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Looking Before You Leap
Community Arts in Context

Arlene Goldbard

As this casebook goes to press, at least half a dozen institutions of
higher learning are working to develop degree programs in community
cultural development (a field most authors of these case studies prefer 
to call community arts). Some are in the planning stages and others have
already begun recruiting students. Another dozen or more are currently
offering degrees with a concentration in some aspect of community
cultural development, such as a theater degree with a minor in applied
theater or a dance degree with a community dance concentration. 

For the last three decades, I’ve been a crusader for resources and
legitimization for community arts, so I’m delighted at this outpouring
of academic interest. It suggests that the movement’s maturity is finally
being recognized, that its wisdom will soon have wider influence. Yet
I’m inclined to look before I leap for joy. The academic leaders bringing
community cultural development into universities need tremendous
sensitivity and vision to surmount the challenge of melding an insurgent
movement with an established institution. My reasons for saying this
are as complicated as the history of community cultural development
practice. My hope is that by exploring them here, on the cusp of this
rather momentous change, they will serve a useful cautionary purpose—
and instantly become obsolete. 

Let me tell you a story. In the mid-sixties, in the U.S. and abroad,
artists and organizers began doing something variously called neigh-
borhood arts, community arts, or more recently, community cultural
development. (I prefer this last term because it is less ambiguous and
open to multiple usages than the others; in this essay, it is abbreviated ccd.)
In short, community cultural development refers to those activities
undertaken by artist-organizers in collaboration with community
members, employing social imagination and collective creation in 
the arts to express identity, concerns, hopes, and fears. Although ccd
projects may produce plays or concerts, murals or Web sites, oral 
history archives or community gardens, the practice is not defined 
by its products, but by its values and processes, discussed below. 

It isn’t that ccd sprang full-blown from the imaginations of young
artists and organizers, suddenly seized by a creative impulse: “You can
sing and he can dance and we can use the church basement: let’s make 
a play!” It took most of the twentieth century for the relevant ideas and
practices to take shape. Judy Garland movies aside, by mid-century, the
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air was thick with influences. Seekers might happen on them in the
course of their research, but some were part of the zeitgeist, ingestible
through cultural osmosis. 

First, throughout the twentieth century, the world experienced
seismic cultural shifts. The phenomenon Carlos Fuentes has characterized
as “the emergence of cultures as protagonists of history” has resulted 
in an incredible multiplication of nationalities: 51 countries formed the
United Nations in 1945; by 1975, there were 144 member states; by 2002
there were 191. The penetration of electronic media expanded
exponentially, transmitting cultural information faster and farther than
ever thought possible. Populations, especially in the global south, were
forced by war, famine, or economic necessity to undertake migrations
on a scale never before imagined. According to the un, by 2002, world
population included more than 10 million refugees and 20–25 million
internally displaced persons. The effects of all of this on family, culture,
identity, and security have been massive. 

While the ground keeps moving, people around the world struggle
to gain their footing. Antecedents for the current community cultural
development movement included the settlement houses and labor theaters
of the 1930s, asserting the popular-front notion of the “cultural worker”
(in opposition to far less serious ideas of the artist prevalent at the time).
A great deal of this work was animated by a belief in art as a tool for
individual and social development, rather than purely for its own sake
or for decorative purposes. With the generation of the post-World War II
baby boom, new understandings of culture converged — culture as 
an arena for struggle, emerging from anti-colonial movements in the
developing world and 1960s civil rights and social justice movements in
Europe and North America; an explosion of activism-as-play from the
generation of 1968; liberation theology, with its syncretic reintegration
of traditional knowledge, and Paulo Freire’s explorations in liberating
education; feminism’s valorization of art forms that had been dismissed
by the male-dominated high art world—to mention just a few. 

In short, the evolution of ccd was one expression of a global 
clash of paradigms. 

On the one side lay all forms of social control, even the tightly
bounded cultural categories that help to sustain the economic and
institutional infrastructure of the art world. One device that served 
this purpose was the idea that artists possess a special-ness, that is
simultaneously elevating and infantilizing—for while this idea suggests
that effort and refinement are required to apprehend the artist’s work,
it also conveys the sense that artists can’t be regarded as fully responsible
adult citizens unless they prove themselves worthy. Aspiring artists
couldn’t expect to make it without the requisite exposure and education
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and couldn’t expect to get those without social privilege or a reasonable
facsimile in the form of hard work, appropriate demeanor, and 
keen desire. Abracadabra: exclusionary social categories are justified 
as expressions of intrinsic worth. 

On the other side was the countervailing notion that all social
exclusions are wrong, that the old-paradigm idea of art is merely one
among the many hypocrisies and deprivations that animated the vast
cultural refusal we call “the sixties.” One plank of this new paradigm 
is that creative imagination is not an attribute of privilege. In fact people
suffering under the most extreme deprivations often create the most
exquisite embodiments of despair or consolation expressing the hopes
and fears of a people. This new paradigm insists that, contrary to the
beliefs of the old paradigm’s gatekeepers, there are many ways of knowing,
many ways of expressing and legitimating knowledge, many ways that
knowledge exerts influence. Vernacular forms, oral transmission of
traditional knowledge, and mixes of old and new, high and low—when
cultural boundaries break down, creativity comes pouring through 
in a burst of energy. 

This paradigm shift was experienced differently in different contexts
and circumstances; but one consistent result was that community cultural
development practice grew wherever social upheaval created fertile ground.

In the United States, civil rights activism made use of cultural
symbols and traditions to claim meaning and power for disenfranchised
communities. In the Chicano liberation movement of the sixties, for
instance, the poet Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales, who had made use of a
proud royal history of “the eagle and serpent of / the Aztec civilization”
in his epic poem “I am Joaquin,” proposed the nation of Aztlan—using
the Aztec name to symbolize and reclaim the lands in the Southwest
and Mexico that been appropriated from the ancestors of those taking
part in the Chicano Youth Liberation Conferences. One of the seven
main points of unity of the Chicano liberation movement—along with
such “hard” issues as economic self-determination and community
self-defense—was a cultural call-to-action, calling on artists to produce
works that “strengthen our identity and the moral backbone of
the movement,” Two of the many ways ccd felt the influence of this
awakening were the growth of the community murals movement
and the reclaiming of traditional celebrations such as Days of the Dead 
for contemporary community purposes. 

In Europe, World War II had drastically altered social structures,
calling on governments to provide education and other social goods
and opportunities for working- and peasant-class citizens who’d fought
to preserve their homelands. A rising tide of education and economic
development had created new hungers that were not satisfied by

Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales, “El Plan de Aztlan,”
Documents of the Chicano Struggle, Antonio Camejo, ed.
(Pathfinder Press, 1971), reproduced at
http://clnet.sscnet.ucla.edu/research/docs/
struggle/aztlan.htm.

introduction: looking before you leap 3



conventional arts offerings. By the time of unesco’s Intergovernmental
Conference on Cultural Policies in 1970, cultural ministers agreed 
that “We must get rid of the idea that culture is a learned and refined
pursuit for a hereditary, moneyed or intellectual aristocracy. Culture
concerns everyone and it is the most essential thing of all, as it is culture
that gives us reason for living, and sometimes for dying.” The notion 
of the “town artist” — long-term, resident artists whose work is integral
to community life — and the collective creation of public spectacles 
and demonstrations are just two of the ways these realizations have
influenced ccd. 

In Africa and the Caribbean, the concept of “negritude,” originated
in the thirties by Martinican poet and statesman Aimé Césaire and
popularized by Senegalese writer and president Leopold Senghor, was
strongly influential in valorizing indigenous African cultures against
imposed colonial cultures, validating traditional knowledge and forms
that had been suppressed by colonial powers in favor of European 
ideas and forms. The model of theater for development (dramatic forms
used to convey information needed for social and economic development
and to engage people in considering its application) and the redeployment
of oral traditions—“orature”—to transmit new meanings are just
two of the developments rooted in Afro-Caribbean cultures that
have affected ccd. 

Nearly 40 years on, the dust has begun to settle. People have carried
out a great deal of action research, learning through ccd practice what
it was impossible to garner from formal sources: the challenges and
opportunities inherent in community cultural development practice, the
values and aims that unite practitioners into a movement (however
loosely structured), the essential commitments that cannot be breached
without imperiling the work. Decades of experimentation, documentation,
and dialogue now make it possible to say that in its purest forms,
ccd has the following characteristics:

v An artist-organizer (or team) places cultural knowledge and skills at
the service of an identified community, whether of affinity (single
mothers, union members, Latino youth) or geography (the residents
of a particular urban neighborhood or small town). ccd is seen as a
liberating practice, opening the means of cultural expression to
communities often excluded or alienated from conventional art-making
and art world structures; for this reason it is most strongly identified
with communities seeking social inclusion and recognition, not with
those which already have access to social standing and privilege.

Augustin Girard, Cultural Development: Experience
and Policies (Paris: unesco, 1972) 22.

For much more extensive definitional and
descriptive material, consult Adams and
Goldbard, Creative Community: The Art of Cultural
Development (New York: Rockefeller Foundation,
2001), which is based on nearly three decades 
of participant-observation in the domestic 
ccd movement. The extensive bibliography in
that volume lists many of the formative works
from which these principles are drawn, from
Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed to
Augustin Girard’s seminal cultural policy study,
Cultural Development: Experiences and Policies.
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v The aim of the work they do together is to evoke and express
participants’ collective creativity and social imagination, using 
art-making and artistic expression to explore identity, concerns, and
aspirations and to communicate these things to others. ccd is always 
a response to social conditions, to changing social realities, making
meaning in every circumstance. ccd embodies the right to culture
enshrined in the un’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
claiming every community’s place in shaping society, in telling its
stories and proclaiming its hopes. 

v The style of working is collaborative, with projects’ flavor, shape, and
aims determined collectively. Other participants are not present to
carry out the artist’s individual vision, nor is the work aimed primarily
at developing individual artistic sensibilities. 

v The practice is open to all media and techniques, without regard to
the boundaries of discipline or other categories often imposed 
on conventional art-making. One project might map a pattern of
migration (activity usually associated with cultural anthropology
or political geography), while another might gather participants’ own
heritage stories (drawing on oral history techniques) to create dance,
drama, or music; one project might focus on the design and creation
of a mural, while another might plant a memorial garden or craft
a video telling a particular community’s stories. 

v Because the work takes place at the intersection of individual and
community development, it often involves intimate or controversial
material, as with a project exploring oppression of women or sexual
minorities, or one focusing on the experience of immigrants. Great
sensitivity is required to navigate complex interpersonal and group
dynamics, to avoid making even inadvertent exploitative use of an
individual’s personal story or exposing anyone to ridicule or danger.
The artist-organizer must be strongly aligned with and accountable 
to community participants and must be highly skilled in organizational
politics in order to protect community interests should they come
into conflict with the interests of funders or sponsors, as over the
controversial nature of a project that produces socially critical or
difficult material. 

v ccd projects are open-ended and evolving: while a work of art is one
frequent outcome, the process of collaborative creation is as important
as the product, often more important for the participants. In contrast
to some forms of art-making, in ccd practice, the participants’
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learning is not truncated or neglected in the service of production.
Ideally, resources permit an ongoing and deepening collaboration. 

v Although outside observers almost always err in evaluating ccd
projects by the standards usually applied to conventional art works,
the evaluation standards that are appropriate to ccd practice are
those that focus on participants’ awareness and learning. Participants’
cultural knowledge should become deeper and broader through the
exploration of their own identities and growing mastery of the arts
media involved. They should feel satisfied with what they have been
able to express and communicate through the project, and the project
should meet participants’ own self-declared aims. Most important,
participants should demonstrate heightened confidence and a more
favorable disposition toward taking part in community cultural life
and social action in future: the ccd experience should have the effect
of stimulating further involvement. 

Purity of form and intention is a shining object of desire. But in
practice, community cultural development work in the United States has
almost never been able to attain this state of full and pure expression.
The chief reason is that adequate resources have not been available to
underwrite ccd work. Supporting long-term collaborations between
artists and communities is an intrinsically public enterprise, which is
why such work in other parts of the world has been funded largely by
the public sector, or by large quasi-public development agencies.
Domestically, ccd has been hard to sustain in a nation where cultural
policy stresses privatization and where the nonprofit arts funding
apparatus has been slashed so many times it threatens to succumb 
to the death of a thousand cuts. 

Rather than being seen as its own field, with its own standards, needs,
and resources, in the United States, community cultural development
work has, until recently, mostly been regarded by gatekeepers and funders
as an amateur or inferior expression of conventional art-making.
Community dance projects are very sweet, this thinking goes, and so nice
for the participants, but they aren’t really art, are they? There’s a place 
for participatory theater projects, the conventional wisdom says, and it’s
under S for “social work.” The result has been that most community
cultural development practitioners have been forced either to compete
for scarce arts funding with mainstream artists who are far better and
more appropriately positioned to support their claims with blue-ribbon
reviews and the like; or to nip and tuck, spin, and translate their work
into other funding categories, where they compete with non-arts social
programs for education or community development funds. 
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In the United States, unlike the rest of the world, foundation funding
has been a principal source for the ccd field since the 1980s. In the 
last decade or so, three sources underwrote a significant period of
stabilization for a core of leading ccd groups. Unfortunately, that
brief interlude of relative stabilization appears to be ending: The Wallace
Foundation’s community arts initiatives are now much reduced due 
to the foundation’s retrenchment; the Ford Foundation’s Animating
Democracy Initiative is no longer active as a grant-maker; and the
Rockefeller Foundation’s Partnerships Affirming Community
Transformation (pact) program is currently on hiatus under new
leadership. 

While the availability of foundation funding has been a boon to
groups who’ve received grants, the aggregate pool of foundation funding
for ccd has always been far smaller than either private funds for established
institutions in the u.s. or public funds available in those countries
where cultural development is a more significant part of public provision.
Foundation funds are not subject to more than minimal public
accountability, either, so when funders tire of a particular program, or
other priorities come to seem more pressing, there is nothing to stop 
a foundation from turning its attention elsewhere.

Public arts funding cuts have affected everyone to some degree. But
the fortunes of the ccd field rise and fall in a rhythm that is in marked
contrast to those of more established, conventional arts institutions,
such as museums, art colleges, opera companies, and symphony
orchestras, many of which—offering donors prestige and cachet—can
rely on repeated support from alumni, individual patrons, or corporate
sponsors, sources which have been entirely absent from the ccd sector. 

It often takes a while for ideas to permeate institutions, so it is
perhaps no more than normally ironic that ccd work has gained
currency in the academy—that it has begun to attract the trappings of
legitimacy—just when the shallow pools of funding that have been
available for this work threaten to dry up. 

The hope is that new resources for grassroots practitioners will
follow new attention and legitimation by academic institutions. The fear
is that scarce funds will go to academic institutions because funders will
perceive them as safer and more impressive repositories for their grants
than struggling and sometimes precarious community arts groups. 

My hope is that ccd practice can permeate and transform these
institutions, so that both practitioners and institutions gain financially
and culturally by their association. 

While community cultural development practice came into being 
as an insurgent idea, over the last few decades it has had wide-ranging
and sometimes surprising influences on other types of art-making.
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Some leading community artists have persisted long and hard enough
to become downright venerable, winning major national honors and
attention (for example, choreographer Liz Lerman and visual artist
Amalia Mesa-Bains have both received prestigious MacArthur Fellowships,
and muralist Judy Baca was honored with a Hispanic Heritage Award).
This has a positive impact on the reception of their field of work as 
a whole, a spillover effect. 

At the same time, an increasing number of veteran community
artists have become accomplished teachers at the university level,
attracting students and often forming the nucleus of embryonic degree
programs such as those mentioned at the beginning of this essay. While
practitioners coming into the university after long work at the grassroots
level is a new development, ccd does have an academic lineage that can
situate these practitioners within a tradition of teaching and learning. 

For example, Robert Gard’s 1955 book, Grassroots Theater, describes
his experience beginning in the 1940s as a theater professor at the
University of Wisconsin, helping to establish both theater and writing
programs for residents of rural communities in the region. As head 
of Wisconsin’s arts extension service, he helped to create Arts in Society
magazine in the late 1950s, the first domestic forum for thinking 
about community cultural development. And one of the first municipal
community cultural development programs, San Francisco’s Neighborhood
Arts Program, begun in 1967, was the brainchild of two San Francisco
State College professors, Art Bierman and Rod Lundquist, who talked
the city’s Board of Supervisors into underwriting their idea. 

While veteran ccd practitioners have become more widely recognized
and have begun to occupy academic niches, a growing number of artists
situated within the mainstream art world have borrowed methods 
and approaches from community cultural development, integrating the
images, handiwork, and words of non-artists into their large-scale,
often public, productions. 

In fact, there has been so much activity in this last category that it
has aggregated into a current art-world tendency, which has created
confusion about the nature of community arts work. Community cultural
development may not respect conventional art categories (such as the
boundary between theater and sculpture or between high art and craft),
but that is not to say it rejects all distinctions and definitions. Main-
stream playwrights may borrow oral history materials to construct their
characters; installation artists may use non-artists’ writings, snapshots,
and other memorabilia to construct their environments; and other artists
may incorporate community members into their public performances 
or make use of their skills in creating large-scale visual art pieces. 
The resulting work may be wonderful, but is it community cultural

8 art / vision / voice



development? The key distinction between ccd and art works that employ
some of its methods lies in the role of the artist: when the individual
artist’s vision — that person’s aesthetic ideas, structural choices, and
cultural vocabulary — control the work in which community members
take part, the work—however powerful, beautiful, or moving, however
valid as art—is not community cultural development, because it doesn’t
honor ccd’s underlying principle of equality of participation and its
underlying aim of collective expression. This difference is not a matter
of technique, style, or skill, but of core purpose. This distinction
illustrates both the challenge and potential pitfall of ccd’s translation
into an academic discipline: institutionalizing insurgency without
domesticating it. 

When I began to learn about community cultural development in
the 1970s, I was astounded at the wealth of resource material disseminated
by international cultural discussions. A great deal of thought had already
been given to the problem of ccd training. I still have one dog-eared,
mimeographed document containing a 1975 essay by Jean Hurstel on
“The training of animateurs,” subsequently published in book form by
the Council of Europe:

Herein lies the complexity of training for animateurs. It is not
enough to establish a centre for institutionalized technical and
theoretical training: a training place for cultural democracy
must be created in keeping with the spirit of animation. Here,
starting with the desire to question and to act, people capable 
of tolerating contradictions, militants of social change, creative
minds, are educated.

The pitfalls of “a center for institutionalized technical and theoretical
training” are that it will succumb to what is now a pervasive pressure on
academia to standardize curriculum and assessment. But authentic ccd
practice must be fluid and improvisatory. So the risk is to fall into
imparting techniques and skills without conveying the field’s critical
emancipatory aims. Where this has happened, as in certain types of
cultural work employed in international development programs, it has
sometimes produced a practice that might be applied toward any
purpose, even to coercive ends. 

The international development example is instructive. It’s not that
techniques have no value in and of themselves. To the contrary, as
international development agencies have learned, it may be effective in
terms of health promotion to convey, for example, a health agency’s
priority information on hiv prevention through short skits, radio
programs, or tv plays that use familiar forms, stories, and melodies 

From Socio-cultural animation (Strasbourg:
Council of Europe, 1978). “Animation socio-culturel”
is the French term for community cultural
development; “animateurs” are practitioners.
“Cultural democracy” denotes an approach to
cultural policy and development characterized
by pluralism, participation, and equity in a many-
to-many framework, as opposed to the approach
that seeks to “democratize” established culture
by improving distribution systems from the
center to the many. 
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to humanize the information and tailor its delivery to local receptors.
Such an approach will entail some community arts methods, because
the writers and producers of these works will need to interact with local
people to learn something about their cultural values, vocabularies, and
taboos so as to ensure that the messages they produce can be received as
intended by the local population. But the value thus added lies in more
effectively communicating a message from the center to the margins,
and as advertisers everywhere have demonstrated, such techniques might
just as usefully be employed to carry a message that is not so worthy,
as when they have been used to spread damaging agricultural practices,
such as replacing self-generated seed stocks with expensive patented
hybrid seed, or introducing chemical-intensive forms of pest
management. 

What makes community cultural development different from canny
advertising, what gives it special merit, is that its means and ends are
inseparable. They may be stated in terms that are at once spiritual and
political: to use the expressive gifts that are uniquely human to convey
the special contributions of each cultural community to our existential
task of understanding and repairing the world we share. 

That brings us to the present. Knowing there are pitfalls doesn’t oblige
us to succumb to them. To preserve community cultural development
work’s value in awakening awareness and nurturing agency, practitioners
must be willing to take risks, risks that may chafe against a framework
of institutional caution. But principled commitment on the part of
academic leaders would certainly reduce the friction, preserving the
inseparability of ccd’s means and ends in academic settings. Several
basic commitments will help a great deal:

v To respect community knowledge and practical experience. Theory,
in the community cultural development world, emanates from practice,
from a process that derives principles from practical discovery rather
than theoretical conceptualization or extrapolation from other fields.
If the leaders of academic institutions venturing into community arts
understand that they are helping to craft a partnership between two
valid forms of knowing—if they are willing to validate and incorporate
non-academic knowledge into their curricula and projects—they
will ameliorate much of the risk of distortion that results from the
imposition of inappropriate approaches or requirements. 

v To link community and institution. The most important way to
embody respect for the field’s multiple forms of knowing is to establish
strong working relationships between academic and community
programs. There should be meaningful roles for experienced
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community artists who are not part of core faculty to assist as advisors,
helping to shape and inform projects and taking part in meaningful
evaluations. Dialogue and planning ought to underpin each project,
with care taken to articulate and compare each party’s aims and
harmonize them. It should be possible to fulfill students’ need for
practical community experience, for example, by giving them appropriate
roles in community projects—so long as what is appropriate is jointly
conceived, to avoid the risk of community members feeling that they
are present primarily to serve as experimental subjects or to serve
students’ needs. 

v To be of service, ensuring compatibility of mission. ccd work is a
form of service, undertaken to advance the self-directed emancipation
and development of a community. Not every artist is suited by disposition
or inclination for such work. A special challenge for academic
institutions is to employ faculty with deep experience in the field and 
a strong affinity for ccd’s values and aims, to avoid transferring into
such programs faculty members who have used some of the
techniques of community arts in their own art-making but who aren’t
rooted in the ccd field. Just as a ccd practitioner whose core notion 
of art is collective and social would not be tapped to teach a studio
painting course, the artist—whether student or faculty member—
whose focus is to express his or her individual creativity and vision
belongs in another form of arts practice than ccd, equally valid and
important, but different. 

v To support the development of the field. ccd practitioners will be
delighted by these new developments if they feel assured that the
growing connection between academia and community cultural
development will serve the field. And why shouldn’t it? Students who
emerge from educational institutions with newly minted skills and
fresh conviction to bring to their work in community arts are going
to need jobs, and the creation of those jobs will require increased
support from both public and private sectors. Universities can serve
vital field-strengthening roles by convening practitioners for conferences
and seminars, compiling and publishing important documentation
and analysis, stimulating discussion and debate. Most of all, by
advocating for the field’s needs, potentials, and importance, they can
help bring new resources not only into their own programs, but into 
the community programs on which their work is premised. 
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A Brief History of the 
Community Arts Partnerships
Six Community Arts Partnerships (cap) programs were created in 1999
with Wallace Foundation funds. Each created unique programming 
and all came together with institutional and community staff to speak,
listen, and learn through a series of national conferences. This
documentation project was born in that dynamic interchange.

The cap sites provide high-quality arts programming for youth in
diverse communities across the country. By connecting students and
faculty in higher education institutions with the expertise cultivated in
community-based organizations, the caps are also educating a new
generation of socially engaged arts leaders. Each’s cap’s mission is to
facilitate collaborative partnerships between colleges and community
organizations that exchange ideas, curricula, and strategies, and to
engage in rigorous discussion of pedagogy and practice. 

