cum laude from Minnesota State University
Moorhead with a Bachelor of Music in Music Business.
For more information, please contact Sarah Drebelbis
(sarah@arohaphilanthropies.org).
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TEACHING MUSIC IN
RURAL AMERICA
ONE ARTIST’S EXPERIENCE
By Joanna Hawkins Nannestad

I

had recently relocated from a large American city with my husband who had taken a faculty position
at a small state college. Before this move, I had been working as a church musician and more

recently a substitute elementary school teacher, so when a local school district near our new home
called the college looking for a part-time music teacher, I took a meeting with the superintendent. He
described some of the harsh realities of running a school in such a small, economically challenged
rural community. Job opportunities for families were scarce; he cited the number one employer in the
area as “unemployment”. This had a dual impact on the education system: the student population
experienced a good deal of generational poverty, and the school was not adequately funded.

Photo: Joanna Hawkins Nannestad In the music classroom, leading with voice and guitar

The superintendent did not have a particular vision for what a music program in his schools
would look like. He had been hoping to find anyone, from a retired teacher who was looking to do some
part time teaching to perhaps a student who wanted to gain some teaching experience. I suppose I
fell somewhere in the middle; an experienced artist with some background working with school age
children. I met with the music education faculty at the college (my husband and his colleague) for
some guidance on putting together a proposal for the school including a framework of the curriculum
I might offer. By the time that meeting ended, I had some good advice, some encouragement and
support, and a basic idea of how the trajectory of my career in the arts was about to change.
First, we went to the school to explore the facilities that were being handed over to my use. While
much of it was old, dusty, in need of repair or beyond use, some of the resources proved invaluable
when undertaking to build a program from near-scratch.

1:

There was a dedicated music room. This can be a luxury to arts teachers who
are often expected to cart their class into “regular” classrooms and work around another
teacher’s set-up. Attached to the ancient auditorium, the room was serviceable: a wide
open, blank canvas with lots of room to move around and big blank walls calling out for
decoration. We put a huge amount of labor into making the room both minimally functional

2:
3:

and also aesthetically pleasing.
There was a small selection of well-used unpitched percussion instruments, surplus
to an early childhood class, I was told. There were eighteen sets of rhythm sticks, five
“lollipop” drums and twenty plastic recorders. The electric keyboard was in fair condition,
as were 2 large chalkboards (yes, old-fashioned chalk).
The room did not have a computer, internet, or phone. I could access the computer
lab in the main building when classes were not using it, searching the internet for materials
and ideas, and of course I had a cell phone.
Being so separate from the main building had its advantages: we were never too
loud, for one. For another, the music classroom was part of the separate auditorium
building so I had easy access to our performance space and I could rehearse there on a
regular basis, familiarizing myself with the rudimentary technology (half-burned out stage
lights, a projector, a screen and some very old risers).
However, the downside of such an isolated teaching space became evident one
day: a sheriff knocked on the door to inform me that the lockdown put into effect because
a convict had escaped the local county jail was over and the threat had subsided. To which
I responded: “What lockdown?” Since there was not a class in my room at the time and we
were not connected to the school’s intercom, no one had thought to let me know.

4:
5:

I made much use of the teacher resource room which was stocked with colored
paper, a die cut machine, large poster paper and copiers, producing charts, posters and
manipulatives to go along with my developing curriculum.
There were two sets of music curricula discovered deep in the back of the janitor’s
closet: Silver Burdett’s “The Music Connection” and Macmillan’s “Music and You”. The
accompanying vinyl records gave a sense of how outdated these materials were. I made
some attempt to use them, but since they were lacking student books I mostly memorized bits
of each lesson I found useful and delivered it myself. Most of my curriculum was developed
from resources at the local college and of course the vast resources of the internet.

The local college’s music department was an invaluable resource. I had access to the mentorship
of the music education faculty and could run ideas and questions by them. I was able to take an elementary
methods course which was deeply inspiring, allowing me to take all my new knowledge directly into the
classroom. I took a keyboarding class to brush up on my piano skills. I was able to expand my teaching
materials enormously by borrowing various unpitched percussion instruments, movement scarves,
songbooks, a guitar, and the items the students were most excited by: a beautiful set of Orff xylophones.
One directive I was given by the school administration was to tie reading literacy into my curriculum
as much as possible. The college’s academic library was extremely useful when I began to develop this
bespoke literacy-music curriculum; the curriculum library had a better selection of children’s literature
than the town library and more even than the small library at my school site. My first Christmas1 assembly
is a good example of how I undertook this challenge to integrate literacy. The program read, “this concert
was designed to help our students explore the world of books through creative engagement in holidaythemed stories.” The chart below gives a basic description of the performance and the musical concept
or skill explored.