The cap programs engage university-based artists, teachers, and
administrators; community-based artists, activists, and organizers;
college students; and community youth. The programs engage in a wide
variety of performing and visual arts—including drawing and painting;
photography and video production; theater, music, and dance; and
traditional native arts such as beading and pottery. They also serve
diverse constituencies—two caps serve primarily African American
communities; one serves both urban and rural Native Americans;
another serves a predominantly Mexican-American community; and two
serve very diverse communities that include Latino, African American,
Asian American, Caribbean, and Middle Eastern families.

In the initial years of the consortium, Wallace Foundation funding
provided support for a national CAPInstitute, which developed a 
non-hierarchical and democratic consortium model to provide a forum
for discussion and a locus for the dissemination of knowledge gleaned
from the experiences of the cap programs. While the CAPInstitute’s 
work as a consortium of the Wallace Foundation grantees ended in
September 2003, most of the programs were institutionalized and continue
to run. The directors of the ongoing cap organizations have worked
together to create this collection of case studies to serve as a guide for
practitioners and as a text for students in community arts degree programs. 

cap program sites

Reciprocal University for the Arts Project (ruap)

California State University, Monterey Bay

Seaside, California

Center for Community Arts Partnerships (ccap)

Columbia College Chicago

Chicago, Illinois

Community Arts Partnerships (cap)

Saturday Outreach Programs

School of Art

Cooper Union for the Advancement of

Science and Art

New York, New York

Native American Youth Outreach Program

Institute for American Indian Arts

Santa Fe, New Mexico

Community Arts Partnerships (cap)

Maryland Institute College of Art

Baltimore, Maryland

Community Arts Partnerships Program (cap)

Department of Art

Xavier University of Louisiana

New Orleans, Louisiana
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You Can Only Hear if You Really Listen

A Youth-Centered Community Arts Project
Emerges in Urban Baltimore

Community Arts Partnerships (cap), Maryland Institute College of Art

i. cap overview

The Community Arts Partnerships (cap) program at Maryland Institute
College of Art (mica) enlists the talents and energies of mica’s visual
arts students to provide the Baltimore community with enriching art-
based educational experiences. Individual and communal “voice” is at
the heart of both the form and function of cap programming. Youth of
all ages (and adult participants) are encouraged to express their own
feelings, ideas, and opinions about the world in which they live. This
emphasis on engaging the interests, talents, and needs of community
members of all ages highlights the role of the community arts as a
legitimate complement to traditional in-school arts education. 

mica is one of the oldest art colleges in the United States and is
recognized internationally for the quality of its curriculum and co-
curricular programming and draws top visual arts students from across the
country and around the world. mica’s undergraduate and graduate programs
span a full range of disciplines in fine arts, media arts, and design,
including a master of arts in community arts, launched in summer 2005.

The college is also an important cultural resource in the mid-Atlantic
region, offering each year more than 100 gallery exhibitions, numerous
performances, film series, and presentations by internationally renowned
artists, critics, and scholars. mica exhibitions and public programs are
developed as an adjunct to the mica students’ academic and co-curricular
experience, and most are offered to the community at no charge. 

In addition to cap, mica students may participate in a range of
community-related courses, internships, and extracurricular projects.
These initiatives range from community-based mural projects associated
with an illustration class to an ongoing partnership between student
designers and public health researchers developing strategies for
communicating important health messages to an urban population. A
multi-semester seminar course provides students with hands-on experience
mounting a major exhibition and creating associated public programs
which engage underserved communities. In addition to serving
community needs, such initiatives help mica students build important
career and life competencies; apply leadership skills to real-life situations;

case authors
Ken Krafchek and 
Cinder Hypki

additional research 
and editorial support
Elise Paul

banner art club’s most successful
projects included a “box city” to
illustrate the participants’ hopes
and dreams for their community,
as well as a range of activities
created in response to participant
input — such as three-dimensional
sculptures and a kite project.
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work collaboratively with others; solve complex problems; and effectively
navigate issues related to cultural and socioeconomic diversity. 

The mica campus is located within an economically stable, historic,
residential neighborhood bounded on one side by the city’s cultural/arts
district and on three sides by communities which have suffered from
decades of poverty, inferior and aging housing, substandard public
services, rampant drug culture, mostly low-performing public schools,
and middle class flight. The college’s presence is recognized as an
important contributor to the health of its immediate environs, and
mica is involved in numerous civic activities aimed at helping to
stabilize the neighborhoods around its campus.

High admission standards mandate that mica students enter with a
high level of academic achievement and a strong portfolio of artwork.
Approximately 45 percent of undergraduate students attended private or
arts magnet high schools; 21 percent identify themselves as minorities;
96 percent of undergraduate students are of traditional college age,
and they come from 47 states and 48 foreign countries. Most students
receive some form of need-based financial aid, and most hold part-time
jobs to help pay the high cost of college and related expenses. The college’s
scholarship program assists talented students whose backgrounds
sometimes mirror the communities served by cap. A challenging
curriculum requires mica students to carry a demanding course 
load. An emphasis is placed on high art principles with a studio-based
philosophical grounding and pedagogical structure.

For some students, mica’s urban setting provides a challenging
educational environment. The cap program encourages mica students to
transcend campus life and elevate their critical and social consciousness;
to garner a greater understanding of the community in which they live;
and to build close, long-term relationships with the communities they
serve. cap students participate in innovative learning experiences
outside the classroom and experiment with new strategies for making
art, teaching, and otherwise engaging the world. cap offers the structure,
support, and supervision necessary for mica students to develop and
effectively apply their special abilities to benefit the larger community,
and cap projects are designed, in part, to facilitate the development
of mica students’ leadership abilities. 

Each cap project requires a team of four to five mica students. 
One or two student leaders of proven skill and experience serve as
project leaders. cap projects provide the space and time for students 
to plan out, test, and reevaluate the many decisions a leader must make.
Each team works with a group of twelve to fifteen children, youth,
or adults and is supervised by a cap staff member or professional
community artist. cap teams meet twice a week for a total of twenty,
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two-hour sessions and implement hands-on art experiences tailored 
to serve the specific needs of the host community. 

cap sites include after-school programs, in-school elementary and
middle school settings, community centers, and housing for the elderly.
Program activities are located in areas not well served by school-based
arts programs or other arts-related service providers. 

The following case study illustrates a number of tenets that mica’s
cap program considers to be of paramount importance to the success
of a community arts program:

v Listen carefully and openly to the community and participants at
every step of the process, and resist the temptation to impose ones’
own worldview on others.

v Make every effort to understand and be responsive to the unique
nature of the context and environment in which one works and
remember that a community is a complex and dynamic living entity.

v Foster a spirit of egalitarianism in conceptualizing, planning, and
implementing projects; encourage nonhierarchical relationships; 
and recognize that each and every group member is both a “teacher”
and “learner.”

v Stimulate the creativity and imagination of participants; facilitate the
making of artwork that is both the impetus for and outcome of
healthy self expression; and help lift up the individual and collective
“voice” of community members.

v Develop a keen awareness of and actively challenge one’s own cultural
myths and stereotypes. Facilitate the development of new and positive
relationships that cross social, economic, racial, and ethnic barriers
and further understanding. 
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Standard cap procedure encourages regular, close contact between
mica students and participating youth. The degree to which this occurs
has a direct impact on the success of each cap project. cap’s mission to
help lift up the voice of youth participants (often unaccustomed to the
various modes of healthy self-expression) requires the presence of a
committed companion—the mica student—who is truly present to
listen and respond to each young person’s efforts.

Within a typical academic setting, there are limited opportunities
for college students to engage the life and spirit of community.
Considering the tremendously positive impact this work may have on a
student, the cap staff encourages all mica students to give cap a try. This
philosophy, however, sometimes bumps up against the pressing needs
of the community—which must be met in a timely fashion. The cap
staff doesn’t always have the means or luxury of assembling and placing
an ideally structured cap team in the field. The business of managing
cap projects requires a constant reassessment of its principles and
guiding practices as they relate to the real work and context at hand.

Ken Krafchek, Director, MA in Community Arts, formerly Director of
Community Arts Partnerships, Maryland Institute College of Art
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ii. introduction to the case study

In spring 2003, mica cap initiated a partnership with Banner
Neighborhoods, a small nonprofit organization dedicated to community
organizing and development efforts in an area north of Patterson 
Park in East Baltimore. This collection of neighborhoods has experienced
profound demographic change over the past three decades. 

Throughout the 1970s, this part of Baltimore had been solidly working
class, home of Eastern European immigrants and Native Americans from
the Lumbee tribe in North Carolina. Many of these residents moved to
Baltimore looking for blue collar jobs in the canning and steel industries
after the Second World War. With the decline of these industries in 
the 1980s, these residents began to leave, at the same time that African
American families started moving into the neighborhoods. Baltimore
has been a racially segregated and politically divided city since before the
Civil War, and the arrival of black families accelerated the wave of
“white flight” out of these neighborhoods—a dynamic later exacerbated
by fly-by-night developers who preyed upon poor families with mortgage
flipping scams. During the early 1990s, when the Federal Department
of Housing and Urban Development began demolishing nearby high
rise public housing projects, many former hud tenants with Section 8
certificates rented homes in the Patterson Park neighborhoods. 

When the cap team began working on art projects with youth from
Banner Neighborhoods’ programs, a new influx of immigrants had
recently arrived. A significant Latino/Hispanic presence was expanding
around Patterson Park. In addition, the Refugee Resettlement Center,
sited there, brought West African immigrants from Liberia, Senegal,
Mauritania, and Gambia, as well as Eastern Europeans from Bosnia and
Serbia. This cultural and ethnic mixture was further enriched by the
slow but steady arrival of middle class families—primarily white and
some African American, who were attracted by the efforts of such
organizations as the Patterson Park Community Development
Corporation. Efforts of the Friends of Patterson Park to upgrade the
usability and appearance of the park also increased the desirability of
the area and helped build a sense of community through volunteerism. 

Yet this general upturn in the area’s outlook did not change the
realities of life for local youth, who closely identified with a community
of no more than a few city blocks. Youth playing in the streets were the
source of many calls to the police in the neighborhood (in Baltimore,
an average of 10,000 arrests for juvenile offenses are made each year).
Adults across racial and socioeconomic lines were angry and frustrated
with youth playing ball in the streets and sometimes damaging cars and
houses. Intergenerational tensions had reached a boiling point in 2001.
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At this time, Banner Neighborhoods convened a community conference
which revealed that while the adults had justifiable concerns, the youth
had a legitimate complaint that also needed to be addressed: there was
no safe place to play, and Patterson Park was still a dangerous place for
younger children. Banner helped to mediate a heated dialogue, and the
outcome was that several adult community members and Banner staff
pledged unwavering support for providing safe, adult-supervised activities
for youth through a range of programs. The group’s first effort, the
Banner Football League, was a resounding success. In addition to this
highly successful sports program, new arts programming was piloted. Local
community artist Cinder Hypki worked with neighborhood children to
create an outdoor mosaic gallery in a garden at the heart of the community.

When Cinder later joined the cap staff, mica took advantage of
her spadework in the community. With funding from the Baltimore
Community Foundation’s A-Teams Initiative, cap and Banner agreed 
to create the Banner Art Club in Patterson Place. This after-school arts
program provided a group of fifteen eleven- to fourteen-year-olds with
arts-related learning experiences twice-weekly for ten weeks during 
the winter of 2003. The youth Banner recruited for the Art Club reflected
the demographic of the neighborhoods: most were African American;
one white and one Hispanic family were represented. Most of the children
came from economically disadvantaged homes that varied widely in
terms of parental involvement in their children’s activities. 

The cap team that arrived on the scene was diverse in its own way.
Five of the seven, including all three leaders, were white. One student
was African American, and the other was Chinese American. All but one
were female. Two of the three leaders were graduate students; all other
team members were undergraduates. Not one member of the team was
from Baltimore. 

Since Banner had not completed the necessary renovations for a
planned community art studio in a building near its offices, the pastor
of nearby St. Elizabeth’s Church, located adjacent to Patterson Park,
volunteered the church hall as the site for the art club. 
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iii. case narrative

voices:
Cinder Hypki, cap Staff
Tree McClure, cap Team Leader
Mari Gardner, cap Team Leader
Cindy Lemons, Banner Organizer
Mary Reynolds, Parent Helper & Escort
Bonnie Edwards, Parent
note: The project’s third team leader chose not to be named in this case study; 
his observations, collected in interviews after the project was completed,
are paraphrased below.

cinder We started the Banner Art Club in January 2003 in St. Elizabeth’s
Church hall, our donated art space—much too large for our needs.
Cold, cavernous, and in need of painting, it was normally a site 
for community meetings and Narcotics Anonymous groups. I
remember thinking, “How lucky we are to have this donated space,
but what a challenging first visual image for our college students 
to walk into.” I also realized that, because of the large size of this
space, it was going to be difficult to keep adolescent participants
from the neighborhood focused and engaged in the art projects
that our students would facilitate.

During the mica team’s orientation at the church, one of our
mentors’ eyes grew wide as saucers as the pastor talked about the
neighborhood, the wild and dangerous scene on the street out back
at night, the constant drug activity, and the amount of security
required at the church. I realized it was going to be an interesting
journey for at least some of the mica students, since most were 
not accustomed to this kind of environment. 

Because of the special nature of the project, I decided that the
team of mica students for the Banner project should have two team
leaders. When recruiting students for the team, I was very happy
that Tree McClure, an undergraduate, was interested in a leadership
role. Although she had no formal experience as a team leader, she
had served with distinction as a mentor on other cap projects, and
her style was very warm, welcoming, and nonjudgmental. 

Two graduate students, Mari Gardner and a young man, also
volunteered for leadership positions, but neither could work on site
both days every week. Mari had a special interest in linking the art
projects with the nearby park. Without a viable alternative, I took
into consideration the talent and enthusiasm of these students and
decided to go with a leadership triad. Tree would be on site for both
programming days every week, and the graduate students would be
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on site one day a week each. I understood that this decision would
create a complicated leadership dynamic, but was willing to take the
risk considering the circumstances. 

In addition to mica students, cap projects require invested, willing
community participants, recruitment of whom is a task best left to the host
community. Banner organizer Cindy Lemons, born and raised in East
Baltimore, was assigned to recruit neighborhood youth for the project. 

cindy When we first tried to recruit kids for Art Club, the name turned
many off right from the start. The instantaneous response was 
“I can’t draw.” The kids perceived themselves as being “not good” at
art and didn’t want to risk trying. There were some interpersonal issues
as well, since many of the kids in Patterson Place only know and
feel comfortable with the kids on their own block. They see other kids
in school and form opinions about them without really knowing
them. But despite these problems, fifteen eventually signed up.

Mary Reynolds, mother of two participating young people and the 
adult escort to St. Elizabeth’s for all participating youth on her block,
was a consistent adult presence at the Art Club, and gradually, with
encouragement from the cap team and the Banner staff, began to take
on a more formal role as a parent helper during the sessions. 

mary I encouraged my kids to go [to Art Club] because they don’t have
art in school. When I was coming up we had all kinds of things to
do. It’s important to me because I was raised with arts and crafts. 
I want my kids to be exposed. I’ve been to their school. I volunteer
there, and I know they don’t have art. 

The first session was devoted to playing “get acquainted” games—a
conscious attempt to jump start the all-important bonding process
connecting the cap team and neighborhood youth.
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cinder The three cap team leaders, and two other mica students serving
as cap assistants, worked well together in planning and introducing
an initial activity that was very successful. Each child was asked to
design a coat of arms as a visual representation of his or her own
individual identity. These mixed-media shields were eventually
affixed to the covers of each child’s Art Club sketchbook. Following
this project, the leaders struggled with how to take turns designing
lesson plans and build a cohesive curriculum for the overall project.
I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but I felt it would be healthy if they
negotiated their own relationship and figured out how best to 
work together—with guidance from me as needed.

tree There was a lot of disagreement about the next project. Mari and
I wanted to do something tactile and “free,” but [the other leader] felt
strongly that the kids should practice two-dimensional drawing skills
before attempting something three-dimensional like clay. Mari and
I were worried that drawing lessons might be a little scary for kids
who had little or no previous experience with art in school. 

The third leader felt it was important to employ traditional teaching
strategies and art-making techniques and materials. He objected to
anything that hinted at “arts and crafts.” After some discussion, the group
eventually agreed to implement his idea for a drawing project, which was
conducted over several sessions and weeks. Because of the complex
schedule of the team leadership, the leader who designed the project
was rarely present to direct the exercises he had designed. 

tree He wanted the kids to work immediately from life by drawing each
other’s faces. We compromised and decided to start by having them
draw an object on newsprint paper. We hoped this impermanent
medium would alleviate the pressure to create something more formal. 

mari I think the drawing exercises were intimidating. When kids think
about making art, they think of drawing or painting, and it can be
scary. I think eleven to fourteen is a “realist” age—if a drawing doesn’t
look like something very specific, they think it’s bad. The kids 
didn’t like the fact that they couldn’t get what they were drawing 
to look “right,” even when we introduced what we thought was a
less threatening idea, like blind contour drawing. 

tree The blind contours confused and frustrated a lot of the kids. So
we conducted a series of demonstrations to guide them through the
process. We thought that many of the kids really “got it” and made
really beautiful blind contour drawings. But the kids didn’t understand

Blind contour drawing is a drawing exercise often
employed with inexperienced artists to develop a
connection between the eye and the hand and to
eliminate the ongoing self-judgment that can
intimidate beginning artists. In this exercise, the
participant draws the outline of an object without
looking down at the paper. 
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[how to measure success in this exercise], and there wasn’t enough
time for a guided reflection at the end of each session. We never really
showed them how proud we were of their efforts and how much
progress they had made. I really think the initial drawing project
was too much like school for the kids. It was something they really
had to work at, was tedious, and just wasn’t fun. Despite our best
efforts we couldn’t overcome the students’ aversion to the original
drawing assignments.

At this time Cindy Lemons and Mary Reynolds were getting feedback
that the youth didn’t like what they were doing at Art Club. An already-low
attendance rate was exacerbated by record-breaking snowstorms. 
The third leader heard from Cinder and Mari that the kids were not
happy, but didn’t acknowledge the seriousness of the situation. He felt
things were going well enough—although he was frustrated by the 
kids’ spotty attendance.

cindy It was critically important for the cap team to be adaptable.
When Cinder picked up on the fact the kids didn’t like drawing and
were dropping out, she and I talked about it. She was able to say to
the leaders that they had to try something new—and quickly!

cinder I said to the leaders, “Let’s do something else here, or you are
not going to keep these kids.” The third leader clearly had very strong
ideas of how art should be taught. He seemed to be evaluating cap’s
model, which is very different from the one with which, as an artist
and the son of an art teacher, he was most familiar and invested.
His critical thinking was good, and it’s natural to want to go with the
model most comfortable to you. But he seemed to be disappointed
with the perceived lack of discipline by the youth. 

As a cap staff supervisor, I don’t like to be heavy handed in my
role; I want to help the college students draw their own conclusions
from their experiences and modify their plans accordingly. But it
got to a point where I had to say to the leaders: “You simply cannot
plan another drawing lesson. The kids are voting with their feet here,
and this project needs to be about them.”

Adding to these complications, mica’s spring break fell during this period
of low attendance, and most of the college students were absent from Banner
for more than a week. The reason for the mica students’ absence was
not fully explained to the youth.
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a banner art club student sends a 
message to her community.
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cinder By the time spring break came, I was so focused on providing
continuity for the youth by ensuring that the sessions continued
through the break that I didn’t explain to the kids why the mica
students missed two sessions. That was a real mistake on my part. 

tree When I got back from spring break, only three or four kids
remained in the program, and they kept asking “Where were you?”

After spring break, the third leader’s intensive course schedule began to
compete with cap for his time, and his already-limited interactions with
the Art Club became nearly nonexistent.

cinder As the semester went on, we heard from him less and less. As a
consequence Mari and Tree started planning more together and
developed a tight bond, perhaps because they understood that if they
were going to pull this out of the bag they were going to need each other.

mari I knew from past cap projects that it’s important to be present on
a regular, consistent basis. The kids need to know that you are truly
present and seeing and listening to what’s going on in their lives. 
It was important to me, also. Since I was only [available] one day a week,
I needed to find out what had been going on when I wasn’t there.
Fortunately, Tree was really good at letting me know—but it took 
a while [for us to get to that point].

tree We had to say, “We are going to do lots of new and different things,
and we are going to have so much fun,” to pep the kids back up. 
We started a superheroes project that began with a discussion about
what they liked and didn’t like about their community. They liked
the fact that they could play football in the league Banner created in
the park. What they didn’t like were prostitutes out on the street.
They didn’t like drugs. They didn’t like trash in the streets. They didn’t
like that people always told them to get out of the street, but they
couldn’t go to parts of the park because they didn’t feel safe or
welcome. They talked about what their neighborhood really is (or could
be) and all the different components of a community. Mari and I then
proposed that each child create a superhero who had the power to
change the things they didn’t like.

Tree brought in an artist friend who creates Batman comic book covers and
also works as a medical illustrator to show the youth some of his own
superhero art and help the kids to create characters that have the power
to change the world for the better. 



tree We discussed different ideas about superheroes and their powers,
and they began drawing—but with a really big difference. The kids
were invited to use bright colors and paper collages, and they went
to town! The following week we started them drawing side and back
views of their superheroes, which ultimately led to making brightly
colored, finely detailed sculptures. The cap team worked very closely
with the kids, and a real bond appeared to be forming. I think the
kids really enjoyed the project, and they loved getting their hands in
the clay. The attendance varied, but it gradually rose—from four to
six to eight and eventually fourteen kids. The snow melted, and word
got out that everyone was having a good time.

With spring underway, Mari, a student in mica’s Rinehart School of
Sculpture, launched a project close to her heart—a three-dimensional
project involving Patterson Park. The youth were asked to make nests
out of objects found in the natural environment and among discarded
items from neighboring streets. 

tree To introduce the project to the kids and help them formulate
their own ideas, Mari and I made our own found-object nests. We
also showed them pictures of work by famous found-object artists
such as Picasso. Then we brought in someone from the Audubon
Society to take the kids out in the park and talk about birds, nests,
and the environment. The feedback we got from the kids was that it
was boring. We noted also that they weren’t bringing in any stuff for
their own nests. We questioned the kids and were told that their
mothers wouldn’t allow them to go into the trash-filled alleys. Also,
during past projects a lot of them never wanted to get their hands
dirty. We remembered also that during the superhero project, the
kids had said that trash was something bad and gross and they
would like to get rid of it. So, we realized that the nest project just
wasn’t going to happen. 

cinder I heard about the nest project from Mari. She told me that she had
been frustrated that the kids were not bringing in objects and materials
to make their nests. We talked about why that might be, but she needed
to hear that from them. It was key that she then took the time to really
talk with and listen to the kids, and the kids were honest with her. 
I saw her quickly scramble to completely modify the original plan
and begin an activity making kites, based on her feedback from them. 

Found-object art is derived from Surrealist
Theory, this form of art making is founded on the
notion that any kind of everyday object can be, in
its own right, a piece of artwork. Artwork based
on some combination of found objects and the
altering, enhancing “hand of the artist” is an
accepted part of the “high art” cannon and culture.
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tree We started painting, which the kids really liked, first on white paper
and then on clear trash bags with dowels to make simple kites. 
We introduced color mixing, which fascinated most kids because
they had never done that before. They put American flags on the
kites, and wrote things like peace and hope. And then we created
cards for the troops in Iraq. The kids jumped on that, had a lot to
say about terrorism and the war, and made beautiful images that
expressed their hopes and fears. 