Grades K-6 Christmas Program; Curriculum explored
through music and movement
Pre-K: “The Mystery of the Missing Mitten” by Stephen Kellogg - Finger play based on mittens; speaking
the rhyme in rhythm teaches keeping a steady beat.
Kindergarten: “Merry Christmas, Mom and Dad” by Mercer Mayer - Singing “We wish you a merry
Christmas” (trad.) with body movement/motor skill choreography.
1st grade: “How Santa Got His Job” by Stephen Krensky - Singing “Must be Santa” (Moore and Fredericks)
recognizing details in a text (Red hat, white trim, etc.)
2nd grade : “The Polar Express” by Chris Van Allsburg - Composing and performing a “treat” chant;
discovering rhythms, build on keeping a steady beat.
1

In my experience in this particular community, there was never a question about the dominance of
Christmas as the major winter holiday.

Photo: The music curriculum library discovered shelved in the janitor’s closet
The production for this Christmas program had to begin early in my assignment, as my first day
of teaching was in the first week of November. I might have doubted it was possible to have my new
students ready to stand on stage and give a performance so quickly, but I had already had the chance to
get them on stage in my second week on the job! On beginning the job, I was immediately tasked with
preparing the students to offer performances for the town Veterans Day assembly to be held in my new
auditorium the following week. I had been assigned grades Kindergarten through 6 and decided to use
a technique that had gained me some success in my church music ministry: partnering. I would partner
each older child with one younger, hand them a hymnal and begin to sing. The older partner shows the
younger how to follow along, giving the older partner some confidence that though he may not know
much, he still has more knowledge than the younger partner. The younger partner gets instruction from a
fellow learner rather than always from the teacher. Programming each younger grade with an older grade
for this performance was an adaptation of this practice.

3rd grade: “How the Grinch Stole Christmas” by Dr. Suess - Singing “You’re a Mean, One Mr. Grinch”
(Albert Hague). A text-heavy number, this offered us memorization practice and using visual cue strategy
to trigger memory
4th grade: “The Best Christmas Pageant Ever” by Barbara Robinson - Singing a traditional carol medley;
taking details from the story to dramatize on stage.
5th grade: “Johnny Tremain” by Esther Forbes - Singing a William Billings carol contemporary to the time
period of the book; performed a class adaptation of Yankee Doodle called “Santa Doodle”
6th grade: “Peanuts” by Charles Schulz (inspired by a literature lesson having to do with comic strips)
- Singing “Christmastime is Here” (Mendelson/Guaraldi) from the TV adaptation of “A Charlie Brown
Christmas,” performing a body-percussion performance to Leroy Anderson’s “Sleigh Ride”

For that first Veterans Day, I took inspiration from the Veterans Affairs website’s description of
the day: A celebration to honor America’s veterans for their patriotism, love of country, and willingness
to serve and sacrifice for the common good 2. While on the surface my programming might seem like
a random collection of patriotic songs, each performance was designed with a deliberate educational
object in view. To open the assembly, the National Anthem was led by the 6th grade. I took care to assign
this to my most mature students, as our anthem is a notoriously difficult one. I made use of all I knew of
vocal pedagogy distilled down into 2 brief class sessions, delivered when I was still desperately trying to
remember my new students’ names and personalities. Breathing from the diaphragm, enunciating with
proper vowel shapes and not breathing between “star-spangled” and “banner” in the penultimate line
were the extent of my instruction that week, and we made progress! The Kindergarteners were paired
with the 4th graders to sing “Yankee Doodle.” We discussed the historical context of the intended insult
against the Revolutionary War soldiers, giving them a piece of historical knowledge to grow into3. The 5th
and 2nd graders sang “Johnny has gone for a soldier” and explored the idea that “Johnny” was not one
person but rather represented all soldiers, that war is a solemn thing causing some families to make great
sacrifices. The 1st and 3rd graders partnered together to sing the answer to the last song, “When Johnny
comes marching home again” and explored similar concepts. The 4th graders closed the assembly with
“You’re a Grand Old Flag” as an upbeat confirmation of patriotism to end the event.
After the modest success of my first two assemblies, it became part of the scope of my assignment
to act as the school’s assembly production manager. The school assembled for holidays (Veterans Day,
Memorial Day, etc.), quarterly academic updates and awards, and state testing motivational speaking. I
used each of these platforms as creative vehicles for myself and the students. They would sing a song or
perform a movement piece based on the topic of the day, often pulled directly from or inspired by a piece
of literature being studied in the class. One year I myself performed a parody of Taylor Swift’s “Shake it
Off” about test anxiety at the pre-test spirit rally.
By the end of my first year, I had gained enough experience with the auditorium and its production
possibilities, as well as experience with the abilities and interests of the students, that I felt ready to
undertake a large-scale project: a school musical. Once more I called on the resources of the state
college and was introduced to a local alumna who was teaching in a more established school music
program. She let me borrow the sheet music and backing tracks for a school musical she had had her
school perform recently. All I needed were sets and costumes, and I discovered another great resource:
my school’s art teacher. She was a full-time employee who exclusively taught middle and high school
studio art as well as an occasional English class, mostly focusing on theatre. She was able to create
some lovely pieces with her classes that we used as set pieces. She had her classes twisting pipe-

2

https://www.va.gov/opa/vetsday/vetdayhistory.asp

3

https://www.nytimes.com/1989/07/04/opinion/yankee-doodle-dandy.html

Photo: Teaching on-stage while set for the Woody Guthrie assembly

cleaners and hot-gluing felt until we had enough costume pieces for all the students whose teachers did
not make it a class activity to create their costumes (most did).
My final performance was one I developed entirely from scratch and entirely for this particular
population. Because we were located in rural Oklahoma, I drew on the art of the region’s most famous
folk artist: Woody Guthrie. There was no shortage of age-appropriate Guthrie tunes and texts that we
could use to celebrate our local artistic hero. Interdisciplinary opportunities were plentiful as well, since
every class had a social studies lesson about the Dust Bowl, one of Guthrie’s frequent topics. We all
learned the official Oklahoma state folk song:

“Way down yonder in the Indian nation
cowboy’s life is my occupation
In the Oklahoma Hills where I was born”

The performance culminated in singing the classic “This Land Is Your Land” with all the students
lined up between the art department’s latest creations: a statue of liberty and a grove of redwood trees.
A few weeks later I was informed that due to funding shortfall, I would not be hired back the
following year.
Some of the lessons learned over those three years:

1:

Identify your strengths as an artist and adapt them to meet the needs of the
students. I was a vocalist so I taught using my voice and encouraging them to use theirs. I
knew enough about vocal pedagogy to give them some basically healthy voice techniques
and to model them consistently myself. We sang more than anything else, not only because
each child already owned the instrument. If I had been an instrumentalist or composer, my
curriculum would have been different. The mode of teaching is almost secondary. When

2:
3:
4:
5:

people ask what I teach, I like to say “I teach children. I teach them using music.”
Find and use local resources. Aligning myself with already established local arts
teachers doubled my resources and provided plentiful support and inspiration.
Make yourself familiar with the needs of the community and use your art to support
it. I had never considered how many ways music could be used to teach literacy, but now I
have binders full of literacy/music activities I can draw on.
Know that you are a gift to your students. Teaching the arts in what can feel like an
artistic vacuum can be terribly sad, but terribly satisfying as well. No matter how rocky my
productions were, I could tell myself that some art is better than no art, that giving students
some experience on the stage sharing their creativity was better than them having none.
Use your own creativity. Art in rural areas is often making something out of nothing.
Who is better equipped to do that than the creative professionals who are our teaching
artists?

Joanna Hawkins Nannestad is Director of Music at Our Savior’s Lutheran
Church in Durant, OK, where she is responsible for all aspects of the music
program, including composing musical settings of the liturgy. She recently
completed a semester as guest conductor of the SHARE Children’s Chorus.
www.facebook.com/joanna.hawkins.52

How much should you be making? You can
now use the Teaching Artist Pay Rate
Calculator to find out! Plug in your information
and give the calculator a whirl. The purpose of
this tool is to help Teaching Artists to negotiate
at least a living wage, and to help hiring organizations advocate for funding to pay teaching
artists that living wage.

CALCULATE YOUR
TEACHING ARTIST
PAY RATE

The Teaching Artist Pay Rate Calculator is
meant to act as a catalyst for the field. This will
help us work towards securing livable, equitable wages for Teaching Artists and for the field of
arts education. Teaching Artists and arts administrators both struggle to make a living wage.
Together, we believe we can spark an important dialogue about this issue and work to better
stabilize and strengthen the arts education, creative youth development, and community arts
fields across the United States. https://teachingartistsguild.org/pay-rate-calculator

FIND YOUR NEXT
TEACHING ARTIST
JOB or TRAINING
Teaching Artists Guild hosts the largest list of professional development and training programs for the
field of teaching artistry. You can view the list at:
https://teachingartistsguild.org/training-programs.

We know that, more than anything,
Teaching Artists want to work. We
want to share our skills and experience
and passion with the world. So, when
we hear about a job, you hear about a
job.
The Teaching Artists Guild job board
is open to all of our members (both
free and premium) and allows teaching
artists to search for jobs by location,
type (part-time, full-time, temporary,
freelance, or internship) and category
of art.
https://teachingartistsguild.org/jobs

EMPLOYING
TEACHING
ARTISTS:
Luna Dance Institute Strives
to Professionalize the Field
by Cherie Hill
A s California arts providers prepare to shift teaching artists' hiring status from independent
contractors to employees, an opportunity for the arts education field to reevaluate how teaching artists
make a sustainable living unfolds. The passing of CA Assembly Bill 5 provides more clarity and new
rules around what classifies a worker as an independent contractor or an employee, affecting numerous
teaching artists and arts education organizations. Though this one-size-fits-all legislation poses
innumerable problems within the arts industry, the bill evokes essential conversations around teaching
artists' jobs and security.