The youth were further energized by a field trip to the mica campus.
Originally planned as way of introducing the kids to the possibilities of
attending college, the tour began with a visit to Mari’s sculpture studio
that was so engaging, the youth wanted to spend all their time there.
Mari had prepared a demonstration of how to make plaster casts of a
face using a rubber mask as a mold. The youth loved experimenting
with the materials, sparking many questions about the sculpting process,
and engaging Mari in an exhaustive dialogue about her creative
explorations. The final project was jointly designed by Mari, Tree, and 
the youth—a box city to house the superheroes. 

tree We put a big piece of paper on the floor and drew where the roads
would be as a collaborative effort. Then we introduced boxes that
each represented a building. The kids were insistent on having a
park with certain buildings close by. It was very important to them
that the park was safe, clean, and inviting for children—a common
space protected by their superheroes. 
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mari The box city was the best project, because each child got to
choose his or her own part to design, their own building, from the
store to the post office to the church to the Art Club. But it was also 
a shared project because, in the end, it all got put together by the
whole group. So, the kids could do their individual part and work
with each other at the same time. 

The box city, assembled on two large folding conference tables, became
the centerpiece for the Art Club’s end-of-semester celebration, held in the
newly completed Art Club studio located in a renovated rowhouse near
Banner headquarters. Displayed around the gallery were the superheroes,
kites, sketchbooks with coats of arms, even the controversial contour
drawings. Parents were invited to the celebration, but as with many
community art projects in Baltimore’s poorer neighborhoods, engaging
some parents to attend their children’s special events and celebrations
can be challenging. Parent Bonnie Edwards had been an enthusiastic
supporter of the Art Club.

bonnie My son Marvin said, “Ma, you got to come see this art club.” I
work a full time job—sometimes twelve hours a day, but when there’s
something my kids are doing, I’m there to check it out and see who
the adults are that are spending so much time with my children. 

cindy The final celebration is so important. It’s the opportunity for 
the kids to show off their work. Some parents attended — as did
community association members. The adults asked the kids about
their work, and the kids took real pride in their art and the fact
that people were paying attention to them. It’s frustrating that more
parents don’t show up, but we continue to try to encourage it. 

tree The kids got really excited about the end-of-project celebration.
Everyone was hugging at the end of the evening, and people were
asking if we were doing any programming during the summer. It really
ended very positively. The kids eventually began calling the Art Club
“Our Club.” One of the kids said that the closing celebration was 
a very sad, very serious time because he knew the next Monday he
wouldn’t have the club to go to when school let out. And, you know,
I felt the same way. It was the part of my days that I always looked
forward to during the week.

cindy A lot of what Art Club accomplished was to help the kids develop
relationships with each other and a new set of adults. The relationship
building piece was a big piece. No other program brought that
mixed group of kids together.
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mary I used to walk down the street, and the kids from the other blocks
didn’t know me. They’d pass my house when I was sitting outside
and use foul language in front of me, as if I weren’t there. And now
they know me, and they say hello on the street. If they accidentally
cuss in front of me and realize they did they say they’re sorry.

I liked that my kids had something to do, somewhere to go
besides the street, and I think it enriched their lives…[my daughter]
Becky doodles all the time now. She’s still got that first book, that
journal she got [from the first Art Club activity]. She’s still drawing
in there all the time.

bonnie [My son] Marvin does too. Lord, and I heard about that [mica
campus] tour for weeks afterward.

cinder I was proud of this group of mica cap students when it was all
over, and not simply because they learned a tremendous amount in
a very short time. They learned about themselves as art teachers and
they learned about a group of young people and were able to glimpse
the world and the culture in which they live. They came to realize
that the youth had a lot to teach them too. We all learned a great
many lessons. But I think the cap team’s greatest accomplishment was
learning to listen, to be open enough, engaged and responsive enough
to really hear what the Banner youth were trying to tell them.

When these kids say, “Can you feel me?” They don’t just mean
“Do you hear what I say?” They mean: “Did you take in what you
heard me just say and can you try it on for size, can you walk a mile
in my shoes? Can you attempt to understand what I’m experiencing?”
And in a very profound way that’s what happened over the course 
of the semester. That the youth responded so overwhelmingly in
the last two months is testimony to the fact that they felt heard and
understood—and recognized as equal partners in all the learning
and teaching that went on.

For Mari, the Art Club experience led to an ongoing relationship with
Banner Neighborhoods. She led a supplemental summer project with a
different cap team during the following academic year. After graduation,
she was hired as the Banner Art Club coordinator. Tree continued as 
a solo cap team leader at Banner the following year — for a project that
had remarkably good attendance. The Banner Neighborhood/cap
partnership continued under the Baltimore Community Foundation 
A-Teams funding for an additional academic year.
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Reaping the Benefits of
Partnerships Built on Trust

Achieving Mutual Goals in a Three-Way
Collaborative Project in Chicago

Center for Community Arts Partnerships, Columbia College Chicago

i. cap overview

The largest arts and media college in the country, Columbia College
Chicago is a distinctly urban institution. Its mission mandates active
involvement with its urban community, and students are expected to
leave the confines of the studio and actively explore how their artistic
practice might fit into society. The college considers civic engagement
an integral element of its approach to higher education: the city is the
classroom, and students not only contribute to their community, they
also derive essential elements of their education through connections
made outside institutional walls.

In 1998, Columbia College Chicago established the Center for
Community Arts Partnerships (ccap)— to formalize its commitment to
college/community partnership-building and provide a framework
through which this process might take place. With significant early
support from the Wallace Foundation, The Council of Independent
Colleges, and The Chicago Community Trust, ccap embarked on a
process designed to build effective, sustainable, arts-based partnerships
between the college and the communities of which it is a part.

This process began with ccap’s first major initiative, the Urban
Missions Program, which became the foundation on which ccap’s
partnership-building approach has been built. Traditionally, college/
community relationships have taken the form of outreach or community
service, rather than true partnership in which knowledge flows both ways.
Higher education institutions are often viewed suspiciously by community-
based organizations as “800-pound gorillas,” vastly outweighing their
collaborators in terms of financial resources and, therefore, power. 

ccap’s Urban Missions Program was deliberately structured to avoid
such inequities. Based on the recognition that the community has much
to offer the college in terms of knowledge and expertise, Urban Missions
was conceived as a partnership process for the creation of community-
based, youth arts programming that is collaboratively conceived, mutually
beneficial, and responsive to its particular community setting. 

case authors
Julie F. Simpson,
Carmel Avegnon Sanders,
and Ann Wiens 

highlights from teaching practicum,
a service-learning course offered in
columbia college chicago’s theater
department in partnership with
association house of chicago and
freestreet programs.
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Urban Missions’ founding partnership group included four Chicago
community-based organizations and six Columbia College Chicago 
academic departments. The partners agreed that before successful 
programming could be implemented, a strong foundation must be laid.
For the first nine months, the partners met twice a month in four-hour
sessions to discuss their goals, needs, and desires, and to develop a
structure and agreed-upon set of values that reflected the interests of all.
Most important, each participant had an equal voice, and issues discussed
were not limited to administrative or budgetary concerns. Pedagogy,
philosophy, and artistic vision were topics of consideration as well. 
This meeting structure (which continues today), required a considerable
commitment on the part of each partner, and potential partner
organizations were (and are) closely scrutinized to ensure that their goals
and commitment are in line with the effort required for this process 
to succeed. 

Through these meetings, the group identified several key elements
essential to creating environments that foster meaningful collaboration:
respect, quality, inclusiveness, and voice. The process is time consuming
and can be frustrating, but it has led to a level of respect, trust, and
openness among partners that allows us to anticipate many problems
before they arise and address them head-on when they do. 

Today, the Center for Community Arts Partnerships facilitates
dozens of ongoing programs involving Columbia College in partnership
with Chicago Public Schools and community-based organizations.
These programs vary immensely according to the needs and desires of
each partner, but all are based on the reciprocal-partnership model
developed through ccap’s first intiative, the Urban Missions Program.
Brian Shaw and Ron Bieganski, co-developers and instructors of the
Teaching Practicum described in the case that follows, have sat at
the Urban Missions table from the beginning, and have been integral 
to establishing the structure and philosophy of the program. 

Julie F. Simpson, founding Executive Director, and Carmel Avegnon
Sanders, former Assistant Director, Community Arts Partnerships,
Columbia College Chicago
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ii. introduction to the case

In spring 2003, three of the founding partners of ccap’s Urban Missions
Program—Columbia College Chicago’s Theater Department and two
community-based organizations, Free Street Programs and Association
House of Chicago—came together to offer a teaching practicum course
for undergraduate theater students. In keeping with the values of respect,
voice, and mutual benefit outlined by the Urban Missions approach,
the course was designed to fulfill the various goals of each partner, while
creating a fuller experience for all than any could achieve alone:

v Columbia College Chicago theater students would gain firsthand
experience developing an original curriculum and teaching it in a 
community setting, an unusual opportunity at the undergraduate level. 

v Free Street Programs (a youth-arts organization with a strong
concentration on original theater) would see the value of its expertise
in community work officially acknowledged by the academy, a frequent
oversight in college-community partnerships. 

v Association House of Chicago (a social-service agency serving a 
community of primarily Latino and African American heritage, many
of whom are struggling with poverty and discrimination) would 
provide a high-quality arts experience for its students, while increasing
its capacity and professionalism through the participation of
seasoned professionals. 

This case study describes the Teaching Practicum’s inaugural
semester in spring 2003 through interviews  conducted in fall 2003 with
five key participants:

v Brian Shaw, associate chair of Columbia College Chicago’s Theater
Department, was a member of Plasticene, a Chicago-based theatrical
research and performance organization formed to create original physical
theater for exchange with audiences in Chicago and around the world. 

v Ron Bieganski, artistic director of Free Street Programs and adjunct
faculty at Columbia College Chicago, has more than twenty years
experience working in community settings, and has been working
with teens and teaching experimental theater at Free Street since
1986. There, he has developed a training process “that is about
being an artist and opening creative potential.”

v Luis Crespo, performing arts coordinator at Association House, first
became involved with theater as a high-school student in Association
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House’s after-school program, and went on to earn a theater degree 
in 2002 from Columbia College Chicago, where he was an Alexandroff
Community Scholar. 

v Kym Midanek attended the University of Oregon and worked in the
social-service sector in Portland before coming to Columbia College
to complete her theater degree. She was drawn to Columbia’s program
largely because of its community-inclusive mission. After taking the
Teaching Practicum in spring 2003, she went on to work with Free
Street Programs over the following summer. She graduated from
Columbia in January 2004.

v Elsa Gonzalez moved to Chicago from Michigan in December 2002, and
enrolled in El Quarto Año, Association House’s alternative high school. 
A teacher, aware that Elsa had been involved in drama at her previous
school and through her church, suggested she sign up for Crespo’s after-
school theater program. She went on to work with Free Street over the
summer of 2003, and graduated from El Quarto Año in January 2004.

The Teaching Practicum has since become part of the Theater
Department’s regular offerings. It was ccap’s first attempt at creating a
service-learning class at the college from a partnership that had been
developed at the Urban Missions table. Integrating service learning into the
culture of the college is at the core of ccap’s mission, fostering a two-way
exchange of knowledge and resources through partnerships that serve not
only the community, but the college as well.

The class incorporated a series of exercises developed by Ron
Bieganski over his many years working with community youth at Free
Street, merged with a pedagogical model for acting classes—Maximizing
Flow—developed by Brian Shaw through his collaborative work with Ron
and others, including the professional theater company, Plasticene. While
each instructor’s practices had been developed for a particular constituency
—in one case community youth, and in the other college students—there
were many intersections, shared values, and opportunities afforded by the
exchange and combination of approaches within a single class. 

Ron and Brian hoped that in this class the college students would
develop their own curriculum and teach it in an authentic community
setting, while simultaneously witnessing in action the three compatible
but different teaching approaches of their instructors: Brian, a faculty
member in an academic institution with a strong interest in community
work; Ron, an artist with twenty years of firsthand experience working
with youth in the community; and Luis, a teacher in the early stages of
developing his own pedagogical approach. 

For the first two weeks of the fifteen-week semester, the Columbia
College Chicago undergraduates and the Association House high-school

Maximizing Flow emphasizes learning
sequences and maximizing dynamic and
spatial flow; intended to help teachers
construct class sessions that integrate
vocal and physical techniques with
improvisation, theater games, creative
writing, and acting exercises to facilitate
understanding, focus energies, build
ensemble, and develop dramatic material
for performance.



students met separately. The college students worked with Brian and Ron
to articulate their individual artistic philosophies and develop a curriculum
to bring to Association House. Simultaneously, the high-school students
worked with Luis to learn basic acting and writing exercises based on
Free Street’s training approach and to become more comfortable with
the idea of theatrical production and performance, as many of them 
had no prior experience with this. 

After three weeks, the college students traveled across town to put
their new skills to the test in the community setting of Association House.
Each Tuesday afternoon, the student teachers led the teens through warm-
up exercises and activities they had discussed and developed with their
instructors. On Fridays, Luis led the teens in ongoing acting and writing
exercises, flowing out of the exercises provided by the college students,
and Brian and Ron provided critical feedback to the college students on
curriculum development and teaching skills. 

As the semester progressed, the combined group revisited themes,
movements, and written dialogue that emerged from the exercises,
revising and reworking them to form the script for a play that eventually
emerged from this organic process: Merging Into You, a visceral, abstracted,
collage-like narrative based in the experiences of the youth participants
which invited the audience to sense this experience rather than having
it directly dictated to them. 

Merging Into You was performed at semester’s end by the Association
House students for family, friends, and community members. The production
was well received, and the students were proud of their work. But when
interviewed for this case narrative, all of the participants expressed more
interest in the process than the product, they cared more about the journey
than the destination. The narrative that follows describes that journey.
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iii. case narrative

voices
Brian Shaw, Project Co-instructor; Associate Chair of Columbia College
Chicago’s Theater Department
Ron Bieganski, Project Co-instructor; Artistic Director of Free Street
Programs and Adjunct Faculty at Columbia College Chicago
Luis Crespo, Association House of Chicago Instructor and Performing 
Arts Coordinator
Kym Midanek, undergraduate theater student at Columbia College Chicago
Elsa Gonzalez, student at Association House of Chicago’s alternative 
high school, El Quarto Año

Association House of Chicago occupies a vintage brick building on the
fringes of Chicago’s Wicker Park neighborhood, an area that had long
been a community of immigrants until its recent, radical gentrification.
It is early spring, and the sunny, second-floor auditorium smells vaguely
of sweat and disinfectant, floor wax and dust—the comforting institutional
muskiness of the elementary schools and park field houses where so
many Chicago kids spend much of their time.

Young people—in their mid teens to early twenties—are pacing the
varnished wood floor in rapid, purposeful circles, studiously avoiding
contact. Most are barefoot, dressed in jeans, sweats, and t-shirts. Instructor
Luis Crespo, a slender, graceful young man with a neat goatee and a long,
dark ponytail, studies the group intently from the edge of the room.
Suddenly, he shouts, “Shock!” With a jolt, the young people snap into
odd, contorted poses like children playing “statues” on a summer lawn.
“Four shocks to create an image with two people,” shouts Crespo. “Shock!
Shock! Shock! Shock!” With each staccato “Shock!” the participants adjust
their poses; by the fourth utterance they are arranged in pairs. “Shock!
Shock! Shock! Shock!”They’re grouped in fours. Then eights, then twelves,
until the entire group is moving together, like cogs and gears in a gyrating,
hissing machine. The exercise is loud and frenetic, intensely physical, but
the youth are within their comfort zone; charged, focused, and on task. 

elsa Right away, we did a lot of physical work. We did a lot of things I
wasn’t used to. When I first started telling my sister what we do, she
just looked at me like, “Are you insane? Why are you in there? Run
out!” In the beginning I myself thought that. But after the first
three weeks I got used to it, and I loved it. We did a lot of exercises
where you have to trust each other. Like, we have a warm-up [where]
you’re just laying there and your partner gets to move you and stretch
you out, and you’re putting your trust in them not to hurt you. 
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luis I wanted the kids I was working with to be in the right place when
the Columbia students came in, so we did exercises that work on
the three fundamentals: mind, body, and voice. And trust; trust-
building is important. They need to be in a space where there’s no
judgment, or if there is, they can handle it. That’s the kind of space
we create with these exercises, it underlies the whole process. They
need to be released while they’re writing as well, so there’s less
chance they’ll edit themselves, so it’s quality writing. 

By the time the college students came in, my kids were ready to
handle the experience of student teachers who are just learning
their way around working with community youth. They were prepared
to be respectful, trustworthy, and attentive to the point where they
could accept what the student teacher was trying to teach them.
Still, they gave the student teachers an awareness of what it is really
like to work in a community setting. It’s a lot of work, and you have
to learn how to adapt and adjust to the situation at hand. It puts
[the student teachers] in the hot seat.

On the other hand, if the student teachers make a mistake, they
get to see Brian and Ron, the professionals, step in and—I don’t
want to say fix the situation — but show their expertise on how to
make things run. One thing I’ve learned very well from them is 
not to panic, to adjust. Like, “This warm-up is not working, they’re
not into it. What should I do?” You learn to switch gears and find 
a way to make it work. Many people don’t realize how much work
and energy that takes. 

brian The need for this course was obvious to me. I was getting calls
from park-district programs or community-based organizations
turning students on to internship or job opportunities, and the
students were going out and teaching without really having any
training for it at all. They didn’t have a structure, lesson plans, anything;
they were just going and trying to entertain the kids. It’s unfortunate
that MFAs and PhDs are the requirements to get teaching jobs,
when often no active teacher training happens in those degree
programs. Teaching is tricky. 

ron When I go to academic conferences, I often listen to people with
PhDs talk about community educational processes, but they don’t
really know it. They’ve observed it, they’ve seen something they
understand to be inherently valuable, but they haven’t actually done
it. This course is a great way to introduce some really practical wisdom
to young artists, students who want to work in the community.
When you are working in communities like this—or working with

case study: columbia college chicago 37



teens anywhere—you can’t just regurgitate something you’ve read
from a book. You’ve got to truly understand what you’re teaching,
and believe in it heart and soul. Teenagers will leave if you don’t.
They can’t be bored, they can’t be embarrassed. They have to learn
something real. It’s not babysitting work we do.

luis One of the strengths of this class—and also one of the difficulties
—is that Brian, Ron, and I all have the same goals, but we have
different approaches. . . . Brian’s kind of laid back. He has a “discover
it within yourself” approach. With him, there’s a chance for discovery
in your mistakes. And in a college environment . . . there is time for
this approach. Ron, on the other hand, is very blunt. He’s worked
with youth in after-school and summer programs, where he may
only have one shot to reach them. . . . He has such great expectations
for these kids and such great love for theater that he wants it done
right, and he’ll tell you what the right way is. 

brian Ron and I have talked about this very much, and we need to be
reminded of each other’s approach. I need to be reminded that you
have to be a hard ass sometimes. Because you do; it does increase
the caliber of the work. And I feel that he needs to be reminded to
let the kids have a little more say in the final outcome. 

kym [The faculty] definitely had very, very different approaches. Ron knows
exactly how he wants to do it, and exactly how he’s going to get there.
Brian wants to work through a process to the end, but he’s less
specific. Like, “Let’s see what comes up and work with that.”They were
very different, and they would clash a lot. But they were always able
to collaborate together, which I think is interesting, because when
you put a bunch of people into groups, they don’t always agree on
everything. It was good to see that in the real world, not everyone’s
going to agree, but we can still work towards an end product. 

ron The first thing I did, before we even went to Association House, was
ask the college students to write their artistic statements. What do
you believe is creativity? And how are you going to pass that along?
This was almost impossible for most of them to do. Some of them
have been doing theater since they were five or ten years old, but
they didn’t understand this. . . . Brian started with the practical:
“What exercises are you going to do? Show me your exercise and
let’s critique it.” I wanted to see if they had a soul. If it’s a soulless
exercise, the youth will feel it. If you don’t really believe in [what
you’re doing], they’ll know. They won’t know why, but they’ll know
you’re not teaching quality to them, you’re just teaching. And they
already get enough of that. 
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kym It was something really interesting what Ron brought to the table,
about this philosophy that we should each have as an artist. I had
never articulated that before, never had really thought about it. And
you could tell the whole class was like, “What is that? What is he
talking about?” I actually rewrote mine probably two or three times
before I gave it to him again. Then I worked with him the next
summer and gave him another one, because I became very concerned
that maybe I do need this sort of backbone to my work, and to have 
a really clear idea of what it is that I’m wanting to do, which I had
not really understood before: I could actually get my ideas of how
I felt something could work and what I believed in out there to the
kids with whom I was working. 

The third week of the course, the high-school and college students met
together at Association House for the first time. Each week, two student
teachers would lead the class through warm-up exercises. Although the
instructors were there to assist if necessary, it was understood that they would
take a relatively hands-off approach. For most of the student teachers, this
would be the first time they’d ever taught.

kym It was scary. We had talked about it before we went to Association
House. Are the kids going to participate? Are they going to listen 
to us? Are they going to feel free to do certain things with this group
of college students there? It was the kind of thing like, we’re just
going to have to get in there and see. 

The first day, we outnumbered the Association House kids. Right
away we thought, “Uh-oh, this might be strange for them. We
outnumber them right off the bat.” [But] they were surprisingly
welcoming and really, really open. . . . They were ready for us. When
we got there, we just introduced ourselves and explained that we
were there to learn from each other, that we’re students like them,
but we’re just at a different level than they were. It was amazingly
quick how they responded. The trust definitely grew as we were there
longer, but they had a trust for us right when we got there. I wasn’t
expecting that, not at all.

elsa The first couple of weeks we did the warm-ups and stuff with
Luis, and he kept telling us that pretty soon more people were
going to come, and it was going to feel different. And we just said,
“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” But it did feel different. We had been like
this big bubble, and when the college students came in, everyone
kind of separated. Everyone was sort of like, “Okay, what are we
doing now?” It was very weird at first. But after the first hour and 
a half, everything was cool. They were exactly like us but older, you
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know. We all already knew what was going on and what was expected
from us. I gave Luis enough trust to go in there and do all that crazy
stuff with him. I guess since he knew Ron and Brian and them so
well, I was like, “Yeah, I know I’m safe with them.” It was pretty easy
at the point when they came in since Luis did know them.

brian The week before the Columbia students arrived, I went and spent
the day at Association House and did the warm-up with Luis, and
then I ran them through some exercises and sort of gave them an
idea of how I work and how I would expect them to work. Luis’s
work is an amalgamation of me and Ron in a lot of ways, although
he’s developed his own voice very strongly as a teacher, so they
knew the exercises, they knew the approach.

We talked pretty directly about the college students. Luis and 
I sat down with the Association House students and talked about
how the whole thing was going to be structured, with two college
students leading the class each week, and asked them for their
patience and forbearance because some of these students were not
going to run them through the best hour of instruction in their
lives. We told them if it wasn’t working well, they shouldn’t pretend
that it was, but we asked that they not be directly disrespectful,
even if they felt they were being disrespected themselves. 

And when the college students were not teaching, they participated
fully as students alongside the Association House kids, which was
important. They weren’t just sitting up on the dais watching their
peers teach. That would have been awful. I would generally do the
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exercises along with them too, because I wanted to experience
them, to see if I understood the instructions and, you know, be
“down in the pit,” as it were. I think trust was built pretty quickly
that way—we were all in this together.

luis The first day we all worked together, the two student teachers had
to have a lot of nerve and energy to be the first ones to get up and
work with the kids. When the Columbia College group first came in,
it was pretty hectic. It can get chaotic when you have ten high-school
students, three lead teachers, and then you have ten extra college
students. It becomes a room of twenty five people with very different
approaches and directorial visioning. We have so many people
together, it could be potentially disastrous. 

ron Almost every time for the first seven or eight weeks, I couldn’t tell
what the Columbia students’ warm-ups were for. I mean, maybe 
to get them warm, but obviously a warm-up is more than that. They
have a real purpose. We’d meet back at Columbia College on Fridays
and I would say, “Okay, that exercise you did, what was it for?”
And they would look at me and they wouldn’t have a reason for it.
So I’d go, “How do you want your students to be at the end of
your warm-up?” And then we would develop an idea for an exercise
that would get the students to that place. And then they would 
take the exercises they know and match them up with what we 
were trying to do.

Beginning teachers sometimes forget all these little steps they
took to understanding, so they leap ahead two or three steps in an
exercise. They try to get to the end without going through the
process. As young teachers, when they get nervous they get tunnel
vision, and instead of looking at the situation and reacting to it,
they just plow through whatever they’re doing, whether it’s working
or not, trying to get to the end. But the end result flows from the
process—you can’t take those steps away and still have it work. 

brian There was a moment about halfway through the course when we
put Luis in a difficult position and then made his position even
more difficult. On this particular day, one student teacher was
supposed to lead the high school students through a thirty-minute
warm-up and another would do a thirty-minute bridge activity, and
then they’d hand it over to Luis, but what they were doing didn’t
work. They were teaching an improvisation, and they skipped about
five steps. You can’t do that and have it work, so people were
pretending to be doing what was being asked of them, but they
weren’t understanding it, and it was pretty painful to watch.
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Ron and I had agreed that we were not going to step in unless
it really got out of hand. I mean, even if it was falling apart, we
wanted to see how the students would adapt their teaching to the
situation, or if they would panic, or whatever might happen. So we
stayed out of it to see what would happen, and it was pretty much 
a wreck when they handed the class over to Luis. 

In the structure we’d developed, Luis’s job in the last hour was
to take what had been done and move it toward [the process of
writing], building material for the show. And Ron and I would help.
We’d have a quick pow-wow when the college students had finished
and talk about how we could segue into another exercise or take
them into a writing thing, and that was generally working.

luis The student teachers finished their teaching that day and I had to
segue into an exercise to finish up the hour. It was a crutch dialogue
exercise. It’s an exercise that Ron has done before, and he just knows
the ins and outs of doing this exercise and all different aspects of it.
I didn’t necessarily present it in the right order. And Ron came over
and kind of took over the class, and with that he kind of undermined
my authority as a teacher. It put me in a place where I felt embarrassed.
I didn’t want my students to feel that I wasn’t prepared or I didn’t
have a vision or direction that I was leading them. And it made the
Association House kids a bit uneasy. They felt I was being attacked.

ron I would sit in the back of the room sometimes, and I would
literally cringe trying to keep my mouth shut because I was
watching them make these mistakes and just pushing through. I
understand the learning process of working through your mistakes.
That’s why I’m teaching this class. As a community person who
actually does the work, you develop set practices, you develop
techniques, you develop — hopefully — a philosophy for your
techniques. And then you try them, and work on them many, many
times. It’s not like I had tried this exercise once and it worked 
[the first time out]. No, I’ve done [this exercise] for twenty years, and
it works because I’ve tweaked it for the last seventeen. There’s a real,
solid reason for [the way of ] doing each exercise. 

kym I felt sorry for Luis. We all did. The situation was frustrating
because we didn’t have a lot of time, so I understand what Ron was
doing. But it kind of undermined what Luis was doing in front of
the kids. I think Ron could’ve handled it differently, talked to him
outside, away from the kids. We talked about it a lot back at Columbia,
and Ron even said that perhaps it could have been handled

A crutch dialogue is an exercise that
helps actors generate emotion; by
speaking meaningless dialogue, the
actors are encouraged to stop relying on
words to carry meaning, and instead to
accept and respond honestly to the
moment at hand, rather than thinking
about how they should react; prepares
actors, when true dialogue is introduced,
to live the words they say, as opposed to
“acting” them.
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differently. But some of the Association House kids, although they
totally respected Ron, they didn’t want to cross his path in the 
wrong way. 

ron I take the teaching as passionately as the art, because I don’t see 
a difference. So yeah, I get emotional when I’m teaching, too. It’s an
emotional art! So what amazes me is that people get upset when a
teacher gets emotional. It’s supposed to be an emotional art. If your
teacher is not living the process they’re teaching, then I don’t really
think they are doing it. But I don’t find that moment of conflict, the
emotional moment, to be the real moment of learning. The turning
point [is] when everything is calm again and we examine the emotional
moment, and then we deconstruct it. That’s the important part
of the process.

luis I’ve been teaching my kids not to let other people’s opinions bring
them down, so I just took the same approach. . . . I’m not going to
let a scolding bring me down, so to speak; I’m going to use it as a
learning place. It solidified my own teaching style. The exercise I
was doing is essentially the same as what Free Street does, I just
presented it in a different way. I have confidence in the approach
that I’m taking, and I’m going to continue to do that.

With the semester more than half over, the process was working well,
especially in terms of creating a curriculum, establishing a strong, safe
creative environment, and resolving conflict. However, the group was
behind schedule in the process of creating a functional script and coming
up with a staged performance. The instructors realized that the performance
of a final, completed piece was important to the students as a tangible
representation of their work, so the focus shifted.

kym I did, honestly, get a little nervous. “Are we ever going to get to an
end piece? Is there going to be an end piece?” There was a point
when the students from the class were like, “What’s going on? Is
there a script? Has it been written? Is there going to be a play?” At
the beginning, Ron and Brian were like, “We’re working toward it,
we’re working toward it.” Then it was like, “Yeah, you know what?
There needs to be an end product and we’re going to get it done,
and that’s going to be that.” It wasn’t that it was really tense, but we
did feel a change in how things were then conducted whenever 
we were at Association House. 

Before, we would come together and try all these different
things, and we were each getting our turn to teach. And then things
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became a lot more focused, like, “This is the script, this is what
we’re going to do. Everything we work toward from this moment
on is going to be stuff for the show.” So they really did have to pull
the reins in and get a bit more focused. They still had to learn lines,
and block the space, and rehearse it. And the intensity and the energy
rose up, too. The kids really rose to the challenge of being able to
hammer all these bits of writing and movement into a show that
they could put up in three weeks.

It was fascinating then, because we got to see how the stuff we’d
done before could actually go into the show. We were actually able
to filter through all that stuff—the bits of dialogue, the movements
that grew out of the exercises—and figure out how to use it. 

elsa It was cool, because I don’t have to say I performed this play written
by this person. I can say I performed this play which I wrote, in which
me and other people had a lot of input, we all had input in the
script. It’s really different to write something and then act it out. It’s
really good. It’s great to know that you’re acting something that you
go through, that’s going on.

We’d do writing exercises to create the material for the show. It
was a lot of fun, and a lot of people who saw the show said that it is
what normally kids, teenagers our age, go through every day. That
was really eye opening, the fact that we didn’t try to put that out
there for their eyes, but they saw it in the production anyway.

The movement worked the same way, it grew out of the exercises.
We’d do impulse exchange. That’s where a lot of our writing came from
that ended up in the script. There were a lot of people from
Columbia who helped me out a lot, who were always there like, “This
is good, but try doing this. See if you like it.” And sometimes I’d get
aggravated because I was like, “This is how I want to do it.” And
they’d be like, “Just try it and if you like it, then you know, and if
not, then go back to the one you had.” And I always ended up liking
it the way they wanted me to do it!

I know that if it wasn’t for all the people who were there helping
Luis, the production wouldn’t have been how it came out. A lot
of my friends mentioned that they would like to see a second part of
Merging Into You. I’m more than willing to do a second part of it,
because that play gave me so much energy. It’s amazing.

kym I wanted to do more teaching, and I had the opportunity to work
with Free Street over the summer. And some of the Association
House kids were doing stuff at Free Street — it was amazing for
them, the same kids got to work together on the stuff that we did 

Impulse exchange is an exercise in which
the participant receives impulses from an
outside source (someone swings his/her
arm, taps his/her shoulder) and explores
physically from that “impulse point” by
curving the body from the impulse point
into itself, discovering and experimenting
with different movement possibilities. If
the participant focuses completely on the
points from which he or she is curving,
the mind should open and in turn be
more receptive and concentrated.
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in the spring and then continue in the summer. The kids would say
to me, “You know that show we did in the spring? It was okay, but
this one this summer is great!” And I’d say, “Really? The show in the
spring was good.” “No, we did much better this time!” They used 
the spring program as a stepping stone to get to that next step.
They used it to make an even bigger leap for the summer show.
That was exciting to hear.

The Urban Missions partnership approach had been used to develop and
implement many projects before this one, but this was the first that
involved creating a service-learning course at Columbia College Chicago
through a reciprocal, ongoing college-community partnership. As this 
is one of the Center for Community Arts Partnerships’ primary goals,
this course was a test of the effectiveness of the ccap approach. 

That a course that held so much potential for chaos (the various
philosophies of three different instructors, the age of the participants, the
setting, the nature of experimental, youth-generated theater, and more)
went as smoothly as it did spoke well to the effectiveness of the approach.
It was clear to the instructors that the long, careful partnership-building
process that preceded the project was time well spent. The environment
of respect, openness, equity, and trust built through that process allowed
the instructors to confront their differences and move forward when
conflict arose, and to adjust their teaching as the situation required. 

When the course was again offered in spring 2004, several changes
were made in response to issues that arose the first time. The Columbia
students had complained that they did not get enough actual teaching
time, as only two students were able to teach each week. Midway through
the 2003 course, the instructors paired each Columbia student one-on-one
with an Association House student, to serve as a personal acting coach
of sorts. This worked well, allowing the Columbia students to teach in
some capacity every day, and giving the Association House students
invaluable individual attention. This on-the-fly adjustment was
intentionally incorporated into the 2004 course. 

Additionally, the problem of realizing they had only a few weeks to
go and no final piece to perform was addressed directly. Instructors
were more attentive to generating a script and performance from the
beginning. While allowing for a balance of experimentation and
progression remained important, the shift in focus that occurred late 
in the first semester was deliberately moved up to the midway point
the next year.
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Passing on the Legacy

Views from Two Generations 
of New Orleans Community Arts Leaders

Community Arts Partnerships Program, Department of Art,
Xavier University of Louisiana

i. cap overview

The vision and motivation of the New Orleans Community Arts
Partnerships program is rooted in the belief that the richness of
New Orleans’ unique culture and heritage is one of the greatest assets
available to enhance and enrich the lives of our youth. A primary goal is
to pass on the value and relevance of culture, particularly as reflected
through the visual arts, to current and future generations of youth. The
tradition of “passing it on” is central to the cap program of Xavier
University of Louisiana’s Department of Art.

Founded in 1925 by Saint Katherine Drexel to empower the African
American community through education, Xavier University is a private
liberal arts institution whose mission is the promotion of a more 
just and humane society. Its students are prepared to assume roles of
leadership and service in society. Xavier’s pluralistic teaching and
learning environment incorporates all relevant educational means,
including research and community service. 

The university’s Department of Art is an active participant in
community service and community-based projects. The department’s
partnerships with community art groups are a method of “passing on”
the value and relevance of a pluralistic and rich environment, where the
arts can be shared to help build tolerance and heal societal differences. 

Xavier cap partners in New Orleans include Kid smArt, Pieces of
Power, Faces of Culture, and Youth Inspirational Connection, Inc. These
community-based art organizations work with youth from communities
in the greater New Orleans area. Two supporting partners also provide
additional resources and services: the New Orleans Museum of Art and
the Arts Council of Greater New Orleans. In addition, cap programming
has been offered beyond the lines of the municipality through
partnership collaborations between Xavier’s art department and the
Jefferson Parish Weed & Seed program and with District 1 in the City
of Gretna, which allow cap to serve youth from Jefferson Parish, the
majority of whom have never taken art classes.
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These innovative partnerships with leading community-based
organizations have not only increased young people’s participation in
the arts in the New Orleans region, but also have allowed Xavier to
include the community as part of its teaching pedagogy, provided
opportunities for traditional skills-based art training for Xavier students,
and offered Xavier students and art faculty the chance to work with
leading New Orleans community artists and to develop leadership skills
by mentoring youth from under-served communities. 

As a response to lessons learned from cap projects, the art and
business departments at Xavier developed a minor in community arts
management to model the ways and means by which community
organizations, service providers, cultural institutions, and government
agencies across the nation utilize the community arts profession as a
tool for social engagement and change. This program grows out of
Xavier’s belief that the consideration of what it means to be an artist
citizen, applied experience communicating and working with different
people, and collaborative work for the common good are all important
components in a complete education that prepares students to be
citizens in the democratic process. 

New Orleans is a city rich in culture and tradition, known for its arts
and cultural scene. The city also prides itself on “passing knowledge on,”
and instilling its grassroots sense of community into everything from
businesses enterprises to philanthropic efforts. This new curriculum
helps Xavier’s Department of Art to fulfill a need in a city where festivals,
galleries, and film production companies are becoming the backbone 
of the city’s economy. In recent years, the field of community arts has grown
exponentially in response to the discovery that the arts are an effective
way to involve people of every age and background in making their
communities healthier, more secure, and more democratic. This growth
has led to the need to create a common language for practitioners 
and scholars to discuss and compare practices, and to professionalize
the field by establishing a baseline of theoretical and practical
educational experience.

Ron Bechet, Chair and Associate Professor, Department of Art, and
Director, Community Arts Partnerships, Xavier University of Louisiana

xavier students and faculty work on
a commissioned ceramic chapel
wall for father moses anderson.

xavier students nadra reeves and
perrin green work with start
program students.

saturday start program class
instructed by 1978 xavier art
graduate denise newman.
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ii. case introduction

This case study does not offer a narrative of a cap project. Instead, it
offers insights into the shared values and divergent philosophies of two
key figures in Xavier University of Louisiana’s cap program. 

John Scott is an internationally recognized sculptor and printmaker
and a graduate of Xavier’s Department of Art. After receiving his mfa
from Michigan State University, Scott returned to New Orleans, where
he has taught for 39 years at Xavier University. He has been a driving force
in the university’s Department of Art, and in the evolution of community-
based arts programming at Xavier. He received a John D. MacArthur
Fellowship in 1992, and is a nationally respected educator. The community,
and concern about individuals in community, have always been a major
part of his work. He and others were responsible for the first African
American Pavilion at the 1984 World’s Fair in New Orleans.

New Orleans-based artist and art educator Richard Thomas studied
with John Scott at Xavier and later founded Pieces of Power (pop), an 
art collective for at-risk African American teens that was incubated at
McDonogh 35 High School in the Treme community of New Orleans.
pop is a key partner for Xavier’s cap program.

Service in the community and professional preparation play a large
role in the history of the Xavier Department of Art. A key figure was
Sister Lurana Neely, a member of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament
Order, who passed on to her students, including, John Scott, an abiding
commitment to serving the community through the arts. She and 
Sr. Valerie Riggs founded a community-based arts program called the
Audubon Arts Center in the Gert Town community, adjacent to the

john scott and sister lurana neely
discuss the art curriculum in 1967.
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university. Sr. Lurana also actively sought out real-world opportunities
for artists through what was known as the Xavier Art Guild, a program that
allowed students such as John Scott to acquire hands-on professional
training from public art commissions. 

In addition to sending Xavier students into the community, Sister
Lurana and other art department faculty were instrumental in bringing
youth to campus in a program called the Junior School of Art, which allowed
young people to become familiar with the arts in a college atmosphere.

The career paths of both John Scott and Richard Thomas were
shaped by this history of community involvement at Xavier, and by the
charismatic leadership of their mentors Sr. Lurana Neely and professor
Numa Roussave, who taught students that they had a responsibility to
pass on what they had learned to the next generation. According to Scott,
the response to “thank you” from his mentors at Xavier was always,
“pass it on.”

Thomas began teaching art in 1989 at “35,” as McDonogh 35 High
School is affectionately called in the community, in the back of a cramped
classroom that he shared with another teacher. That group was bounced
around to several tiny spaces until one year, when Thomas and his
students commandeered the teachers’ lounge with an old-fashioned sit-in.
Pieces of Power began at the end of the Reagan era, when youths were
faced with tremendous amounts of violence in their lives and in society,
and, as Thomas believes, when the “whole gang mentality started.”
Thomas’ goal was to create “a positive gang,” and a few gang members
actually joined pop.

Both Scott and Thomas have participated in cap program projects,
each has a history of community focus in his work, and each has an
abiding commitment to community arts as a vehicle for “passing it on.”
Richard Thomas credits his teacher John Scott, and the philosophies he
picked up as a student at Xavier, with providing him with the concepts
of “community arts” that have informed his own experiences as an 
artist and educator. 

Despite their shared influences and their influence on each other,
it is clear that the two men’s ideas about the best methods for “passing it
on” and the nature and purpose of community arts diverge. Some of
these differences are discussed in this case, which consists of excerpts
from a taped conversation between the two at John Scott’s studio in
spring 2004. Gina Charbonnet, Coordinator of Xavier’s Community Arts
Partnerships, and Karen Celestan also participated in this conversation.

sister lurana mixing cement for 
a project with frank hayden and
ernest ross in 1956.

sister lurana and richard thomas 
at an art opening in 1990.

john scott talks with students 
at a student art opening in 1997.
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iii. case narrative

voices: 
John Scott, Professor of Art, Xavier University Department of Art
Richard Thomas, Xavier Alumnus and Founder of Pieces of Power 

john I was told by Sister Lurana my freshman year, [that] Xavier had 
a system called the Artists Guild, and everybody studying fine art
had to compete for [the commissions that came in to the guild]. 
I would never compete because I’m looking at all these guys around
me, and I can’t compete with this. I’ll never forget, Lurana came 
to me one day and said, “You have two choices. You either participate
or you leave. We don’t have spectators here, so either you get in 
the game or you find another team to play on.” That was the bottom
line. That’s how I learned to do what I do. The teachers were 
saying, you can’t watch an education; you have to get educated,
get in the game.

richard As African Americans in the late seventies, when I graduated, we
had very little movement taking place in our community. We’re still
breaking new ground in terms of our cultural identity, identifying
with Africa and the African aesthetic, with a Black American or African
American aesthetic, understanding all that, making sense of it.

I also [got] my ideas about giving to the community, giving back
as far as making progress, when I was a student at Xavier. Doing
what’s needed, having heart and soul and a consciousness, self-
determination. When I got out of college, I realized how [few]
resources [were] available for young African American artists such 
as myself at that time. There weren’t many venues; most galleries
were rejecting the work. There was such a need to. . . expose my
community to what I was doing, and then that led to exposing my
community to what other artists were doing. And so my focus
started that way. Then I got into painting murals. 

Community murals belong to the people, and it comes out of
people like Diego Rivera and his understanding of how you develop
your community, educate your people, and empower them through
your art. So sometimes, you have messages you want to communicate,
sometimes fiery messages, important messages, it’s not just
propaganda. . . . Understand that there is a vehicle. You may not get
paid for what you do, but it’s a vehicle so that you can [use to]
communicate. For me, that’s really the key. And then I realized as 
I progressed in it, our educational part of it is what stuck . . .
developing the youth, developing those artists . . . getting their
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mindsets to change and to begin to understand what culture is, and
the importance of culture, the importance of being connected to
something that enriches their lives, makes them healthy, so that they
learn to be committed to what it is that they are capable of producing.
Exposing them to resources that may aid them in their quest.

john I think that in terms of community arts, you can go all the way back
to Egypt, come up through Egypt, and back through to Thailand, back
to the pagoda and India, coming through the Russian icons, the
great cathedrals in Europe, all the way down to the Incas, the Aztecs,
all the way across the Aztecs. . . . All of that [art created by these cultures]
had a purpose, it was community-based. 

The thing that’s significant about all of that work is that it was
designed for people who were visually, but not necessarily verbally,
literate. A person could walk into Notre Dame in Paris and read the
sculptures around the doors; you could read the windows inside, and
you’ve got the message. Basically the same thing is true in Benin:
people could walk in and look at the bronzes, woodcarvings, and
masks, and understand the iconography. I think education is simply
making people literate to the iconography of the visual life. 
That’s the bottom line. That’s all it is. 

You know, when we think about Diego Rivera, David Siqueiros . . .
the Mexican muralists, basically they took the visual language that
people commonly understood, and they put a political message 
in it. . . . The language that we speak as a people primarily is focused
on the inner workings of the social-cultural structure of African
Americans. That is what some people refer to as African art. 

Now, again, it’s important to have the skills to use the language.
You cannot use any language without linguistic skills. You can’t
write if you have no alphabet. There are no words unless there is
grammatical structure. There are no ideas recorded unless there’s
structure. People don’t understand that the [language visual artists
use] has the same criteria. If you don’t understand how to mix 
color, you sure can’t be a colorist. If you don’t understand how to
sharpen a pencil, you can’t draw. But to understand form and all 
of that, that’s learning the alphabet—that’s not poetry. 

The thing that I think is our responsibility is to make young
people understand that. You have to help them learn the grammar.
The grammar is actually life itself. How do you translate what’s
happening outside the door — young people blowing each other
away, young girls starting families, raising children, not even
understanding what that’s about, families who don’t accept the
responsibility of raising their own kids, or those who have had the
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opportunity to be educated [who] don’t give back to the people without
education. All of that stuff is the . . . the poetry that is [created using]
this language. 

richard I focus on the commitment of the individual student. And then
my job, I feel, is to move them along to get them ready for the
university. Now, that would include getting them to understand how
to think critically, and to have a vocabulary of terms so they can talk
the language, so they can speak the language before they get there. 

You know, they can speak it now. If they can speak it and if they
can demonstrate it in their work, then they can also teach it. So I 
try to make teachers of them immediately. One of the things that
I got from Xavier was that you’re your own best teacher. It is so
important that that we gather as many resources available to us, and
those we don’t know about we seek out so that we become more
informed. That’s how I try to instruct my students. 

Once they’re motivated towards that, then I don’t want them to
limit themselves in [thinking] they’ve already arrived because a lot
of times when they get to the university, they’ve got a head this big,
and they have no understanding that it’s still a journey, it’s about
growth, so I try to prepare them for that journey. So that when they
get to where they’re trying to go, they’ll know it, they’ll recognize 
it and respect it.

We design our own curriculum. We design our own standards,
benchmarks. I know that a ninth grader who comes to me, I expect
him to know certain criteria, and to have been exposed to some things.
If they haven’t, then there’s a [process of ] breaking down . . . what
they think they know, so that they can digest what you want to give
them. Sometimes there’s resistance, but there are creative ways to
motivate them to want to know and to want to seek it out. There 
are different formulas for each kid. 

I spend a lot of time getting to know them so I’ll know exactly
what they need. And then, it’s also crossing the border of going into
the family and knowing the mother and the father in the present, and
so I get emotionally involved with them on some level. Not every
teacher does that.

john Now that’s the truth. I’ve known kids who have gotten highly pissed
off because I’ve called their parents. “What you mean calling my
folks?” I think that you have to ask the question, what is education? I
think education is nothing more than making people aware of their
tools for living and life. To me, [the only way of ] approaching the
whole deal is improvisation.

case study: xavier university of louisiana 53



Since the first day I started teaching at Xavier, I realized that,
first of all, there is no formula for doing any of this. There are 
a bunch of individuals that you can either deal with or you can 
mis-educate by using formulas. There’s no way to teach individuals
collectively. So either you’re willing to take the time to understand
the needs or you’re not. 

I think talent is nothing more than having a bent toward doing
something so you’re going to spend a lot of time with it. . . . Part
of the job that I see at the university level is exposing people to this
language [of visual art], making that language relate back to what
they know. That’s where the individual improvisation comes in.