I work as an employed Dance Teaching Artist and Director of Community & Culture at Luna
Dance Institute (LDI), a nonprofit dance education organization based in Berkeley, CA. My first teaching
experience began teaching dance in public schools as an undergraduate student with mentorship
through ArtsBridge. Upon graduation, I joined the gig economy as an independent contractor working
for two organizations. To supplement my income when no teaching residencies were available, I worked
part-time at a call center for a women's clothing company. After two years of multi-job juggling, I quit
and enrolled in graduate school. Subsequent to completing an MFA in Dance; I felt lucky to land a job at
LDI. As a teacher-administrator, I teach dance in underserved communities, earn a stable income with
benefits, and have time to pursue my choreography.
Luna Dance Institute’s mission is to bring creativity, equity, and community to every child's life
through the art of dance. We bring dance to more than 20,000 children and 300 artists, teachers, and
social service providers annually. Founded in 1992, LDI has grown from a local children's dance program
to a nationally recognized dance education organization that develops future choreographers, leaders,

[1] Johnstone, Jean, “Making Teaching Artists Employees”, TAG Quarterly, Fall 2019
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and visionaries. In building the organization, founding members spent significant time discussing the
mission and values, and how an equitable business structure could align.
When LDI became a nonprofit, the director's instituted a unique model where they hire teaching
artists to work as both an educator and administrator. This decision stemmed partly from inequities
observed within the field where administrators possess greater access to employee benefits and steady
wages then teaching artists. Over time, LDI leaders built their business to offer teaching artists full-time
work in addition to employee benefits. Today, the organization's mission, pedagogical values, and job
stability, attracts teaching artists from around the nation.
Luna's Co-Executive Directors Patricia Reedy (founder) and Nancy Ng have worked together for
more than two decades to evolve the organization and the business infrastructure. In a 2015 blog, Ng
explains how the teacher-administrator model manifests:
“Teaching artist leaders are running arts organizations and developing new business models
while teaching and creating art. Luna has recognized this since inception. My colleague, Patricia Reedy,
founded Luna 23 years ago as a teaching artist. And although it has sometimes been a struggle, I am
proud that we offer our teaching artist-administrators full-time employment, health benefits, paid time
off, professional development opportunities, and a retirement plan. We are able to give teaching artists
a healthy and sane structure for employment. A full-time employee at Luna teaches an equivalent of 1012 classes per week, with the remainder of her time assisting, coordinating, or managing a program or
resource area.”2
Employing

teaching

artists

aligns with Luna's values to uplift
and professionalize the field. The
organization's nationally recognized
professional learning program provides
training and support for teaching
artists and all who teach dance. LDI's
leadership is committed to investing in
their teaching artists and to impacting
the entire profession, helping “teaching
professionals remember their passion,
to see their careers as bigger than
they originally dreamed, and to stay
courageous and creative…"3

Photo: Patricia Reedy leads LDI teaching artists in professional
development training. Photo by Kreate Photography

Creating a new business model comes with complications. When asked what one of the most
significant challenges has been, Reedy explains that in her day, dance teaching artists lived with hula

[2]https://blog.americansforthearts.org/2019/05/15/teaching-artists-applying-the-breadth-of-their-skills
[3] Organizational Profile (Nello), Luna Dance Institute, updated 2017
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hoops in the back of their car, and, when laid off in the summer, were forced to find lower-paying gigs.
In forming LDI, she wanted to create a situation where teaching artists could depend on their income
and eventually have benefits & paid time off. She noticed other types of jobs that artists were pursuing
to sustain their career. These professions included publicity and marketing, program planning, and
administration.
Through

their

own

experience

as teaching artists, Reedy and Ng knew
that teaching twenty-five classes a week
was not sustainable if their employees
were going to stay in and evolve the field.
Instead, they experimented with a formula
that made sense for both the artist and
organization, to balance the teaching and
administrative work. Reedy realizes that
Patricia Reedy explains a dance concept to LDI teaching artists.
Photo by Kreate Photography.

completing dual roles is not for everybody.
"Some teaching artists want more flexibility,
enjoy free-lance work, or do not want to do

administrative work. I began to realize the model we were looking at was not exactly a dancer-teacheradministrator life, but it resembled a choreographer's life." The role of a choreographer requires creating a
dance from almost nothing. A dance-maker must edit and revise their art, take risks, and work to convey
their pieces' intention and meaning. The skills of a choreographer are similar to those needed to run a
nonprofit organization.