A big part of my job is teaching that student the responsibility
of holding up his end of the job. It’s creating a contract. It’s creating
responsibility. I wouldn’t pass my mother if she didn’t do the work,
and [Richard’s] known that since Day One. The point is we have a
responsibility to this community, to our immediate community and
to the global community. This is what we say we’re doing. We have
to find a way to do it. I think every student who walks in that door
has to realize that this [education] is not a right, it’s a privilege. 

richard And so to get them to become conscious of mastering their
subjects, you have to create that contract sometimes between the
parents, the student, and the teacher. It’s in that relationship that real
learning happens. I tell every kid, forget about the cd players, tell Mom
and Dad that I want a room where I can put an easel for Christmas.
I want some canvas for my birthday. I say that you have to buy into
your gift, buy into your interest, buy into your talent, and own it.

john I think in art, it’s hard to go in a classroom and teach drawing
when you don’t know drawing. Kids will see through that in a
heartbeat. And if a kid says, “how do you do that?” you don’t sit there
and hand them a bunch of political b.s. about talent and expression
and stuff. What is drawing composed of — shapes, lines, positions,
et cetera. You have to be able to break it down just as if you were 
a chemist. . . . Kids want to know, they want to understand, and you
have to make it interesting.

richard [John Scott] was the kind of teacher that if you didn’t have 
a tool or couldn’t afford to buy a tool, he would make it for you. 
So, I still have a tool that he made for me that I will always hold on to.
Or he may come along and draw in your sketchbook to show you
what he’s talking about. 
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I didn’t know that I was going to be a teacher when I left Xavier,
because I figured that I was the dumbest kid in New Orleans when
I graduated high school. When I got out of high school, I had, like,
a D average. I was like third to the last kid in the class at Walter L.
Cohen [High School]! So I had to get special permission to come 
to Xavier, and my counselor brought me here to meet Scott the first
time and show my work to him. And then we had to meet other faculty
members, and I was basically let in by special permission. So that
gave me my opportunity. The first year I had to, in retrospect, I had
to take courses before I could actually get credit for them. I had to
sit in art history class every time it met. Whatever my experiences
were prepared me for what I’m doing now, so with my kids, I’ll 
go the extra mile. That’s the part that I pass on; where I know I have
to go deeper. 

When I had all kinds of hassles and troubles and issues, I knew
that they got addressed here, so that I was becoming a person, a
human being, I wasn’t just becoming an artist. I may have had that
as my focus, but what I think is that it shaped the whole person. It
shaped a personality. When I think of all the hats that I wear now,
it’s amazing. Once I got in the community and started rolling up
my sleeves, I realized that this university, this experience that I had
here, prepared me for all of that. 

I had kind of a mentor my senior year at Walter L. Cohen, Pat
Jessie came and taught painting, she was an artist-in-residence, and
that got me really interested in doing murals in the Orleans Parish
school system. So when I got to Xavier . . . I’d had exposure in a lot
of different areas. So Scott, I used to say, he was just like me, he had
all of these other interests that I have and so, when he was doing
sets, when we did Purlie Victorious, I was right there with him until
three o’clock in the morning. I made sure that I was there. 

john We used to do all of the sets for the operas they did at Xavier. 

richard And that kind of exposure led me to also doing set design in
the New Orleans community. So I made use of everything that I got
from here. And a lot of times, I feel myself speaking, talking like
this man, and I say that’s what made me smart. Somebody used to
say, it doesn’t matter what you know when you get to college . . . 

john When you boil it all down, it’s really about the extended family in
the black community. When I went to high school, they sent me to
[Joseph S. Clark Senior High School]. I did not want to go to Clark. I
had heard about Albert Jean at Booker T. [Washington High School],
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and I wanted to go to Booker T. So I literally got thrown out of class
so I could go to Booker T. And that’s where I met Albert Jean, who
was a protégé of Elizabeth Catlett. [All that] set designing and all of
that stuff that I was doing, I did in high school because this man
had a core of us, Larry Songy was one of those people. He worked
at the post office at night to supplement his income, so if we had to
do opera sets, he’d make a sketch on a paper, turn it over to us, and
he’d come back eleven o’clock at night and check on us. So I was
literally going to school from eight o’clock in the morning until
twelve, one o’clock in the morning. And when I got ready to go to
college, I was really thinking about going to California. He said,
“No, you’re going to Xavier.” It wasn’t a request. He took me to meet
Doc [Numa Rousseve]. And like you, again I came out of high
school a high C, low B student, going to Xavier and walked in on
Frank Hayden, Lurana, and those people. [As a student,] Frank
Hayden was a giant in college, and like you, I’m coming out of
high school, I figured, “shit, I can do this.” And you walk in with
professional people and you go, “whoa, this is something different.”

But I think what really got me when I first walked in is that
these people had a thing that they were doing, and if [they] handed
me something, and I’d say “thank you,” [they] didn’t say “you’re
welcome,” [they’d] say “pass it on.” The only way you could thank
people for giving you something was to pass it on to somebody
else. I heard that the first day I walked in. And it’s been a way
of life for me ever since. 

Lurana once said to me, “You know, you’re going to really, really
do well at what you do,” and I’m looking at this woman like she’s
got to be crazy. Here’s this black man talking about being an artist
in 1958. She said, “Everybody will always underestimate you, so they’ll
always get ambushed, they’re not going to know what’s coming.”
That’s the way she taught us.

I never intended to teach nobody, nothing, never. When I got my
degree from Michigan State, I got a phone call from Lurana and in
the phone call, she was actually representing Rousseve and herself,
and they asked me if I’d come back to Xavier and teach for a couple
of years. There’s no way I could say no, I mean, these are my mentors
saying “we need you.” And I told them, “Okay, I’ll come back and
give you a couple of years.” That was 39 years ago. 

The ideal is that to me teaching has never been about academics.
Teaching is nothing more than passing on information to people
who just don’t have it yet. That’s what it’s about. And it became a way
of life, and like you said, it’s not like giving back to the community,
it’s passing on to the community what’s theirs. 
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I think that philosophy is actually out of the extended family, which
has basically been destroyed by integration. You know, there was a time
in this community when, regardless to where you were, you could
depend on black people in the community to survive, because we had
to depend on each other.

So I think that the extended family thing had a great deal to do
with survivability and community. If one of those teachers called
home, it wasn’t going to be “well, that woman lied,” because if I’d
said that, I’d end up in the hospital. So, that whole thing, we’ve lost,
and somehow or another, we have to replace that because there has
been a major disconnect between education, responsibility. It’s like,
education is that thing over there—well, no, it’s not. 

I think that’s what we’re trying to rebuild collectively, and that’s
what community arts is about, somehow trying to reestablish the
extended family culture. It was only when “integration” happened
that that system was gone and a lot of students got lost in the mix.

I think [the idea of building character through the arts] was
Lurana’s whole point, and in fact, she did that with a lot of us.
Knowing that, first of all, as a black male, your pride—so she would
use your pride to teach you, to challenge you. She has actually said
to me, the only thing that we can teach you is, nothing about art,
but about being an emissary, and that was the bottom line. . . . 
I can remember my sophomore year, I think, Lurana walked in and
said, look, there’s twenty five Christmas cards that need to be
done in calligraphy, your job is — not, “Do you want this job?” but,
“This has to be delivered by Saturday. It’s Wednesday, you know,
and, by the way, you cannot cut your classes. Get it done by Saturday.”

First of all, there’s no way in hell that I would disappoint this
person; therefore, you have to get it done. I couldn’t cut the classes,
but I had to deliver the job. And I think that was a difference too. 
We respected those teachers so much that to disappoint them was 
the same as disrespecting your family. Extended family was . . . 
if I disrespected my neighborhood, man, I brought shame. I’d 
have to move!

richard You have to direct [students] toward it, you know; I think I
teach them about social responsibility. I do that on purpose. I have
no choice but to do it. I believe that the hats I wear are because I
have to wear ’em. I have no choice. It’s kind of like being anointed
for a certain purpose. And when I’ve been talking about all these
things, all this past and all this history, you realize that we are all
prepared for a certain journey in life and you’re getting those kids
ready for that journey.

xavier students lydia araya and
nyisha davis work with pieces of
power students.
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john Some kids you can’t save, there’ve been kids at Xavier who I really
regret not being able to save—not save, but just to help direct. And
you can’t get ’em all and you have to recognize the ones that are
salvageable, and do everything you can to salvage those kids. So, you
have to see what is there and then, how do you motivate them? You
can’t motivate everybody the same way.

richard The consciousness that we had at Xavier of extended family,
the consciousness, all the moral values, have just gone, pretty much.
And the cultural life, or the cultural climate, at most of these
schools, even at McDonogh 35—kids use this obscene language to
communicate with each other constantly. I mean Tupac [Shakur]
really sold us out with the “thug mentality,” getting everybody to be
a thug and the thing about the “thug life.” He was an artist who
presented certain values to kids that they shouldn’t have. And
certain images that these kids focus in on. You see it’s all tied to
self-esteem. Your whole consciousness of being an artist or creating
or creativity is tied to self-esteem. 

john But it’s also creatively tied to responsibility, Richard. And you
know, I think that might be a difference. At Xavier I was never, and
neither were you, ever told that you could or could not do a certain
kind of thing. But you were always told that you were responsible
for the thing that you did. You know, you can go out here and do it,
but you’ve got to accept the consequences. 

I think a lot of young people now, people like Tupac and 
others, their responsibility ended at the tips of their shoes. It’s them;
the rest of that stuff doesn’t count. I think you hit on something
talking about the family thing. . . . I think we’re so concerned about
the New Yorks, the Phillys, the Chicagos that a lot of our young
people consider the values here passé or provincial. And I think
that is killing us. 

You know what’s funny as hell? People outside of here are freakin’
about what we’ve got here, and people here throw it away. Without
that extended family, without that kind of consciousness, the music
scene here could not exist. The music scene is the extended family
that we once had in a bigger sense. An Ellis Marsalis will teach a kid
he’s never [met] before because the kid is in the family of music.
But a lot of the peripheral stuff outside of that, the energies they
could get after doing that, the energies that are perpetuated in black
magazines, Essence, Soul, whatever, the kids seeing that and saying,
“Oh, man, this is a good thing to do. I gotta be like that.”
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New Orleans is probably the most African-retentive city in the
United States. You can see it across the board. When somebody asks
me to describe this city I say that New Orleans is a polyrhythmic
culture unlike any other. Just as polyrhythms are composed of
multiple rhythms simultaneously, New Orleans culture is composed
of this polyrhythmic thing. 

New Orleans is the only city in the United States where you can
have absolute diversity and complete unity simultaneously, and it
is not a contradiction. Example, if I go to a second line, there can be
a thousand people in the street, they’re all doing their own thing,
absolute diversity, and they’re all dancing on the exact beat. Complete
unity. That’s what I think this community is about, that’s [a uniquely]
African thing. And it’s an improvisational thing. 

I’ve traveled all over this world and a great many places, and yet
here, you can get musicians, writers, dancers, poets in the same room
talking about ideas and understanding what the others are saying
without competition. That doesn’t happen anywhere else. 

But again, it’s the village; everybody in the village contributes
what they contribute. Gumbo, you each put in the pot what you can
bring. I think that’s why this place is so unique. I think if we could
transpose that into what we call the educational system, we could
revolutionize what is called an education. But because it’s not a part
of the traditional European pedagogy, it’s very difficult for people 
to come to grips with it. 

richard Every year, I present a film to my students called Black Notions
from White America. It presents the minstrel, presents the mammy,
the pickaninny, the coon . . . and I get kids to recognize those images,
and then to think about what are those images today in society.
That’s how I get them to start looking at the symbolism and start
relating them to how they have bought into someone else’s reality.
It’s not your reality, but you embrace it as yours. 

And that’s really a problem [in] teenage life. Teenage artists are
driven toward those images, but then when it comes down to them
buying into what they’re trying to do and the language they’re
trying to create, you know, their originality and that kind of thing,
then you get them to see that they don’t want to conform to those
images, and likenesses, they want to create their own. 

[Eminem is] the Elvis Presley of today. One thing, though, man,
is that we don’t have a way of presenting that kind of information to
challenge the kid. You know if you’re going to take those stereotypes,
make a positive statement, that’s one thing. But if you’re going to
reinforce those stereotypes to destroy the community, then that’s

Second line is a form of street dancing distinct
to New Orleans that grew out of traditional
African American parades. A “second line” refers
to the people who follow a procession, but is
also used to refer to the entire event—a jazz
funeral, a Mardi Gras parade—or to the
distinctive syncopated rhythm of the music
associated with these events.
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another thing. I mean, even the jokes about drugs, “aw, it’s okay.”
Not if you’ve seen some of your best friends die because of drugs,
it’s not okay. A lot of these kids see the romance, but the reality escapes. 

If you were to ask these kids, these young artist kids: Who’s
your audience? “What you mean, audience? This is for me.” They
could be the greatest performer in the world. I’ll be damned if
you’re going to get on that stage out there and do your best and
ain’t nobody listening to it? So if you’re a visual artist, who’s your
audience? What is your program? 

You know, we are not culturally deprived. The way it’s been
presented, they don’t need anybody to bring them the culture, they
are a part of a culture, and they’ve just got to recognize it. Our job 
is to create recognition of this.
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xavier student perrin green with cap
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The cap Summer Sessions in 
Jamaica, Queens, New York

Peer Leadership Empowering Youth to Explore 
the Resources of the City, the Community, Themselves

Community Arts Partnerships Program,
Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art

i. cap overview

Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art was created nearly
a century and a half ago with an enduring commitment to provide free
higher education to students regardless of means. The cap experience
re-examined Cooper’s mission of community service—revealing the
challenges and tensions between established practice and innovation,
as well as the dynamic potential inherent when participants are allowed
to create new programming for generations to follow. 

In 1859, just before the Civil War, Peter Cooper, a successful, self-made
businessman, founded and endowed an institution of higher learning
with a mission to provide education “as free as water or air” for the
immigrant and working classes of New York City. The Cooper Union
for the Advancement of Science and Art would offer generations of
New Yorkers, both men and women, educational opportunities unavailable
to Peter Cooper in his own youth. His was a visionary act, undertaken
long before access to free education became public policy. 

As part of its mission, Cooper Union’s landmark building, housing the
Great Hall, has for over a century attracted community audiences to hear
the diverse voices of their times. Activists, intellectuals, politicians, and artists
have spoken from this podium, from Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass,
Chief Red Cloud, Susan B. Anthony, and Mark Twain to Allen Ginsberg,
Laurie Anderson, Rigoberta Menchú, Bill Cosby, and President Bill Clinton.

The institution Peter Cooper founded became a New York City fixture
and a model of public service, with the college evolving into three schools:
art, architecture, and engineering. Thomas Edison and Felix Frankfurter
are among its long list of distinguished alumni. In 1921, the legendary
African American sculptor Augusta Savage left Florida to study at the Cooper
Union. She would become a major figure of the Harlem Renaissance and
receive a sculptural commission for the 1939 World’s Fair. Savage’s devotion
to creative education produced a generation of important African American
artists including Jacob Lawrence, Elizabeth Catlett, and Romare Bearden. 

case authors
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Over the years, the ethnic composition of the communities
surrounding Cooper changed significantly. The immigrant European
communities of New York City were joined by African American migrations
from the South and later by populations from Latin America and Asia. By
the 1960s, few students from the city’s public schools or the surrounding
Lower East Side community attended the increasingly competitive, tuition-
free Cooper Union. In the political ferment of 1968, New York City
underwent an intense political struggle over education. Massive strikes
for and against community control closed down parts of the public school
system and briefly spawned informal alternative schools across the city.

In the midst of these events—inspired by the original vision of Peter
Cooper—a group of Cooper undergraduates realized that the public
school system was not adequately preparing the city’s diverse ethnic and
racial population to become competitive college candidates. In response,
these undergraduates organized a Saturday Program, teaching classes
themselves, for students recruited directly from local public high schools.

The relationship between the undergraduate-run Saturday Program
and the larger Cooper academic community was complex from the
beginning. Though the college eventually funded the program, factions
within the institution heatedly questioned its value. Detractors believed
that untrained undergraduate college students were incapable of serious
teaching and that the program’s philosophy of open enrollment ensured
an inferior outcome. Supporters considered the program a unique
reciprocal learning experience for both college and high school students,
a worthy extension of Peter Cooper’s original vision, and a resource for
urban candidates to the college. 

“[The Saturday Program] started out as a program based upon
critique,” suggested Robert Rindler, former dean of the School of Art
and a Cooper alumnus of the late 1960s, who also observed that the
program was seen simultaneously as a form of good work and as an
indictment of society and the institution for not doing all they should.
Rindler noted that this context challenged “the institutional relationship
between authority and responsibility.”

While controversy at Cooper over the Saturday Program was partially
fueled by competition for limited space on campus and the absence of an
art education department at Cooper Union, it was exacerbated by the
tension generated by two intersecting realities. On the one hand, Cooper’s
admissions policy was becoming more competitive and gradually more elite.
On the other hand, like many colleges, Cooper struggled to confront a
lack of diversity at every level—from administration, to faculty, to student
body. The Saturday Program survived through active support from both
inside and outside Cooper, and it continued to serve a student population
reflecting a true cross section of the city beyond the college’s walls.
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In 1985 the Saturday Program was authorized to organize a summer
session focused on minority recruitment to the college. Absorbed 
into Cooper’s School of Art in 1987, this summer session became the
foundation for the current Outreach Program. In 1991, Outreach was
expanded into a year-round program with the intention of displacing
the student-taught Saturday Program. In 1995, after years of maneuvering,
including public protests, both programs survived and were consolidated
into the Saturday Outreach Program (sop), overseen by the dean of the
School of Art and reprieved from drastic budget cuts by the personal
efforts of John Hejduk, then Cooper’s dean of architecture. The Saturday
Program, with its emphasis on student teaching, survived intact, as did
the Outreach Program with its year-round, intensive, faculty-taught courses.

Today the combined Saturday Outreach Program employs
multifaceted strategies, reflecting its history. It works out of studios,
shops, and classrooms in Cooper Union buildings, with a staff of
seven part-time administrator/artist/educators, twenty to twenty five
undergraduate instructors, rotating adjunct faculty, and five professional
poets. Co-directed by Marina Gutierrez and Stephanie Hightower,
it serves more than 400 local high school students year round with tuition-
free courses in studio arts, architecture, portfolio preparation, cross
disciplinary writing, contemporary art issues, and field trips to artist studios,
museums, and other urban cultural sites. 

Roughly 80 percent of the program’s seniors go on to colleges locally,
regionally, nationally, and internationally, and the program’s students
comprise between 15 and 25 percent of each Cooper freshman class.

In the Saturday Program, classes are collaboratively taught by teams
of undergraduates, supported by a professional curriculum coordinator.
Through ongoing challenge and support, collaborative mentoring emerges,
enabling inexperienced student teachers to define goals, structure, and
plans and achieve a unique curricular vision with excellent outcomes,
while they serve as peer role models. Marina Gutierrez, who has directed
the Saturday Program since 1981, was born and raised in New York City,
went to city schools and to Cooper Union. As a child, she attended
community art classes, becoming a teen volunteer, working in diverse
settings—from a Brooklyn housing project to a Cherokee community
in the Smoky Mountains to a theater project in Puerto Rico. 

In Outreach Program classes, intensive, discipline-based curricula
are taught by working artists with the support of an undergraduate
teacher’s assistant. This bi-generational team nurtures a supportive 
educational atmosphere which introduces high school students to the
world they will encounter in college-level studio and theoretical course
work. In support of local high school teachers, the program also offers 
an artist-teacher summer residency. The Outreach Program’s director,
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sculpture at the national museum 
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journey in lower manhattan. 
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Stephanie Hightower, originally from Oklahoma, studied art in 
New York City and is an actively exhibiting studio artist who has
received numerous honors. 

In 1999, with the opportunity to apply for Community Arts
Partnerships (cap) funding, the sop examined its strengths and weaknesses.
The program was already operating at full capacity and using all space
available, so a partnership with a community-based organization offered 
a way to expand and reach an underserved population. While Cooper’s
pre-college sop programs were free, there were barriers to attendance that
many young people couldn’t overcome: the cost of transportation to
Manhattan, the need to work on weekends, and even the fear of leaving
their neighborhood or having to return to dangerous streets at late
hours. So a community-based partner site had distinct advantages as 
a magnet for young people.

cap student troy blackman (attended 2002)
developing a large scale ink drawing in
the cap studio at the jamaica center for
arts & learning.
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i. introduction to the case

A number of candidates were considered by sop as potential community
partners, including two sites. One of these was ABC No Rio, a small but
well-known volunteer-run community arts organization with a strong
activist tradition. The other was the Jamaica Center for Arts & Learning
(jcal) in the borough of Queens, which is the subject of this case study. 

It takes about an hour to ride from mid-Manhattan to Jamaica
Center in the borough of Queens—the last (or first) stop on the E and J
subway lines of New York City’s rapid transit system. The E train hurtles
underground beneath a dozen ethnic Queens neighborhoods, while the
J train rumbles along antiquated elevated tracks, past church spires and
roof lines of historic Brooklyn as well as decaying parapets of buildings
yet untouched by gentrification.

On the street outside the Jamaica station, vans line up along the curb,
with hawkers shouting destinations distant from the train and cheaper than
the bus. The end of the subway line is the beginning of a vast informal
transit system known as “Dollar Vans.”

The crowds weave past merchants selling incense, handbags, books,
and music. At the corner of Parsons and Archer streets, day workers hand
out flyers for sales at discount stores. Along Jamaica Avenue, shoppers
can snack on West Indian delicacies, buy Guyanese newspapers, chat in
Haitian Creole or Pakistani or Spanish, and purchase clothing from
sidewalk racks. Women in headscarves with children in tow hurry to
Mosque. Despite the recent incursions of economic development
projects, which are importing chain stores and malls, Jamaica Avenue
remains a vibrant town marketplace, a crossroads of the African Diaspora
and immigrant communities from all over the world. 

By New York City standards, the surrounding residential streets,
lined by two- and three-story houses, seem suburban and tranquil, but the
appearance is deceptive, because doors and windows are heavily barred.
With the commercial success of local musical talent, Jamaica Avenue’s
influence on youth culture is echoed in hip hop music and videos. 
The neighborhood was also affected by a string of high-profile shootings
involving celebrity rappers. 

Three blocks from the station, the Jamaica Center for Arts & Learning
inhabits a stately Federalist Building. In 1968, community artists and
activists transformed the empty former bank into a cultural oasis, an
institution where the arts could be generated and celebrated by and 
for the community. In the ensuing decades of economic and political
struggle, jcal’s programming ebbed and flowed with changes in
staffing and leadership. 

case study: cooper union for the advancement of science and art 67



In 1999, jcal had a professionally designed art gallery and dance
studios, a fully renovated 900-seat theater, and offered a number of
visual arts classes conducted in classrooms furnished with child-size
chairs and tables. It also had an after-school program enrolling a few
young teens and adolescents whose parents could afford the fees. It now
aspired to provide a larger, more effective after-school teen arts program,
with an ambitious sequential curriculum. Given Cooper Union’s
expertise in pre-college curricular innovation and tradition of tuition-
free education the stage was set for a partnership. 

A successful pilot cap after-school drawing class was implemented,
and that expanded to four twice-weekly after-school classes. Administrative
staff were hired to avoid overtaxing already overextended Cooper 
and jcal staffs. An unused basement room in jcal was found, cleared,
and painted by jcal staff. Cooper undergraduates assembled sawhorses,
and procured hollow-core doors for use as work tables and new stools.
With this professional workspace, christened the cap Studio, the
partnership got underway. From 1999 to 2003, cap offered after-school
classes in drawing, sculpture, design, and architecture for the
communities surrounding the jcal. 

The directors of Cooper’s Saturday Outreach Program had
anticipated programmatic change in the form of a gradual evolution
and articulation of a distinct site identity. They had not imagined that
a cadre of young people nurtured and trained by the sop network would
come together through cap and re-create the program in their own
image. The collaboration of three young Queens artists—Mary Valverde,
Antoine Touze, and Leslie Hewitt—resulted in an innovative summer
course that would become one of the cap/jcal’s strongest components. 

Mary Valverde was raised in a traditional Catholic family by
Ecuadorian immigrant parents who believed in keeping girls close 
to home. Before college she never went by herself to Jamaica, 20 minutes
away, or traveled the 30 minutes to Manhattan without being driven by
her father. Although she had applied and been accepted to the city’s two
art-oriented high schools, her father insisted she attend a Catholic high
school, where she was not able to pursue her interest in art. Having
graduated from high school without a portfolio, Mary scraped together
five drawings and was accepted at the Fashion Institute of Technology
in Manhattan; after transferring to the School of Visual Arts (sva) on
Manhattan’s East Side in 1996, she studied with Whitfield Lovell, a 
graduate of Cooper’s sop and a Cooper alumnus, who had begun sva’s
Junior High Saturday Program. On his recommendation, Mary was
hired as an administrative coordinator for cap.

Antoine Touze grew up immersed in the vibrant energy of the
popular culture that suffuses Haiti, a country also saturated with
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exhibition.
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political violence. He spent his days drawing images of war. Moving to
Florida to stay with family at the age of nine and not knowing English, he
found art was a language he could speak. At Cooper’s sop, Antoine found
what he had been missing in other school experiences, and he stayed 
in the program for two years. Waiting for Green Card status after
graduation, he returned to his Portfolio Preparation class as a “monitor,”
a position created for young people in limbo between high school and
college. Being a monitor can transform a passive student into an active
young person able to claim the authority of his or her own voice
through service to a larger whole.

Leslie Hewitt grew up in an extended African American family in
Jamaica, Queens. Her home was filled with stories, through which her
grandmother, a remarkable storyteller, introduced Leslie to family members
she had never met, from Macon, Georgia, to Harlem, New York.
Although she had studied dance and art in high school, it was only after
enrolling in a Cooper sop class with an African American woman teacher
and role model did Leslie begin to gain confidence in her abilities as an
artist. After she applied to and was rejected by Cooper Union, Leslie was
mentored by her sop teacher outside of class. Her sketchbook became
the bridge between the world and her artwork, a tool connecting learning
with life. Finally admitted to Cooper’s School of Art, she flourished 
and became determined to give back to the sop. Three years as an
undergraduate instructor in the sop helped Leslie shape a unique vision
of what teaching could be. Beyond the acquisition of skill, she believed
that high school-aged students could learn self-confidence from being
part of a community and a history.

As cap closed its first year at jcal, Mary noticed a small budget
surplus (from a shorter-than-expected calendar). With encouragement
from the sop staff, she designed a summer program she would have
wished for in her own high school days. She saw the opportunity to
develop self-motivated young people by connecting them with the wealth
of arts resources of the entire city. The curriculum emerged: Leslie
added her experience of using sketchbooks to link the creative journey
with self, community, and cultural history; Antoine contributed a focus
on understanding visual, spoken, and written language as essential to
navigate not only the art world but the challenges of daily life. 

From this participant-level planning process, cap Summer in nyc
was set up to meet three days a week for five weeks in July and August,
using the cap Studio at jcal as home base. Tuesdays and Thursdays, the
class would travel or work on off-site projects. Wednesdays were
dedicated to intensive, on-site classroom exercises and studio projects.
The course was team-taught by three instructors and attended by twenty
to twenty five students from area high schools.
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The idea was to make the length and breadth of New York City’s
cultural landscape the class’s workshop. The students were exposed to
various mediums: drawing, painting, and 3D installation. The use of
sketchbooks and written journals was a central focus. In these, students
documented their travels across the city, as well as their personal,
interior journeys in learning. Visits to museums and cultural sites
illustrated the application of classroom concepts by providing larger
cultural/historical frameworks. Visits to the studios of professional
artists/role models revealed individual strategies and life styles within
the creative realm of art making.

Despite the program’s success, after four years, the relationship
between Cooper Union and jcal would founder in organizational conflict
between the non-hierarchical, street-level goals of the community-focused
cap leaders and the turf-oriented bureaucratic layers of the institutional
partners. Despite the successes of the cap and its Summer Sessions,
bureaucratic tension made it increasingly difficult to get approvals and
negotiate between two different institutional structures. cap staff felt
they were not fully respected by college administrators, and vice versa.
In the last year of cap, the summer program was eliminated altogether.
And Cooper has, for the time being, retreated from off-site projects. 
In addition to bureaucratic lessons learned, there were personal lessons
as well. The sum of these lessons, both positive and negative, offers 
a concrete legacy. 

cap students, led by co-instructor
antoine touze (left), on a sketchbook
journey to the brooklyn bridge.
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iii. case narrative

voices:
Mary Valverde, School of Visual Arts (sva) graduate and cap Administrative
Assistant; envisioned the cap Summer Sessions 
Antoine Touze, Saturday Outreach Program (sop) student for two years;
Portfolio Prep Monitor; served as the Summer Sessions’ primary recruiter
Leslie Hewitt, sop student and Cooper Union graduate/former 
sop teacher; Summer Sessions faculty
Anita Segarra, a non-artist jcal administrator
Robert Rindler, former Dean of the Cooper Union School of Art
Stephanie Hightower, Cooper Saturday Outreach Program Co-director

mary The most important part of art, of culture, is to share it, to make
it tangible. . . . [Whitfield Lovell] introduced me to knowledge and
opportunities. . . . If I hadn’t met him it would’ve been much harder
for me to make or teach art. . . . This became my goal when I got my
chance to teach.

antoine [In Haiti], art was everywhere, from intricately painted buses
and trucks to traditional Vaudan and Veve sequined banners . . .
[Wingate] was a terrible school, unbelievably violent . . . where I did
very well, deceptively well, because they had low standards. In fact,
they set you up to fail by inadequately preparing you for institutions
of higher learning . . . so I had to venture outside school.

leslie I loved to be around my grandmother. She took me with her in
stories. Through her I went to Georgia, understood what it meant
to live in Chicago or Harlem in the forties—to pass Malcolm X on
the street. . . . Her stories teach how to live . . . react to people . . .
protect yourself, how to enjoy life. . . . School taught me to isolate
myself, do amazing things but not to connect with family,
community, or the values that ground me, I wanted something
different for my students.

The staff of the cap Summer Sessions in nyc meticulously planned and
sequenced the summer experience into weekly segments with clearly
articulated goals. The first week was titled “meet them where they are,” a
reference both to the physical geography of the participating students’
immediate environment as well as their learned geography, that is, their
preconceived notions of art. The week-by-week program is set out in the
graphic at left: a detailed table of activities and concepts included in the
“Summer in nyc” handbook issued by the cap as a recruiting tool. 
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1
The Ways We See/
Are Taught to See

v Observation
v Seeing/responding/

questioning our 
environments

v Introduction to 
“Summer in NYC”

v Transition into new
environments 

v Basic drawing: contour
line, gesture, and value

v Introduction to 
sketchbook as a tool
(visual component) 

v Introduction to journal 
as a tool  (written 
component) 

v Blind contour drawing
v Seeing contour drawing
v Gesture drawing
v Tonal drawing 

v Jamaica Queens
Community

v Metropolitan Museum 
of Art

v Drawing Hall 
(select pieces)

v Modern Art Exhibition
(select)

2
Cultural Historical 
Perspectives

v Investigation of non-
Western perspectives on
art and culture

v Exploration of different
forms of expression

v Multiple perspectives vs. 
a single perspective  

v Basic drawing continued
v Composition/picture

plane
v Introduction to concepts

of abstraction/symbolism
through drawing

v Sketchbook and journal
in practice

v Expressive gesture
v Large scale drawing
v Composition
v Exploring different

mediums and sources 
of inspiration

v Visiting Artist: Rose Ojo
v Brooklyn Museum,

African Art Exhibition
(select pieces)

v National Museum of
the American Indian
(select pieces)

week                    concepts skill building projects   sketchbook journeys

3
The Power of Images 
Then & Now

v Exploration of how we
experience art in our 
contemporary lives

v Outside of the museum
v The role of media
v Popular culture

v Elements of design
v Composition/picture

plane symbolism
v Introducing color
v Sketchbook and journal

in practice

v Design exercises
4-page accordion-fold
book

v Visiting Artist: Miguel
Luciano

v The Bronx Museum of
Art (select pieces)

v The Museum of the
Moving Images: Behind
the Screen

4
Our Critical & Conscious
Awareness 

v Development of our 
own voices

v Exploring our own
individual and collective
perspectives through
visual and linguistic
forms

v Confidence and support

v Sketchbook and journal
in practice

v Sketchbook and journal
exercises

v R. Bumbray & C. Ganesh
The Studio Museum in
Harlem

v El Museo del Barrio,
Frida Kahlo Exhibition
(select pieces)

v p.s.1 Contemporary Art
Center, Contemporary
Art from Mexico City

5
In Your Own Voice

v Culmination of “Summer
in NYC” experience

v How can we continue 
this process after the
summer?

v Introduction to collage
concepts

v Mixed media drawing
v Larger scale
v Edit & prepare for 

exhibition
v Group collaborative video

project documenting 
each week

v Collage project
v Large scale
v Complete mixed media

drawing
v Video interviews
v Video documentation

v Visiting Artist: Rene
Avalos

v Brooklyn Bridge
v Prep for exhibition
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Antoine was a key figure in the recruiting process. He mastered agile
strategies adapted to disillusioned students in unruly schools. He
understood that more than anything else recruitment had to challenge the
prevailing attitude that “if you have, you’ll get and if you don’t, you won’t.”

antoine I’d walk into a [high school] class and convince [the students]
of the value of what we were doing. I wouldn’t ask who’s interested.
I’d just ask who draws or doodles—hands would go up! 

Adapting Saturday Program practice, the cap summer staff used a written
application, but no prior experience was required of candidates. The 
act of applying to an “optional” course demonstrated motivation. cap
rejected a selection process designed to “skim the cream,” since, in this
setting, selection based on prior work would be more likely to reveal prior
experience than personal potential. The goal was not to select the best,
but rather to teach students to do their best. For Mary, Leslie, and Antoine,
the cap experience shifted their preconceived construct of “quality.”

leslie I started teaching with my focus on the quality of what students
made, and I realized that quality lay in students’ experience and our
experience with them. It’s one thing to be exposed; it’s another to
know to how to use the information you’ve been exposed to.

mary If they came to make pretty pictures they were in the wrong
place. . . . It’s about exposure and understanding: five weeks to get
started, get skills and resources to teach themselves. . . . When we’re
done if they don’t like art, fine. But they leave understanding, able
to speak about art . . . confident to have conversations about history,
how it relates to you. If art is what you really like, you can teach
yourself, and not wait for society to give you the space to be creative.

antoine “Quality” was important, but more important was being part
of an environment that requires the use of critical/analytical skills,
and the ability to think abstractly. I’ve had students who couldn’t
pay attention for five minutes. Someone has done them wrong if
they’re in school and can’t pay attention. The experience of using
these skills can help make sense of some of the problems
encountered in everyday life, not just the art world. 

A key goal of the cap summer session was to teach critical and analytical
thinking, to enable students to “read” the environment around them
and question their presumptions about it. On the first day, the students
left the basement studio and convened in a nearby park where Haitian

mary valverde posing for student
gesture drawings in rufus king park,
jamaica, queens, new york.
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mothers meet and chat, Latin Americans play soccer, African Americans
play basketball, and on Sundays churches hold services. Students sat on
the grass in a big circle, drawing Mary Valverde as she froze in five-
second gestures.

mary At first they felt awkward drawing outside, shy when people
looked at their sketchbooks. After a while they became confident
and showed people their work. They were completely amazed to
draw outside. They thought they could only sketch one little
drawing on a big white piece of paper in an art class in school.

In the familiar setting of the park, each student began his or her personal
sketchbook, to build a menu of methods of translating visual observations
onto the page. They were also asked to log their observations with an
accompanying written journal entry. Other exercises included making
blind contour drawings, supplemented by an exercise of articulating
limited description. 

In addition to these basic exercises, in which everyone participated
(including teachers), there were projects designed to enhance students’
interpretive skills. One of these adapted a college project examining how
content is shaped by formal design elements (balance, rhythm, unity,
variety, emphasis). Folding magazine ads into 2" x 2" squares, students
produced a cropped composition, fragmenting image and shifting
meaning. Discussing the posted squares and guessing what was being
sold, and to whom, students analyzed how images convey messages. 
In the second half of the project this visual vocabulary of marketing 
was applied to construct a design representing the self. 

In a trip to the African art galleries of the Brooklyn Museum Leslie
Hewitt was concerned that students tend to see African art as something
alien, as “ugly” and unimportant. What little art knowledge students had
was exclusively Euro-Western. At the museum, Rose Ojo, a Nigerian
artist and former member of the cap team as well as a Cooper Union
and sop alumna, spoke about artworks from the African collection. 
At the display of a carved Dan ladle she led a discussion to discern the
object’s meaning. Regular writing and speaking exercises had taught
students some subtleties of observation and given them the confidence
to speak up. 

leslie With strategic questions, they were able to look at a piece that
might puzzle anthropologists, and extract meaning, to see. Like a
trophy, the ladle was given to a woman, a pillar of her community,
in appreciation of nurturing something larger than herself. . . . [The
students now had] a cultural perspective on art as functional in life,

Blind contour drawing is an exercise
often employed with inexperienced
artists to develop a connection
between the eye and the hand and
to eliminate the ongoing self-
judgment that can intimidate
beginning artists. In this exercise,
the participant draws the outline 
of an object without looking down
at the paper. 

Articulating Limited Description is
an exercise in which students recall,
with eyes closed, the qualities
(temperature, vibration, ambient
noise) of a location, omitting
description of physical appearance.
From this description, other
students must guess the location.

cap summer student shawn mathis
(attended 2001), working on 
composition and perspective. 
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not just for display in white walled galleries. . . . They were able to
understand, appreciate, do a cultural reading, from just being asked
to take time to observe. . . . Using themselves as references, valuing
their outlook on the world prepared them for this new experience.

At times, independent of staff, spontaneous discussions would begin.
Students began to create extended dialogues among themselves. From
cross-cultural readings to the language of contemporary art they gained
fluency in their own voice. This growing comfort with articulation led to
unexpected outbreaks of performance. After an exercise in memorization
and recitation, students began to improvise from their own texts, adding
props and transforming the space around them in their performances.

antoine Writing was the zipper that meshed everything together. . . .
Recitation is like music, rhythm, chanting. . . . Even the quiet ones
caught fire.

For Leslie Hewitt, simply “working together was a struggle” at first. She
was familiar with receiving critiques on her teaching. Undergraduate
Saturday Program instructors receive weekly evaluations. But being
critiqued by peer teachers, the rule at cap, was different. She found it
unsettling to be told by Antoine, for example, that she “gave it all away
at the beginning, limiting self discovery.”

leslie It was very close and personal, to step outside of friendship to
make the class better . . . realizing the goal was greater than any one
person, the process became rewarding. . . . The culture of the Saturday
Program allowed me, a student teacher, to empower myself while
ongoing mentoring kept success within reach. . . . That felt very
familiar to me over the summer, a belief in people, a belief that
with support you can succeed and not have to tolerate a hierarchy
that never allows experimentation.

For Mary, administrative bureaucracy was the greatest challenge. 
With four bosses at three sites, there were constant problems with
information flow and tension about decision making. This directly
affected the teachers and what was happening in the classroom.

mary We’d have three meetings to discuss having a meeting. By the time
we got around to discussing the problem it would be too late. Every
year the summer got cut, though other classes’ budgets weren’t, and
administrators’ salaries stayed the same. The excuse was that we weren’t
part of the original cap proposal. It was frustrating. We were really
isolated. . . . A wonderful thing was happening, a jewel, but no one

cap instructor antoine touze,
discussing sketchbook work on the
train with student venetia nauth
(attended 2001, 2002). 

cap summer student paul monroe
(attended 2002) engaged in 
contour line drawing in the cap 
studio at the jamaica center for 
arts & learning.
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actually saw what we were doing. Administrators were on vacation
or too busy [when the Summer Sessions were happening].
Sometimes we were the only people in the building. 

Antoine was conscious of the need to build a program that could have a
future life, and that the work he was doing could “pave the way” for others.

antoine I had to keep explaining to the people I’d emulated that there
was in fact a cap writing program. I wanted the next person to build
on what we’d done, not go through the same conflicts, to know the
dangers. You need to analyze what is possible, define expectations.
To have a structure that intervenes before there are fights.

leslie I witnessed lots of people wanting lots of control over something
they weren’t in touch with—too many chefs in the kitchen. In the
summer we were the administrators, the teachers, and we also lived
there. This synergy wouldn’t happen the same way if it had to
funnel through a hierarchy.

stephanie With layers and layers of administration, there are so many
checks and balances, that you get a lot of checking and not a lot of
balance. The organization, like a good artist, needs to get itself out
of the way of making good work.

anita The challenge for me here had to do with the creative and
administrative processes and whether they could be married rather
than be at odds with each other—whether restrictions based on
funding and limited facilities had to hinder creative possibilities.
From my vantage point . . . I witnessed many obstacles. Especially
when you have your own facility there’s a danger of becoming isolated
and ceasing to grow. . . . Partnerships are valuable, because they
provide different perspectives, resources, and—what’s so important
nowadays—an expertise you don’t have access to or cannot afford. 

The lasting impact of cap was the possibility it opened for
broader programming. We have retained the model that cap offered,
with after-school programs for teens, mixed media and architecture
classes, and we hope to restore the summer initiative. Its success
was clear, and even though funding dried up, we remain committed
to finding a way to keep this model of success going. . . . Partnership
is truly important, because it multiplies what you alone can do. It is
crucial to have these resources available for young people. For
young people, even those who are not on a track for a degree in the
arts, it is indispensable to have new options to explore and thereby
grow in a valuable way.
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mary cap validated my own experience growing up. I could’ve had so
much more as a young person, but at least I was making things
possible for others. It has helped me be a better mother, to make
sure my son has access, is aware, and feels empowered. Once you’ve
start challenging things you keep observing and challenging. You
have the opportunity for a different type of life.

antoine I learned how to take responsibility. I was given a lot, and
when you’re given a lot, a lot is expected. When you are truly
empowered you are responsible to share learning. It’s not just a
question of kindness. In the times we live in, it’s a responsibility.
After the third summer I realized I don’t have to wait for
acknowledgement, I’m aware and the responsibility is on me. It’s
about continuing, like the struggle of Augusta Savage, part of her
struggle continues with us. Who’s next? How can I provide them
with what I’ve learned and appreciate what they have to offer.

leslie The summers provided a space to engage ideas and affirm that
art is a necessity in life, a conduit for communication. . . . Given 
a little space, comfort, and genuineness, students can share and 
we can nurture them as their teachers and mentors . . . to self
confidence, to understand the differences and connections between
African art, Native American art, Western art. . . . If students trust
you, if you trust yourself and believe in what you’re doing, students
can be challenged, and they will rise to the challenge.

robert The renegade aspect of the Saturday Program is about the
privilege of being in a place where you can be free, providing a
haven, an oasis for these students. There’s something about other
people seeing freedom that always makes them judgmental about
where the control lies within the freedom. I continue to find that
there are many opinions about the sop, about what it is, what it
does—but little interest in actually finding out. I think [this is] part
of institutional culture when something is a little bit different.

stephanie I think that the most important principle affirmed by the
cap experience is that an art practice doesn’t begin and end in an
art studio. The ideas go beyond the walls, battling segregationist
and hierarchical systems that limit ideas of cultural authority to a
few. Who at our institutional tables is missing? If you are present,
you are responsible for change.

cap student karrah st. laurent
(attended 2002), leading a critique of
design and color projects in the cap
studio at the jamaica center for arts
& learning.

cap summer in nyc students and co-
instructors antoine touze (center),
leslie hewitt (lower right), and mary
valverde (lower right) while at the
ps1 contemporary art center.
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For Cooper, as a mainstream institution, the connection with physically
distant and culturally distinct community sites offered new perspectives
and a potential for innovation that transcended institutional constraints.
During three and a half years of cap’s investment of resources,
programming began to evolve. On-site, the unique local elements and
collective cultural assets—memories, rhythms, voices, and vernacular
thought—started to reshape the perception of what was possible. Informed
by firsthand experience, new approaches to visual literacy and creative
strategies designed to overcome both educational neglect and the inundation
of consumer culture emerged in classroom curricula. The result was a
redrawing of standard cultural frames of reference and a redistribution
of intellectual and creative resources. More than 30 former cap students
continue studying in the sop. One has entered Cooper Union’s School 
of Art and another is in the School of Engineering.

Mary Valverde, who still lives 20 minutes from Jamaica, returned 
to work at jcal as coordinator of after school programs, occupying the 
administrative position that had previously caused her much grief. 

Antoine Touze continues to use skills learned in cap to teach an
after-school mixed media/cultural literacy class at jcal. After cap,
“I don’t feel like I’m bouncing from place to place anymore and I 
really want to finish my art degree.”

Leslie Hewitt spent two years completing her mfa at Yale. After a
year searching for a way to continue the cap momentum, she received a
Yale Public Service Fellowship, and started a small youth program, using
much from the cap experience. She has returned to jcal to work in the
Center’s after-school program, teaching mixed media and cultural
literacy classes. 

“If I can inspire one of the

youngsters to develop the talent

I know they possess, then 

my monument will be in 

their work.”

augusta fells savage
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cap student vorinica seepersaud
(attended 2002), using paint to finish
a large scale collage in the cap
studio at the jamaica center for arts
& learning.





Looking In/Looking Out

Learning about Real Partnership in 
Watsonville, California

Reciprocal University for the Arts Project,
California State University, Monterey Bay

i. ruap overview

The Reciprocal University for the Arts Project (ruap) at California State
University, Monterey Bay (csumb), created as a Wallace Foundation
Community Arts Partnership, provides community-based arts programs
to partner organizations in four disparate communities surrounding the
university’s campus in Seaside, California—approximately 15 minutes
north of Monterey. ruap comes under the auspices of the departments
of Visual and Public Art and Music and Performing Arts. The heads of
those two academic departments serve as co-directors of ruap.

ruap supports the development of relationships between the university
and the communities of Monterey, Seaside, Salinas, and Watsonville. These
relationships are embedded within our interdisciplinary and service-
based arts curriculum. With ruap, we have attempted to break from the
traditional model of arts education outreach, efforts that are typically
missionary at their core. We prefer the model of reciprocity.

Richard Bains (head of music and performing arts and co-director
of ruap) and I came to csumb in 1995, we found the university struggling
with how best to serve the surrounding region. At that point in the new
university’s history, the notion of service was defined by the idea that we
had something we should give to people. As educators with long careers
in community arts, we knew that it was more likely the opposite — that
there were values, strategies, and practices in those communities that
could help the university to realize its own lofty goals and vision.
Consequently, it was decided that reciprocity would be the organizing
concept used in working with local communities, and that community
knowledge would be central to ruap.

After meeting with several dozen community groups early in the
planning stages for ruap, we saw our vision to be inherently tied to
social practices that had to do with community and public life, both in
the visual and public arts and in music and performing arts.

We believe that art is a transformative practice that arises from
people’s struggles to make sense of the world. Art is a language and a
form in which people express their deepest needs and beliefs, and in
doing so, art lives for them.

case authors
Amalia Mesa-Bains 
and Joan Weiner

the reciprocal university for the arts

project is a collaborative effort of

csumb’s visual and public art and music

and performing arts departments.
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Our program provides students with the opportunity to think
about what it means to be an artist, what it means to stand between
private and public enterprises, and how an artist is capable of creating
work that activates, propels, and gives vigor to people’s daily lives.