Currently, the majority of teaching artists employed at Luna are choreographers. Moving into 28
years, LDI leaders are focusing on three significant goals: leadership development, the purchase of a
permanent facility, and forming a nationally
recognized

Dance

Creativity

Teaching

& Research Institute. In this stage of
expansion, Reedy and Ng are experimenting
with diversifying their employee structure by
hiring employees who do not teach to run the
operational side of things, shifting teaching
artists' administrative duties more closely
with running the programs. In the last year,
two part-time administrative employees,
who happen to be choreographers, were
hired to manage operations and assist with
the capital campaign.
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Nancy Ng teaches an improvisation and dance fundamentals
class for 8-12-year-olds. Photo by Kreate Photography.
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For leaders seeking to change their business model and employ teaching artists, Ng and Reedy
advise taking time to think deeply about what matters to the organization's mission and core values.
"Core values need to be in place and your budget should reflect these values. Identify your financial
priorities and how you will raise funds and advocate for the cost of programs to funders" offers Ng. Since
employing teaching artists is expensive, organizations should also discuss what they are willing to give
up. Most nonprofits operate with a full development team that oversees fundraising and grant writing.
At Luna, faculty trains the teaching artists to execute these parts of the job. Reedy states, "our staff has
learned how to work in development, but there is a luxury in being just the teaching artist and having
others take care of the other parts. Leaders should think about that and what it will mean down the pike."

This February Reedy and Ng offer workshops in strategic planning and evaluation, and advocacy.
Learn more at https://lunadanceinstitute.org/professional-learning/.
https://www.facebook.com/lunadanceberkeley/
@lunadanceinst
@dance.luna

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Cherie Hill is a Dance Teaching Artist and the Director
of Community and Culture at Luna Dance Institute. She has
published dance research in Gender Forum and the Sacred
Dance Guild Journal and has presented at international
conferences including the International Conference on
Arts and Humanities, and the National Dance Education
Organization Conference. She is President-Elect of the
CA Dance Education Association and a National Guild for
Community Arts Education Leadership Institute alumna.
Cherie directs and performs with IrieDance, a small dance
company, where she researches dance, transcendence, and
how the body is a vessel for metaphysical presence.
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TEACHING ARTISTS
REGIONAL UPDATES

JANUARY 2020

1. CALIFORNIA
In December Youth in Arts honored architect teaching artist Shirl Buss with the Pamela Levine
Arts Education Leadership award for her outstanding dedication to local students.
Youth in Arts recently released a Digital Toolkit - a series of free videos on reaching all learners.
In addition, with the probono support of Salesforce, Youth in Arts published the ARTS Bank, an online,
searchable database for teaching artists (and others) to use to reach student goals. Know of an
arts-based activity, project, warm-up, or lesson plan that successfully reaches learners with diverse
backgrounds, experiences, and abilities? Educators and artists are invited to add to the bank with our
easy on-line form below. Check back here and sign up for our email list for updates. To add your own
activity, please go here.
Teaching Artists Guild, in partnership with CREATE CA, began to collect input and
recommendations from practitioners on the topic of preparation of teaching artists. On December 13,
2019 in Sacramento CA, TAG convened approximately 15 diverse thought partners, jumpstarting the
process to develop a comprehensive approach to certification of teaching artists through a system of
digital badges, also known as micro-credentials. The project aims to honor the multitudinous pathways
into the field of teaching artistry and prior knowledge and certifications.
TAG hosted a webinar, available here (https://youtu.be/-8gPQoYbipk), on understanding the
new CA legislation affecting freelancers, AB5. In the webinar, this controversial law is explained and its
effects on the arts community examined.

2. VIRGINIA
The Virginia Commission for the Arts is currently accepting applications for their Teaching
Artist Roster. Applications accepted through Wednesday, April 1, 2020. The online application can be
located here: http://www.arts.virginia.gov/grants.html

3. TEXAS
This month marks the launch of the first El Sistema program in the country specifically
dedicated to young people impacted by the immigration crisis at the southern U.S. border. The pilot
program, in the border town of Tornillo, Texas, will be administered by Tocando, the El Paso Symphony
Orchestra’s Sistema-inspired program, and the Tornillo public school district. Children living with the
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acute stresses of displacement and immigration will participate in immersive music learning both
in-school and afterschool. The pilot is funded by NAMM, the Leonard Bernstein Foundation, and
private donations—including one from El Sistema Greece in solidarity for serving immigrant children
worldwide. The teaching artist in charge of starting the program is violinist Jessie O'Hara. The U.S. El
Sistema community can support this initiative by offering supplies, visits from experienced teaching
artists, or by making contributions. Contact: alejandro@tocandomusicproject.org.
SAY SÍ COMBATS LACK OF ARTS EDUCATION IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS WITH NEW CAMPUS
San Antonio nonprofit SAY Sí is excited to announce its relocation to the Westside of San Antonio with
an all new and expanded campus, opening in late 2020. With increased demand for enrollment, SAY Sí’s
new campus will provide more students with the opportunity to tap into SAY Sí’s creative programming,
while allowing students the opportunity to experience the rich culture the Westside has cultivated.

4. TEACHING ARTISTS OF
THE MID-ATLANTIC
Greetings TA Peers,
I’m a Teaching Artist in Pennsylvania excited to bring you periodic updates from the Mid-Atlantic
Region in these pages. As a theater creator based in Bethlehem, PA, for over 35 years, I am lucky to
be affiliated with two groups of Teaching Artists who are organizing themselves around professional
development, support and advocacy of the TA field.
Teaching Artists of the Lehigh Valley (TALV) was started by TA Musician and Lehigh Valley
legend Dave Fry as a call to action! Gathering with local TAs in this group is a place for sustenance,
experimentation, reflection and inspiration - a laboratory for my artistic soul. And through this network,
I learned about TAMA!
Teaching Artists of the Mid-Atlantic (TAMA) is a network that advocates for, supports and
empowers Teaching Artists in the Mid-Atlantic region. We strive to nurture the connectivity between
Teaching Artists throughout our region, allowing each of us a chance to inspire and be inspired,
creating opportunities for professional development, developing platforms to share a collective voice,
and opening up avenues for collaboration. Consider the TAMA 4-Step action plan below or connect
with us to share ideas.
PARTICIPATE TAMA launched a Webinar Series for ALL to join. Eric Booth kicked it off on January 5, 2020! In
one cozy and focused hour, Eric engaged the 30 participants in self-reflection and conversation around
five key ideas in advocacy that can help change people’s actions. TAMA is encouraging Local Networks!
Check out the TAMA BLOG where board member Dave Fry shares his thoughts and experience on the
value of creating local networks. Add your voice in the coming year for dialogue, discussion and ideas
about Teaching Artistry.
DECLARE TAMA is initiating a #ShareYourTAStory campaign. Many of you have a social media audience.
Let's unite our realms of influence to foster a regional and broader conversation about the field, our
collective work and the impact it has on our communities. Join us by posting a public declaration as
a still photo or video to your preferred social media account(s). Here are the guidelines to join the
conversation. Follow us on Instagram and Facebook to see your TA stories shared!
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RECRUIT Together we can cultivate respect for the title and profession of Teaching Artists. Can you pitch
TAMA to 20 Teaching Artist colleagues in the region? Encourage them to take this 4-step plan. Let
them know that we are by, for and about Teaching Artists in a shared mission to advocate for, support
and empower TAs in the Mid-Atlantic region. Invite your 20 to visit our website and sign up for our
mailing list and take our survey to get informed. We are stronger together!
DONATE We ask you to donate $20. Want to know how your funds will be used? Read about what we
have planned for 2020! Donate Now.
On behalf of TAMA, best in the coming year!
Mark McKenna
/TAsMidAtlantic
@TeachingArtistsMidAtlantic
TAsMidAtlantic@gmail.com
www.teachingartists.org

TA Survey: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/L6T5SGZ

5. MARYLAND
Maryland Micro-Credentials for Creative Classrooms are the suite of competency-based
professional learning courses for facilitators of Fine Arts learning spaces. Participants are able to
personalize their professional learning by selecting topics based on their own needs and interests.
https://www.mcreds.org/
These are FREE courses offered to teaching artist and arts educators!

6. TENNESSEE
The Orpheum Theater Education Department has officially launched its second annual Teaching
Artist Training Program in partnership with the Kennedy Center.
https://orpheum-memphis.com/learn-engage/teaching-artist-training-program/
Playback Memphis Improv Group led a theater project between police and convicts/former
convicts.
https://dailymemphian.com/article/793/Playback-Memphis-troupe-helps-bridge-gap-betweenpolice-and-ex-felons
Philanthropic contributions from Justin Timberlake and Levi’s help to restore and update Stax
Music Academy facilities, bringing in new equipment and supplying stage-ready instruments.
https://www.commercialappeal.com/story/news/2019/10/14/justin-timberlake-levis-stax-musicacademy-donation-music-project/3976128002/
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Ellen Degeneres donates $250,000 to Stax Music Academy:
https://www.localmemphis.com/news/local-news/stax-music-academy-receives-250000-giftfrom-ellen-during-holiday-special/
Video:
https://www.commercialappeal.com/story/news/2019/12/12/justin-timberlake-ellen-degeneresstax-music-academy-greatest-night-of-giveaways/4385634002/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hHWQFePiDb8

7. COLORADO
Think 360 Arts Creative Learning Labs
Think 360 Arts for Learning brings back two Creative Learning Labs
happening on February 7th, 2020.
Session 1: Teaching Social Justice Through Music from 9:00 - 11:30
a.m.
Session 2: Authentic Youth and Adult Partnerships through Intentional
Youth Voice from 1:00 - 3:30 p.m.