We designed the Reciprocal University for the Arts Program to
work with community-based organizations that serve youth. If we reach
young people, particularly in their adolescence, we hope they will
eventually be able to give voice to their own communities. From labor
organizing to community murals, manifestations of cultural citizenship
draw upon funds of knowledge that are intimately connected to the
history, values, and struggles for social justice in each community. We
have built our program on a respect for this community experience and
knowledge. Respect is the core element of reciprocity. 

Making relationships with the diverse communities around the
university and winning their trust began with the process of asking
community members to appraise the best aspects of their communities.
We learned what they really believed in; we also learned that institutions
seeking to work in these communities had never asked those questions.
Respecting the community and believing that community members
have something to teach the artists, faculty, and students in our
institution changed the nature of the usual relationship between
institution and community. 

The result is true reciprocity. Every partner becomes, in a way, a friend.
And these deep friendships are at the core of building a community.
Through these relationships, we discover that we share common goals and
can influence one another through our different values and practices.

The service-learning model gives us pedagogy and provides a
certain direction in the curriculum, focusing on the notions of justice
and compassion, of analysis and reflection as strategies and directions
in the practices of service to the community. 

The objectives of the Reciprocal University for the Arts Project can
be summed up in this way:

v To enhance accessibility to and awareness of arts and arts education.

v To support cultural citizenship or those practices and ways of being
that sustain communities and contribute to the larger society.

v To integrate our curriculum and the expertise of community artists
via an exchange that brings community youth onto campus and sends
our students, faculty, and visiting artists into the community.

v To increase the number, quality, and diversity of arts programs for youth.
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Most, but not all, of ruap ’s projects involve university students and
faculty working with youth, either in the setting of the community
partner or on campus. Our activities fall into five broad categories:

v Community building (such as community arts summits held on campus).

v Community-based projects (such as the annual Day of the Dead 
celebration).

v Class-based projects (such as the posters and billboards created in our
Large Scale Digital Art class with youth from a community partner).

v Community faculty (people who come to campus to share their
expertise with students and the public, such as a Senegalese musician
who taught drumming and performance techniques).

v Visiting artists (such as Dawoud Bey,Tony Gleaton, and Albert Chong, three
photographers whose work deals with issues of race and representation,
who visited the campus during the spring semester of 2003).

Amalia Mesa-Bains, Head of csumb’s Department of Visual and Public
Art and Co-director of the Reciprocal University for the Arts Project, and
Joan Weimer, Coordinator of ruap
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ii. introduction to the case

During the 2000 –2001 academic year, the ruap launched a digital 
art project with Watsonville Community School, a continuation 
school in Santa Cruz County that serves youth facing a variety of
educational challenges. 

Watsonville is located in the Pajaro Valley in Santa Cruz County, on
California’s Central Coast. Redwood trees cover the mountain range on
the east and the sandy shores of the Pacific Ocean are visible on the
west. Watsonville is an agricultural community famous for strawberries,
apples, and cut flowers. It is home to 45,000 residents, about 75 percent
Latino. With 7,100 people per square mile, Watsonville is one of the
most densely populated cities in the state, and it is a town of young
people—with nearly 39 percent of its population under 19 years of age.
One family in three has an annual income under $25,000. The city’s
high crime rate is largely related to gang violence. 

Nearby is the affluent, largely Anglo city of Santa Cruz. The county’s
two largest cities are only 20 miles from each other — but they are
worlds apart. Santa Cruz is an artsy, mostly white beach community.
Watsonville is an overwhelmingly Latino, no-nonsense, working-class
town. Watsonville bills itself as “a city of character.” Santa Cruz, as one
resident told the local newspaper, is “a city of characters.”

Located in an industrial area of the city, Watsonville Community
School occupies a leased space in an old church. Inside, the main
building is run-down, with long, dark, windowless hallways, worn
linoleum floors, bathrooms in need of renovation, and small classrooms
jam-packed with desks, chairs, and students. There are no computers 
(or other basics, such as slide projectors), no library, no cafeteria. The
exterior of the school is just as uninviting, with a large cement area in
back of the building leading to a weed-strewn vacant lot. The overall
effect is bleak.

Watsonville Community School enrolls about 80 students, offering
junior high and high school classes, a teen parent program, a summer
school program, and a child care center. Operated by the county’s Office
of Education, the school serves teen mothers, young people who have
run into trouble with the law, and students whose chronic truancy has
put their education at risk. ruap came to work with the school through
Mike Chavez of Fenix Services, one of ruap ’s original partners, who
also worked as a counselor at Watsonville Community School.

Despite its bleak physical environment, the school’s curriculum is
delivered with flexibility and a wide range of creative strategies. A caring,
close-knit group of teachers and counselors provides academic and social
support for the students, and many student stay for six years or more.

Continuation school serves students at risk of
drop-out, following a program that provides
individualized instruction, encouraging the
mastery of skills and progress to graduation.
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The partnership project with Watsonville Community School grew
out of something ruap had learned in its early planning stages: our
community partners had expressed a desire to improve the public
perception of their communities. The community leaders felt that the
vibrant cultural life of their communities was missing from widely held
perceptions, and that the media’s focus was only on negative images—
gang violence, crime, drugs. In response, csumb’s Department of Visual
and Public Art, through ruap, developed a series of projects in which
our community partners could communicate the narratives, imagery,
and critical social issues that they face. csumb ’s Department of Visual
and Public Art’s digital lab was itself created in response to the need
expressed by our community partners for a way to produce visual stories
and responsive media that reflect under-represented communities. 

The subject of this case study, the ruap project entitled Looking
In/Looking Out, teamed art students enrolled in a csumb digital mural
class with youth from the Fenix Youth Services who were also attending
Watsonville Community School. 

The university art students approached the project with a political
perspective that turned out to be at odds with the priorities of the
young people they were trying to serve. By listening to the youth, the
ruap team was able to adapt their approach so that a project that was
initially controlled by university students ended up transforming and
empowering the community youth. Both the undergraduate and high
school students ultimately overcame their differences to create
“windows” that looked in at the dreams of the youth, and out to the
world they would enter.

looking in/looking out offered an

opportunity for students in watsonville

community school to create virtual

“windows” on their hopes and

aspirations—a project inspired in part

by dark and windowless hallways 

in the school.
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iii. case narrative

voices:
Elizabeth Ross, ruap Coordinator: a 33-year-old white woman who was
raised in a racially and culturally diverse family, graduate of csumb
Johanna Poethig, Professor in csumb is Department of Visual and Public
Art; a nationally known artist whose work in public art and socially engaged
media has been widely recognized
Anna Perez Rick, an undergraduate student in the csumb’s digital mural class
Duane Shima, a tech assistant for the digital mural class
Mike Chavez, Counselor and Teacher, Fenix Youth Services, a gang-
intervention youth group
Linda Leigh, Administrator for the Santa Cruz County Office of Education
in charge of Watsonville Community School

When the csumb Digital Media Lab students began their year-long
partnership with Watsonville Community School, Proposition 21,
legislation pending in California, was threatening to further criminalize
youth whose social behavior, dress, or geographical location could be
interpreted as “gang-like.” Many of the university students participating
in the project were gravely concerned that the Watsonville youth—many
of whom had been removed from regular schools for truancy and
behavior problems—would be adversely affected by these new
draconian measures. 

The ruap service-learning curriculum that supported the digital
mural class aimed at helping university students understand the issues
of class, race, and violence that contributed to conditions of risk for the
youth. In trying to get to know their partners in this project, csumb
students weighed heavily these conditions and began to envision a bus
shelter image that would educate the larger public to the political
realities of this social justice issue. 

The Watsonville youth partners met one-on-one with the csumb
students to begin creating preliminary images. Most themes that
emerged from these meetings focused on gangs, incarceration, stopping
the violence, controlling anger, and hopes for education. In the midst
of the process of designing the image campaign, however, something
began to change, and this change would become the key to achieving
the ruap goal of reciprocity in this project. 

Participating youth began regular visits to csumb’s campus to use
the Digital Media Lab, and university students began to visit the youth
at Watsonville. The group continued to pursue their discussions of the
issues of youth anger and hopelessness. With the help of their csumb
partners, the youth wrote expressions of their deep emotions, and the
words tumbled out.
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“Anger comes from hate, violence, racism, home, mom, teachers.”
“Listen to me.”
“Talk to me.”
“Don’t talk down to me.”
“Understand me.”
“Walk with me.”
“Help me.”
“Trust me.”
“We have a dream that anger comes to an end.”

anna I remember one high school student writing about anger, and his
sensation that when he is full of anger it feels like he is surrounded
by a cloud and everything is cloudy. He shared that this is a
challenge for him and that he is working hard to clear away that
cloud when he feels angry. That same day in the lab, the student
who wrote about foggy anger posed for some pictures with the digital
camera. The pictures were manipulated in the computer adding
different elements and lots of fog.

linda The hardest part of the project was getting our youth to trust the
university. They felt self-conscious going [to the csumb campus],
as if they didn’t belong. The first few trips were crucial. It was even
more difficult because their lives were so hard. There was so much
disruption in their home life. The families were often moving or
the kids could get involved in drugs or gang violence. They just
seemed to disappear. The visits to csumb were after school also,
so there really had to be a willingness to do it. They were scared. 
It was an unfamiliar territory.

At first we had to coerce them and give them extra credit just
to get them to [show up], but then they began to blossom and you
could see the pride they had in their own images.

anna Maintaining the youth involvement was the most challenging
aspect of the project early on.

johanna It [requires] a kind of improvisation where you go into the
situation not to be the leader or the follower, but like musicians
listening, playing together in a reciprocal fashion, improvising as
you move along. The process is influenced by the site, the partner,
the obstacles, and the budget in a fluid exchange.
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The first semester of the yearlong project, csumb students pursued
research on political and social justice issues associated with
Proposition 21. But as they worked with the youth in the community,
the university students began to see that the goal of harnessing a
political voice around issues of youth violence and social justice—
which felt like the heart of the project for them—was actually a
missionary, project-shaping approach, in conflict with the authentic
process they were engaging in with the community youth. A few of the
university students had a hard time letting go of their original images.
They were frustrated at having worked so long and having to let them
go for the more personal images the youth preferred. 

The digital arts students were not used to collaboration, and they
struggled with the desire to have their own artistic voice expressed in
the project. An important shift occurred as the university students
began to listen to the youth, and let what they learned from listening
guide the process. 

When they arrived at the community site, the csumb students were
especially struck by the school’s dark hallways. Counselor Mike Chavez
began to talk about the institutional feel of the school building. The
windowless hallway and small classrooms contributed to a feeling that
this was an incarcerated environment, rather than an educational
environment. Youth complained that they couldn’t even see the weather
outside. The university students were inspired with the idea of creating
windows that could reflect the interior of the students’ hopes and the

watsonville students worked 
with students in csumb’s digital
mural class, using equipment
and technical support from the
university’s digital media lab, to
create oversized self-portraits.
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exterior of the world outside. The metaphor of weather gave birth to 
the project Looking in/Looking Out, and production began. 

In hopes of engaging them further, the youth were given cameras to
take pictures of one another. These photo portraits inspired conversations
about how the youth pictured themselves. csumb students started to 
see another side of the youth. Soon the aspirations and dreams of the
Watsonville youth became apparent in the conversations and in the
development of their pictures.

As the weeks passed, the csumb faculty began to observe a difference.
The community youth began to express feelings of hope; even speaking
of dreams they had for the future. Meeting with the youth softened 
the university students, and a questionnaire was developed about weather
in response to the weather images that were emerging in the words 
of the youth. 

Completing this questionnaire, which asked the youth to think of
themselves in weather-related terms inspired creativity:

“What weather are you?”
“What weather best describes you when you are angry?”
“What’s the weather like in your home?”
“What kind of weather do you experience in school?”
“Which elements do you feel best describe you: earth, wind,

fire, or water?”

Youth were asked to match emotions to natural phenomena:
flood rage
snow joy
desert hope
earthquake hate
wind peace
hail family
clouds friendship
rain frustrated
forest death

A bond began to develop—the csumb students and the community
youth were only five years apart in some cases, and they discovered that
they often shared similar concerns. As relationships developed between the
university students and community youth, the university students also
began to see an innocence and hopefulness that they had previously
not acknowledged in these young people. 

The photo portraits that the youth had taken would now become
the basis for the digital art process. None of the youth had worked with
computers, and not all of the university students had mastered the
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technology skills necessary to produce the “windows” that would be the
final product of the project. The connection between csumb students
and community youth was supported by interactions with the
technology of the lab, where side-by-side partnerships were forged 
and ideas were exchanged. 

linda Before the Looking In/Looking Out project, our computer lab
went unused for a year because the kids were afraid and unwilling to
use computers. Later their whole attitude changed and it changed
the atmosphere of learning. There was a buzz in the school lab as
the kids gained more skills.

johanna It was almost like a “third voice” that spoke for both partners.
The lab became a studio where the work was fluid and collaborative
as the technicians assisted. 

But technology was only the tool. Time and time again trust became 
the issue. csumb students in the lab worked closely with the youth
participants to keep the project going. 

portraits used a range of imagery to
reflect students’ views of themselves
and their community and culture.
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duane I worked with youth by showing them basic scanning, digital
photography, and Photoshop skills. By showing them simple
techniques, we were able to show them how to create digital art.
The obstacles we faced as a class were the inconsistency of
attendance on the part of the youth. I think the hardest thing to
accomplish was building trust to allow the kids to share their stories
of growing up in the environments they do. I felt a responsibility
that what we created together would need to personally connect
to them through their own life experiences. 

It was important to me to get a feel for their experiences so we
could create a powerful digital art piece. Part of the project was to
show them the importance of commitment from the beginning 
to the end of a project. Those who stuck it out felt it was “their”
project, which was powerful to see.

From the beginning it was important to find a connection between the
vision of the youth and the vision of the university art students. 

anna I remember that the [high school students] requested that the
imagery to be used be beautiful. We used a variety of landscapes for
their natural beauty, some of them fiery, others cool and lush. These
physical states of the landscapes also corresponded to some of
the emotions that the students wrote about when they visited us in
the [csumb] computer lab.

young mothers revealed high
aspirations for their children, using
imagery showing a recognition of their
own strength and responsibility.
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A project that began as a social justice-focused look at gang life had been
transformed—through relationship-building and reciprocity that tapped
the creativity of all the participants — to a site-specific set of digital
windows in a school for difficult learners and teen mothers. As the youth,
in partnership with the csumb students, began to imagine their own
natural world, they created images of skateboarding over volcanoes, teen
mothers raising their tree-like branches high in the forest to lift up their
babies, and young men shooting hoops over Meso-American pyramids.
The dazzling images of beautiful young women parting tidal waves,
stormy skies, and fiery forests all provided a glimpse into the emotional
lives of the youth and out to the world they dreamed of entering. 

Upon completion of the project the school organized an unveiling
with a ribbon cutting ceremony honoring Mike Chavez for his
dedication to the Watsonville youth. csumb students and faculty saw
their work come to life and they experienced reciprocity.

elizabeth This project was a good way for the art students and the
youth to learn from one another. The self-portraits helped [the
youth to] tell their own stories and not have artists tell their story
for them. For the csumb art students it was the first moment of
knowing what it was to create in, with, and for the community.

duane The moment I knew we had succeeded with the project was
when I saw the student’s faces when the project was unveiled to the
school staff and students. Nothing but smiles and praise!

johanna I saw the [university] students for the first time understanding
their power as artists doing something positive for the community.
This project passed all boundaries of age and race. It was very
inspiring for those involved.

mike The university students helped the kids express themselves and
they understood their feelings.

The last day of celebration brought the shy young woman, whose
beautiful image parts the water in one of the windows, to the stage to
give testimony about the value of this project. Later, a small graffiti mark
was found on the face of the girl parting waters, and the ruap team 
was told that since that student had transferred to a regular high
school there was animosity towards her from those who remained at
the continuation school. Within two years, the windows were moved to
a large sunny cafeteria where they can be better seen, and the dark
hallway remains behind. 

an unveiling event brought together
participants and others to celebrate
their accomplishment and honor
their counselor, mike chavez.
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In the years that followed, ruap did another project addressing
visibility by creating photo portraits for local shopping centers. The teen
moms were given their own digital storytelling project three years later

Through Looking In / Looking Out, ruap learned that working in
distressed communities where youth are not well served requires patience
and constant problem solving. Unpredictability, inconstancy, and change
are hallmarks of this work. Therefore, building trust, or confianza, is
essential to any planning period and any relationship development.
Respect for community knowledge and values are the foundation for this
work, but ultimately it was the creative force, the power of the artistic
metaphor that transformed the youth, the students, and the staff.

johanna Collaboration is the term most often used to describe artists
working together and with communities. Though [the concept
of collaboration] sets up the terms of engagement, there are many
possible methods of interaction. My purpose in exploring the 
act of improvisation in the reciprocal community art context is to
understand the essential spirit of the human act caught in the
moment. In this are the clues to successful social interface. I guide
my students and community partners with my experience, training,
and trust in this process. It is a balance between preparation, skills
development, good listening, letting go, and recognizing the signs
that lead us in the best direction—because improvisation brings 
an authenticity to the exchange, and new forms are realized.

the young woman in this self-
portrait transferred to a regular
high school soon after the project.
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introduction

The development of this casebook arose out of a genuine desire on the part
of the art schools and universities participating in the cap consortium to
understand what we had achieved. We hoped both to develop documentation
of our work with community partners and to disseminate information
regarding our successful partnerships and the strategies that brought
them about. Many of us in the field of higher education are ourselves
artists who have worked in communities and wanted to document the
connections and common knowledge that has been developed by the
partnerships we have created. The aspect of the consortium brought a
natural collective sense to the work we were doing. 

Many of our communities are enriched by traditions of storytelling.
The African griots are tellers of oral histories, and their practice of call and
response is a way of sharing information within the community. In the
Latino community corridos (history songs) and la resolana are forms of
storytelling which perpetuate the sharing of community knowledge. The
term la resolana refers to a tradition in New Mexican villages, where elderly
men and women spend their afternoons seated against sunny walls,
swapping yarns, telling jokes, and discussing all sorts of serious matters.
Tomas Atencio, the New Mexican scholar, concludes that la resolana serves
as the communication center for traditional villages. Young people who
drop by to listen absorb both cultural history and life lessons. The value
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of stories is as a way of sharing one’s past or identity, and in many
communities where established institutions have either ignored or not
understood the racial and ethnic histories, the need to pass on cultural
knowledge has been a powerful reality. 

In the context of the cap consortium, we found it possible to use the
case model as a narrative practice. We began by sharing stories with one
another, and later we believed our stories could be shared with the field,
and the idea of the casebook was born.

Ultimately, these cases, while they are stories about our communities
and our art forms, are more about the tension between established fine arts
models of art making and the consideration of an expanded role for the
artist. The role of the artist citizen has been exemplified in many cultural
community organizations around the country, and the need to prepare
young artists to take on such a role is at the heart of the partnerships
undertaken through cap. 

These are institutions of higher education committed to the
preparation of artists. The programs that developed partnerships with
community arts organizations are, by their nature, often in conflict
with the worldview of their parent institutions. So, despite every attempt
to make these cases about the partnerships and the voice of the
community, they are also, in a large sense, about the struggle and
engagement of community-art-making values with the values of
institutional art makers in the process of educating young artists.
Events in the stories told by these cases reflect this tension, struggle, and
conflict. These stories help us to see not only the field of community
arts, but also the need for institutional changes in higher education 
to accommodate such partnerships. 

The stories make manifest the contradiction between our goals to
work effectively in the community arts field and the practices inherent
in many fine arts school models. Depending on the history, traditions, and
philosophy of many of the schools in the casebook, the case studies reveal
varying degrees of difficulty and success. Perhaps it is this tension that
makes the stories a worthwhile material from which others might learn.

Several of our schools have long histories of established success as fine
arts schools—Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art in
New York, Maryland Institute College of Art (mica), Columbia College
Chicago, and the Institute of American Indian Art, which participated
in the consortium but is not represented in the cases. All of these
schools in varying degrees represent a historical model of art making in
which the individual artist is central and definitive in the production of art.
Cooper Union, despite its founder’s focus on meeting the educational needs
of under-served communities, presently struggles to reflect diversity in its
permanent faculty and students. The urban contexts of Columbia and mica
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provide critical constituencies, for which programs have been
developed—and there the challenge has been to institute within the art
college curriculum opportunities for service learning and
community research necessary to prepare students for their work in the
community. As a result of cap activities and other historic commitments,
both colleges now offer masters programs in community arts. 

The other participants, Xavier University of Louisiana and California
State University, Monterey Bay (csumb), are comprehensive universities,
one private and the other public, with strong ethnic communities as
constituents, and a social justice emphasis in respect to service and
community. These two cap programs arose out of art programs (in
csumb’s case an art and music department collaboration) and included
ongoing engagement with students and community groups who are
racially and ethnically diverse.

These settings have much in common. Each school attempts to
provide relevant learning experiences for their students through
programs which also serve their communities. They offer their programming
in a variety of formats—through after-school programs, through courses
within the fine arts curriculum, with visiting artists and youth/university
student collaborations, through direct programming with community
organizations. Each cap has had to revise its programming model in
response to the needs of community and students.

In all the participating schools, the cap programs have helped to expand
existing models of community involvement. These partnerships have been
met with varying degrees of institutional resistance or support. Within
these institutions, the breadth of studio and academic courses offered and
the depth of focus on the development of the individual artist provide a rich
artistic environment that does not always include community-art-making
traditions or values.

the value of case-based learning

It seems important to describe here how cases operate and their value in
reflecting the work we have done. Cases are stories or narratives of events
from the professional experience of the individual. They are factually
based, complex problems written to stimulate classroom discussion and
collaborative analysis. Case-based teaching involves the interactive, student-
centered exploration of realistic and specific situations. As students
consider problems from a perspective that requires analysis, they strive
to resolve questions that have no single right answer.

The idea of using cases as a teacher development tool was brought to
the forefront by Lee Shulman in 1986 and has gained considerable support
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in the teacher-education community. Shulman’s groundbreaking article,
“Toward a Pedagogy of Cases,” offers an understanding of narrative forms in
providing opportunities to examine principles, concepts, and theories,
as well as precedents for practice, morals and ethics, strategies, dispositions
and what Shulman calls “habits of mind,” and, finally, what is truly
significant for our work, visions of what may be possible. 

The case method is a promising approach for community arts
education practitioners. Current leaders in education research, for
example, recognize the importance of personal reflection and social
interaction in learning. Participants in case discussions tackle problems
together, listen to other points of view, and share experiences. This
approach establishes an ethos of inquiry that encourages participants to
examine their own practices in a thoughtful and reflective manner.
What is most exciting about cases is that participants often identify very
strongly with the situations, and the discussions thus become intense
and passionate. The intellectual and emotional engagement that results
from case discussions sparks new ideas and challenges old beliefs, while
simultaneously providing support and encouragement for participants
who are making changes in their professional lives.

So, for the cap programs, what began as a sharing of stories to help
one another has now become a powerful tool for others in the fields of
higher education and community arts, who can use these cases to learn,
discuss, and hypothesize about current practices. Some of us have already
begun to use the cases to prepare students for work in community. 

These cases illuminate the stories of our work in urban and rural
settings; address the ways models for community arts engagement
can be used to prepare young artists both to work in community and 
to pursue their fine arts model; and cover a wide range of art forms,
community environments, intergenerational issues, and social justice
challenges. This is perhaps the first well-documented insight to the
curriculum, pedagogy, practices, and community knowledge integral
to the arts in service of communities. 

the nature of the partnerships

Distinct differences can be observed in the way that partnerships have
arisen in the cap institutions that function as art schools and those that
function as universities of general education. Additional variables are
whether the settings are urban and rural or semi-rural, the ethnic and
cultural groups served, and the programs and the nature and services of
the partner organizations. Some institutions have worked directly with
community arts programs and others with schools or social service
agencies. The artistic focus of the partnerships has been mainly in the
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visual and performing arts disciplines. Partnership activities have taken
place both in the community and at campus sites, and the cap institutions
have seen that maintaining that flexibility—to meet the community
in their space while still providing opportunities to come to a college
campus—has been essential to the dynamic nature of these partnerships.