REGISTER HERE:
https://think360arts.org/
what-we-do/professionaldevelopment/

8. OKLAHOMA
A new pilot grant program of the Oklahoma Arts Council can help organizations statewide serve
military-connected individuals in their communities through the arts. Oklahoma Arts and the Military
Grants of up to $5,000 are available. Applications are due March 1.
Read the full news release here: https://arts.ok.gov/News/2020/January/New_Grant_Program_Offers_
Funding_for_Arts_Programs_Serving_Oklahoma_Military_Community.htm

9. GEORGIA
South Arts is accepting applications for their Performing Arts Touring grant program, which provides
an opportunity for presenting arts organizations in South Arts’ nine-state region (including Georgia) to
receive fee support to present Southern performing artists from outside of the presenter’s state. Touring
support is awarded to theatre, music, opera, musical theatre, and dance projects that contain both a
public performance and an educational component. These grants are limited and very competitive.
The maximum request is 50% of the artist fee, up to $7,500 for dance projects or $5,000 for all other
projects. Projects must take place between July 1, 2019 and June 30, 2020. The deadline to apply is
March 2, 2020.
Apply here: https://www.southarts.org/grants/apply-for-a-grant/regional-touring/
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10. DIGITAL/NATIONAL
1.

Amy Oestreicher contributed a fantastic article to our 10th issue of the TAG Quarterly. We are
excited to announce that she has now published a book that shares her true-to-life adventure navigating
the detours that stemmed from "unthinkable" traumas through the unwavering compass of creativity.
Transforming obstacles into personal empowerment and community change has inspired her three
TEDx Talks, musicals, artwork, writing, teaching, and keynotes, and now her book is the full roadmap
for not only her story, but how anyone can reimagine their identity and blaze a path as a "Detourist."
We feel that the tools she shares are very valuable for the teaching artist community, especially in
terms of navigating trauma through arts education.
MY BEAUTIFUL DETOUR: An Unthinkable Journey from Gutless to Grateful (Singing Tree
Publishing; November 19, 2019; ISBN-13: 978-17333138819) is available to purchase and read online
today. https://www.amyoes.com/mbd
“A Detourist looks for the upside of obstacles,” Amy explains. “A Detourist follows that twisted path
because they’re curious to see where it could lead. In addition, a Detourist embraces those unexpected
routes as opportunities for growth, change, and self-fulfillment.”

2.

Association of Teaching Artists is thrilled to be continuing our Digital Professional Development
Series. Thanks to everyone who participated in the pilot this fall! We learned a lot and are ready to bring
more “on-demand” PD to TAs! ATA recognized that teaching artists are often isolated in their careers
and those outside of larger urban networks such as New York City, Chicago, and Los Angeles don’t have
as many professional development opportunities available to them. ATA seeks to create a network
of advocacy and support for these often isolated artists by providing professional development to
help teaching artists develop their skills, build a sustainable career, and meaningfully engage with
community partners. PDs are offered in live Zoom webinar with interactive Q&A with presenters, then
subsequently archived on our new Teachable page! Missed the pilot, Thrive as an Artist; financial
investment for the teaching artist with David Maurice Sharpe? No worries! You can download the whole
course on Teachable! https://association-of-teaching-artists.teachable.com/courses
A Teaching Artists’ Companion with veteran TA Daniel Levy will be ATA’s next in the Series. This class
will provide teaching artists in any art form a wide range of simple and effective how-to and best practice
tools. The webinar is based on Levy’s book A Teaching Artist's Companion: How to Define and Develop
Your Practice(Oxford University Press, 2019). Road-tested checklists, worksheets, planning templates,
primary sources and guided reflections help make this live interactive course valuable for veteran and
beginning teaching artists alike.
Webinar leader Daniel Levy is a composer and working musician in New York City whose work includes
scores for plays, musicals, opera, and film. A master teaching artist and leader in urban teaching artistry
and arts program design, he has partnered with numerous arts-in-education institutions, including the
92nd Street Y, The Little Orchestra Society, Carnegie Hall, the Metropolitan Opera Guild, and Lincoln
Center Education. www.daniellevymusic.com
More about ATA: www.teachingartists.com
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Social Media
https://www.facebook.com/AssocOfTAs/
https://twitter.com/assocoftas
https://www.instagram.com/assocoftas/

3.

One of the kindred fields to teaching artistry is social work
in community settings.
Here is an unusual resource that illuminates our overlap--an
issue from the international publication of social workers filled
with examples of the arts being used in community social work.
Read more here.

4.

The TAG Teaching Artists Asset Map has reached nearly
1,000 profiles! TAG recently partnered with the International
Teaching Artists Collaborative (ITAC) to make the map available to
teaching artists internationally on the new ITAC website. In the last
couple of months, we've seen increased asset map participation
from teaching artists across the USA and internationally. Thank
you for putting yourselves on the map!
Create your map profile here: https://teachingartistsguild.org/map
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THE DEEP END
Diving into Teaching Artist Philosophy - Knowing Who
We Are by Knowing What We Stand Against
By Eric Booth

"Who is your enemy?"
I once consulted with the musicians of a top five U.S. orchestra. We were working on ways they
could communicate better, among themselves, and to the wider community. They had hired me because
they noticed how well they functioned as a group during a strike, and how much harder musician-tomusician communication was when they didn’t have the clear enemy of management and common
purpose of contract changes. I asked this group of extraordinary musicians, “Who is your enemy?” After
the obligatory jokes about management, I pressed them to think about it, as a way of consolidating their
message. After a time, a wise elder of the group offered an answer that quickly found consensus. He
said, “We stand for the highest levels of excellence that humans aspire to. Our enemy is mediocrity. ” This
insight helped the group find its common voice without a compelling crisis.
Let’s apply that same challenge to the disparate and disorganized field of teaching artistry: Who
is our enemy? If we were in a room together, we could quickly name fifty frustrating-to-horrible things we
fight against in our work—from teachers who correct papers in the back of the classroom while we teach
their students, to general ignorance about the value of the arts, to the cost of health care and rent.
But as a field, a global field, who or what is our enemy? Remember, our full field
includes many kinds of work that have
nothing to do with schools or arts
organizations. We thrive in cultures
in which community arts are more
prevalent and powerful than arts
organizations. We are known by a
range of identifying titles. Our field

"We thrive in cultures in which community
arts are more prevalent and powerful than
arts organizations."

accomplishes many different things
for many different partners and purposes.
In this big field that we truly are, who is our enemy?
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If we were in a workshop setting, we would take a long
teaching artist pause right now, for each of us to consider and then
write down our own answers. The kinds of thinking we would do in
that inquiry process is what makes the work of teaching artists (or
whatever they are called in other countries) powerful. That process
sparks the interest to engage with a challenging question—"What DO I think
is the essential enemy of this global field?” In that inquiry we examine our assumptions and beliefs
afresh; we apply our personal aesthetic to identify the answer that feels right, and we make a personal
choice. Maybe our chief enemy is the opposite of that process?—systems that shut down the creative
play of our natural curiosity.
I often say that the number one job of a teaching artist is to activate the artistry of others. That
human force, once engaged, can be guided toward accomplishing the many different goals we are
hired to achieve. Now we are getting close to my personal answer to the big question. The philosopher
John Dewey was asked to define what “aesthetic” meant—an effete sounding word associated with the
common identity of "the arts" as fluffy and ornamental. He responded that he couldn’t exactly define
aesthetic, but he knew its opposite was anesthetic.
That’s my answer too. The enemy of teaching artistry is everything that puts people to sleep,
makes us numb, in modern culture. That is why our field has arisen now, because those soporific
pressures have grown so strong. This enemy includes the work of oppressive forces from commerce,
governance, economies, and social media. Artists who work in participatory settings stand for waking
up to the power of our birthright to experience beauty and discovery, to make things we care about, and
to courageously share what we make with others in a context where we can have them recognized and
valued. We stand against compliance and the internalized oppression of our creative identity. We stand
for the creator in all of us.

Eric Booth (Hudson River Valley, NY) In arts learning, he has been on the faculty
of Juiliard (13 years), and has taught at Stanford University, NYU, Tanglewood
and Lincoln Center Institute (for 26 years), and he has given classes for every
level from kindergarten through graduate school; he has given workshops at over
30 universities, and 60 cultural institutions. He has designed and led over twenty
research projects, and seven online courses and workshops. He
serves as a consultant for many organizations, cities and states
and businesses around the U.S., which has included seven
of the ten largest U.S. orchestras, five national service
organizations, Carnegie Hall and The Kennedy Center. Formerly the Founding Director of
the Teacher Center of the Leonard Bernstein Center (now on the Board of Directors), he is
a frequent keynote speaker on the arts and teaching artistry groups of all kinds. He is the
Senior Advisor to the El Sistema movement in the U.S. He gave the closing keynote address
to UNESCO's first ever worldwide arts education conference (Lisbon 2006), the opening keynote to
UNESCO's 2014 World Conference. He is the Founder of the International Teaching Artist Conference
(ITAC) and the ITAC Collaborative.
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