The private colleges of art—Cooper Union, Columbia, and mica—have
long histories of arts-based community programming, of commitment
to public and civic engagement, and of responding to urban needs.
However, their core focus is on providing outstanding educations for
high-performing students in arts and design. Some of their community-
based work has taken place in continuing education and outreach programs
beyond the curriculum’s fine arts model; some through curriculum-based
programs in art education or design. On the other hand, both 
csumb—a part of one of the nation’s largest public systems of higher
education—and Xavier—a private university founded by religious leaders 
to address the educational needs of a particular population in 
New Orleans—have at the core of their missions a mandate to address
under-served educational needs in their regions. The challenges in
delivering a community-based partnership program within an institution
with a fine arts model differ from those that arise within institutions
whose original mandate is to educate the under-served.

In developing our partnerships, the cap institutions have worked 
to move institutions from an outreach or missionary model to one of
reciprocity and respect for community history and knowledge. The ability
to know the partner’s community identity and cultural dispositions is
integral to the success of these collaborations. Equally important is the
ability to identify the culture of the institution. The fine arts institutions
have undertaken the critical step of introducing community-based and
service-learning courses and curricula. The institutions with social
justice goals and curricula have had to undertake partnerships in ways 
that integrate diverse aesthetics into the curriculum.

Many of our community partners are connected to multicultural
neighborhoods where particular ethnic and racial groups have had long
histories. The partnerships have sought to relate to and respect this rich
diversity, and community cultures have played an important role in the
relevancy of the projects, as well as in the challenges that have arisen.
The economic resources in the communities served by the partnerships
often stand in stark contrast to those of the larger institution, and
acknowledging this inequality is part of the negotiation required to
provide needed services and to share resources. Perhaps a more intimate
negotiation is the need for college students and faculty to understand the
reality of the context in which they find themselves. The history of
neglect that many community youth and their families have faced in the
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educational system often makes them wary of new offers for participation.
In several of the cases, it is clear that these past histories, and the
accompanying deep sense of disenfranchisement, have been a silent
aspect of the misunderstandings and misconnections that arise 
within the partnerships.

When these cases reveal successes, the lesson is often that both
process and product are equally important in community-based art
making. A reciprocal process that results in work based on collaborative
narratives brings together the expertise of the artist with the voice of
the community. It requires authentic community participation with
the ultimate goal of animating the issues, needs, and assets of that
community. The products of this process will also reflect the vision of
the artist, whose aesthetic must complement the aesthetics inherent in
the community—based in local cultures, histories, and practices.

To better understand communities different from our own, other
models of cultural understanding must be applied. In the Reciprocal
University of the Arts Project at csumb, the cultural citizenship model
has been useful in working with the histories of immigrant groups.
Cultural citizenship is, as defined by csumb faculty member Rita
Benjamin, “the ways in which people organize their values, their beliefs
about their rights and their practices based on their sense of cultural
belonging rather than their formal status as citizens of a nation”
Particularly important are the struggles for space and cultural rights
that shape community identity and connect to an understanding of
artistic responsibility and problem solving that focuses on social 
justice and enhancing the role of the arts.

The cap institutions have learned that the need to better prepare
faculty and students to work in settings unfamiliar to them and to
better understand issues of social justice is inherent in cultural work
across communities. Social justice is understood as the distribution 
of resources to meet the needs of all members to be physically and
psychologically safe and secure. In a social justice model, individuals are
both self-determining and able to interact democratically with others.
Students working in communities which have struggled for their rights
must be prepared to reflect on issues of power—how the community
senses its potential, where actual power lies, and the nature of social
responsibility toward others. In a curriculum that prepares students to
work with respect for community knowledge, justice is a primary value
of political life and in the spaces where people live together. Social
justice education is:

Student-centered Collaborative
Experiential Intellectual
Analytical Multicultural
Value-based Activist

Rita Benmayor, “Narrating Cultural Citizenship:
Oral Histories and First Generation Latino and
Latina Students,” New Pedagogies for Social Change,
special issue of Social Justice Journal (2003).
Benmayor is on the faculty of the csumb
Institute for Human Communications.
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case themes, issues, and dilemmas

The cases reflect the struggles, obstacles, misunderstandings,
negotiations, and solutions that the partners faced in achieving their
best in the rich context of the partnerships. In August 2004, cap
program directors met on the csumb campus to study the cases and
discuss the themes and issues that the cases illuminate. Similar themes
and overlapping dimensions began to emerge from the cases

In making these connections and elaborating the themes, issues,
and dilemmas in our roundtable discussions, our process was not unlike
the case-based discussions that arise from a case-based curriculum. It
is our hope that as others study these cases, they will be inspired to discuss
their own work. 

Legacy

The notion of passing on a legacy is central to the Xavier case, which
takes the form of an intergenerational call-and-response dialogue between
John Scott and Richard Thomas as they exchange values, challenge 
each other’s beliefs, articulate a complex history of New Orleans—a
premier African-retentive city—and address the challenges of balancing
art-focused services to community youth with Xavier’s historic focus on
providing professional opportunities for African American artists and
preparing them for success in the mainstream art marketplace. The
success of this latter vision is well revealed in the accomplishments of
alumni like Scott and Thomas. The intergenerational tensions become
clear as Thomas develops programming to serve today’s generation 
of African American youth.

ron The Xavier case doesn’t tell the story of a single incident, but offers
the voices of two individuals who are respected [community arts]
leaders in different ways. New Orleans has a unique cultural heritage.
It is Afrocentric, and a lot of the city is somewhat polarized—either
black or white. Not a lot of room for in the middle in New Orleans.
The culture of the Department of Art at Xavier has been a culture
of “passing it on,” since its inception, passing on what one learns 
to the next generation. 

In this instance of legacy, the “passing it on” model, like most
mentorships, almost requires the changing of practices. There is
always a moment where the younger person breaks from the mentor
and almost always an eventual moment of conflict between mentor
and mentee. The discussion between Scott and Thomas allowed a
healing of [what they had perceived as an ongoing] conflict.

All quotations are from the cap Directors’
Roundtable Discussion, August 2004, California
State University, Monterey Bay.
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The theme of legacy also appeared in other cases. The work of Columbia
College’s service learning course set in the practicum of the Association
House of Chicago community organization also reflected the model 
of intergenerational conflict. Once again the tension between student
and mentor, between community models and between generations,
is apparent.

carmel In Columbia’s case, there are similarities in the notion of
mentorship. The faculty members are trying to challenge the notion
of how they teach. Not that traditional professor/student relationship,
but setting up an environment where there is learning happening
on both the faculty side and student side. The project was based on
an idea of mentorship—faculty mentoring Columbia students, and
those students taking what they learned and mentoring the young
people in the community. The faculty were trying to model and
create a similar dynamic through their training and the sharing of
their skills/expertise. 

There were also power dynamics. The institution [has been]
perceived as an 800-pound gorilla doing what it wanted in the
community. With reciprocity, the institution and organization have
different needs, but each brings to the table something equally
important. We saw community knowledge as a resource that was
just as valuable as the resources an institution brings in.

Earlier in Urban Missions discussions, we were able to address
those issues enough so that it didn’t become such a negative issue
in the classroom. It became positive, so students and young people
saw community-based artistic director in collaboration with a
theater professor.

The fact that Ron is Luis’s mentor was crucial. Luis is modeling
a pedagogy he learned from Ron. Luis, Ron’s mentee, has been
working with these young people at Association House and built
trust to a level so that Columbia students could come in and
successfully work with them. In this situation, Ron’s not allowing
Luis to take what he’s learned and morph it into something [that
reflects] his own artistic philosophy could have been a big issue.

In both cases, the struggle was less about values, and more a struggle
within project leadership, between teacher and student. Former students
working side-by-side with their mentors experience the weight of
expectation, and the resolution of this conflict is essential to creating 
a model of teaching and learning within the community site. 
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The Importance of Listening/Knowing

The capacity to know and understand the community was a theme that
surfaced in several cases—either as a successful strategy or as a deficit
that needed to be addressed. The willingness to adapt one’s own vision
of a project was a critical aspect of many of the cases. 

ken mica college students in cap are expected to serve witness—to
listen, see, and make a concerted effort to set aside entrenched
stereotypes and programmed ways of thinking. When a child isn’t
showing up to art class, there’s a reason. When a child is physically
agitated, there’s a reason. One must ask, are we striving to give the
child something that we feel he or she should have (perhaps against
a child’s will) or to draw something out? Respecting children’s
rights and wanting the best for them, we must interrogate our own
vision, mission, and goals. It takes a tremendous amount of effort
and practice to critically analyze our own ideas, opinions, and
feelings and acknowledge how they might impact others.

The ability to listen and know can be directly related to how well-
prepared students are for work in community. In the ruap case, as at
mica, the college students struggled with their own desires and
interests. The youth survey was the first time that the csumb students
participating in the ruap project began to realize that the needs of the
Watsonville youth did not match their own. The metaphor of weather
opened a creative space that university student and community youth
could share. The knowing and listening began when the university
students realized that their social analysis of the youth violence issues
was not as important to the community youth as they had suspect and
that the concept of the windows, for the youth, was one of hope and
imagination. With this realization, the university students were forced 
to let go of their original designs and work one-on-one in partnerships
to create for each community youth a window into his or her dreams.
Knowing and listening had become the first step to reciprocity.

Power Struggles

The dilemmas faced by several of the partnerships often centered on
power struggles. The team leaders at mica negotiating to create an 
arts curriculum for youth were hampered when one member refused 
to give up on a fine arts teaching model that was not working in the
community setting. In the Columbia College theater class, a mentor
“took over” a class from his mentee when he perceived the younger
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teacher was deviating from the practices he had been taught. In each
case, the struggle reached a moment of conflict. In the mica case, the
student teacher simply left. At Columbia, the younger teacher did not
confront the issue of power with his mentor, even when it had effects
on the youth from his community project, and the conflict was ignored
to some degree as all participants got on with the task of producing a
final product. Such cases reveal the complexity of leadership and
decision-making in team-teaching models, where members represent
a variety of levels of expertise, generations, and previous mentorship
relationships. A similar struggle for power is evident in the
intergenerational conversation at Xavier.

ron The most significant principle of the Xavier case is the idea that it
is important to think intergenerationally. It’s important to understand
the differences and the commonalities across generations. The
quality of what Richard Thomas does with his students—in terms
of engaging [youth in constructive] activity is sometimes more
significant than whether those students will be on the cover of
ARTnews. That’s the issue between the two of them. John Scott is
right. There are certain standards you have to have at the university
level. You can see in his words how important that is to him, but
I think [the tensions in that relationship really came] down to
something else—the student did not feel the teacher valued the way
he has taken the lessons he learned and adapted them to teaching 
a new generation. At the end there, you can see that John does care
what Richard does, and sees it as important.

Conflicts of Values 

Much of the struggle of power is disguised within the inherent differences
in values between cultural communities, community organizations, and
arts education institutions. The examination of values as a factor in the
cases requires us to look at cultural differences and community knowledge.
In several of the cases, we see the contrast between a fine arts model—
emphasizing formal skills—and community-based interests in content,
popular culture, and personal history.

marina We keep touching on the issue of values. The culture in this
context has an undefined value. It’s a slippery entity. These values are
crucial to identity, to forming people. The kids who thought they
couldn’t do good-enough drawings at mica had internalized an idea
of what the standards were. I’m troubled by terms like “high” and “low”
art. [Community arts practitioners are] struggling to redefine where the
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value sits and who’s [defining] what is valuable. Transformative
elements of cultural creation have value, but we are struggling to
define how that value is placed or quantified and qualified.

ken Found-object art forms are a staple of elite degree-granting arts
institutions, but don’t go over very well in different communities.
What is art? What is quality? What is relevant? What is valued by
some may be irrelevant to others. The participating children should
have the right to define beauty for themselves.

carmel The advocacy piece is very important. We talk about this work
out of the context of the institution. We talk about “community
arts.” We at Urban Missions talk about this—how do we infuse the
knowledge of community into the institution to advance the college’s
educational goals. We know art is transformative; we’re reverent to
it. These are powerful things that can guide what an institution
wants to do in terms of delivering education. This is an advocacy
to other institutions of higher learning. Some institutions have
engaged in service learning, but haven’t utilized the arts in that
process. We use the arts as a vehicle for [community empowerment].

Our discussions centered on the ways that our own values lead into
models of teaching. An assets model takes into account the values of
diverse cultural communities because, in this model, we recognize the
knowledge, experience, and resiliency of community as part of the
learning values in the educational setting. In this sense we are sharing
values with our partners. But to achieve this model of teaching and
learning we have to examine the higher education curriculum and
content. We have to be willing to include aesthetic and cultural material
historic to our diverse communities, or our students will never be
prepared to work in those communities.

Balancing the Needs of College Students and Community Youth

One of the most obvious dilemmas revealed in the cases had to do with
balancing the needs of university art students and the needs of community
youth. In a setting where there was insufficient planning, the conflict
between those needs could make it difficult for the college students to
engage fully in and learn from community arts, and to provide something
of value to the community youth. When the focus is on finding
balance/fit, using a community service/arts curriculum as a model,
the values of community youth also help more clearly to direct the skills
development of the college-level art students.
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carmel In the Columbia case, the faculty didn’t employ what they knew.
They didn’t set up the space and have the dialogue about the
[conflict between Luis and Ron] and let each person talk about the
conflict and figure out the key points and how they could make
[their collaboration] stronger. They just let it lie. It was the young
people, the community youth, who stepped up and said this was
inappropriate, but they said that to Luis, not Ron. The college
students said something to Ron, but never to Luis. 

ken The input of community is extremely important. We recognize that
mica’s casebook story is about mica, not about the youth and
families of Banner Neighborhoods. We should not presume to
know or speak for the community. We must remember that, at best,
we really only know our own motivations for attempting to build a
meaningful relationship with community. If asked, the community
might tell a story that represents a very different perspective on this
interaction. We cannot assume that our story is everyone else’s
story—or the only one worth writing.

Administrative and Institutional Obstacles

The work of the cap projects was often fraught with difficulty as partners
and institutional staff tried to move against bureaucratic inflexibility
and resistance to engaging the real work of community cultural
development. Obstacles included historic settings of limited resources,
disengaged curriculum and faculty, and students unprepared for
working in community.

carmel Columbia considers itself to be an urban institution that supports
the community of which it’s a part. In a story similar to that at Cooper
Union, the institution has changed since its founding. The young
people who currently enroll in the college’s degree programs are not
reflective of the founding mission. Part of the college’s mission is to
have students actively engaged in the community—civically engaged
and responsible—but there was no infrastructure for that to happen.
The Center for Community Arts Partnerships provided that
infrastructure. It established opportunities for academicians really to
be actively involved with community members. Our case brings
together partners from the theater department and two community-
based organizations with a longstanding relationship with each other
because of cap’s model of engaging Columbia faculty and students
to work with people in the community. 
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Peter Cooper, in founding Cooper Union, emphasized the need to provide
access to education for the underprivileged. The Saturday Program and
later the Outreach Program were able to address some issues of access
to Cooper programs by urban youth; however, these programs were
perceived as add-ons.

marina [At Cooper, there had been] an internal contradiction for more
than twenty years. In the past we’ve had students go through the
program, and go into the field on their own. But we never had the
platform from which we could launch a project [in the community].
We couldn’t support the process. In this case, three people came
together—all three trained with us—and created programming.
The cap funding made that possible. This is an example of success. 

One of the most important issues is one of instability in this
kind of programming. Look around the table. Our partners change,
people move on. Your partners’ budgets are cut to the bone. Instability
in the community and lack of institutional memory at our
universities is a big issue. We are so dependent on individuals—
Augusta Savage, Peter Cooper, the individuals on our staff—people
who will fight the fight as long as they can.

When the cap funds were available, we had [institutional] buy-in,
and got a payoff from this in seeing our students and faculty go on
to do this work—seeing the energy move through the program into
the community, and then the next generation. Funding provides
stability. That’s an institutional solution, but it’s often temporary
because the funding is often temporary.

We had to find ways to not imagine limitations or to imagine
beyond limitations. Since the Saturday Outreach Program started
1968, it has changed the institution. There are kids who come
through these programs who are in there getting their education. 
If nothing else it’s a transfer of wealth, access, and empowerment
to the community.

pedagogies and practices 
for successful partnerships

The cases reveal how particular pedagogies have an impact on the readiness
of students to work with community as artists and arts educators.
Successful pedagogical models include service learning models that help
students to serve and to reflect on that service with compassion, analysis,
and a sense of social justice. To serve without this reflection and analysis
is ineffective in the development of lifelong skills in this area. Integral
to the social justice and service model has been community research or
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mapping. Having students visit, observe, and meet people in the community
prior to developing and implementing projects there helps to provide a
deeper understanding of what is needed and what assets already exist—
and to help students appreciate the resiliency and motivation of the
youth they will serve.

An assets-based model recognizes that community knowledge and
the cultural aesthetic of those we serve is a critical part of a successful
pedagogy. Assets-based pedagogy has implications for other curricula,
mandating increasing diversity in art history, for example, and openness
in the aesthetics of studio practice. 

Successful projects, particularly those that included effective conflict
resolution when things went awry, were marked by an emphasis on
listening, reciprocity, and negotiation. The case-based approach to learning
allows us to accumulate precedents for effective practice—what works in
particular situations. Effective practices that run through all the cases fell
into three general categories—establishing strong relationships, preparing
college students effectively, and creating a positive learning environment. 

Building strong relationships requires:

v Maintaining respect and trust.
v Acknowledging the reality of the youth we serve, and understanding

their lives.
v Using the past to predict the future, and seeing change over time. 

Preparing college students to plan and implement effective projects requires:

v Practicing social analysis and community research. 
v Developing cross-cultural skills. 
v Working with youth and their families to design the projects.
v A period of planning and discussion before projects are set.
v Enhancing communication and planning in team-teaching models. 
v Including the aesthetic and cultural values of our partners in the

project goals.

Creating a good learning environment and a positive experience 
for community requires the ability to make use of the dynamic 
moment of creating:

v Flexibility.
v Collaboration.
v Consistent communication.
v Responsiveness.
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v Shared authorship.
v Shared resources.
v Community celebration and recognition.

Ultimately the successful pedagogies and practices in these cases are
based in mutuality, respect, and the equality of relationship. Building
meaning between college students and community youth enhanced the
aesthetic practices of both.

guiding principles

Through the work we have done in assembling these stories, the discussions,
and the analysis, we have come to some guiding principles that cut
across all the work we do. These central beliefs of the possible guided
participants through the difficult times:

v Thinking and working inter-generationally.
v Acting reciprocally in partnerships.
v Witnessing community knowledge.
v Developing alliances.
v Adapting to change.
v Challenging your institution.

institutional implications

The development of the cap grants allowed schools that had various
forms of community work to expand and intensify the move toward
community-based arts education. In some instances, the grants provided
a legitimacy and advocacy for those who had struggled to meet goals 
of access and diversity. In their history of community partnerships, many
of these institutions had been perceived by the community as large 
and unresponsive to community needs. 

The question that arose was whether mainstream higher education
institutions can really prepare artists to work beyond the environment
of the art world. Time and again, the agendas of administrators, entrenched
faculty, and even resistant students reflected the gap between what
was philosophically desired and what could actually be achieved in
community-based partnerships. Issues of resource sharing, authorship,
pedagogical models, and aesthetic canons often impeded the work 
to be done. Nonetheless these partnerships flourished, and insights to 
the institutional pitfalls developed.
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carmel Of the $7 million raised by Columbia in one year, $5 million
was [cap funding]. This work is fundable. The question is how are
these resources really benefiting the college? Columbia has created
Vision 2010, which calls for students being actively engaged in
communities and civically responsible. The college is ready to
support work in the community, but buy-in within the institution 
is not universal.

ken Over the last ten to fifteen years, mica has become a one of the
leading art institutions in the U.S., consistently ranked in the top
tier of art colleges. mica used to be a regional school. Now
it is a national, international school that embodies the highest
principles, standards, and expectations of the fine arts world.
Nonetheless, as Baltimore goes, so does mica. cap and other programs
at mica continue to serve as the anchor to the college’s long-
standing commitment to the local community and culture. 

closing

In looking back at the stories that arose from our efforts to create
partnerships between diverse communities and institutions of higher
learning, many elements of our work have become clear. The stories are in
the main about the struggle to move mainstream academic institutions
forward to meet the needs of communities while at the same time
preparing young artists to transform the role of a studio artist to an artist-
citizen engaged in the lives of others and in the issues of their time. 

These cases are the first systematic attempt to document how this
educational model might occur. They reveal the frustration and critical
junctures of misunderstanding, revision, negotiation, and change
required to be truly involved in serving our society. The main themes 
of legacy and knowing reflect the deep wealth of knowledge within our
communities. But the dilemmas are as revealing as the themes. 
The struggles for power, the conflicts of values, the tensions between
students and youth, and the institutional obstacles and inconsistent
resources were persistent elements in the narratives. In confronting
these dilemmas the stories do not always offer the best solution, but
they offer the possibility of a discourse that takes us to resolution. 

In this book’s introduction, by Arlene Goldfarb, the issues of advocacy,
the artist’s role, community collaboration, and process were raised as
attributes of the work undertaken in the field of community cultural
development. This casebook, while it is a resolana, a telling of shared
stories, is also a vital confirmation of these attributes. The stories honor
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the communities served, illuminate the students’ struggles, and give
insight into the difficulty of changing institutions aimed at educating
artists. The curricula developed in these programs are, for some,
the first of their kind, and herald a new generation of art preparation 
in fine arts institutions. They were born out of the resistance to a 
model that many of us felt had failed us in preparing us to be artists. 
In the pedagogy and practices of the cap programs, storytelling has
become a way to learn, to reinvent, and to perfect how we teach, learn,
and make art. Tomas Atencio tells us that “the best way to capture
history is through the stories people tell of themselves”

These are our stories. This is our history.
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In the mica cap partnership with Banner
Neighborhoods, the community had identified
its own needs for “safe, adult-supervised activities
for youth.”A community artist who had worked
successfully with an earlier project in that
neighborhood and later became a cap staff
member appears to have provided a link
between the two groups. Planning commenced,
and additional funding was successfully
attained to help establish the Banner Art Club
for youth between the ages of 11 and 14.
Project staff included both undergraduate and
graduate students from mica under the
leadership of the cap community artist.

Initially, the large and uninviting space
assigned to the club was perceived to be a
problem. Yet it appears that its challenges
were overcome or were minimal in the greater
scheme of things.

Certain challenges arose in working out
leadership roles among participating mica
students, and in matching each individual’s
availability to program needs. The first solution
was to form a leadership triad, so that two of
the three student leaders would always be
present. Given limitations, this arrangement
initially addressed the need for two leaders at
each session. But new problems later emerged
in the form of leadership conflicts and lack of
continuity in staff presence. 

Another challenge involved the recruitment
of neighborhood participants—typically the
responsibility of a local organizer familiar with
the community. Feedback suggests that the
name “Art Club” presented its own challenge,
as youth participants revealed fears about not
being able to draw. This kind of response can
be understood developmentally, as pre-adolescents
and adolescents who have not had continuous
art education lose confidence in their ability
to draw. Further, they are likely to assume that
their inability to draw is due to lack of talent.
The notion that drawing can be taught and
learned is foreign to them and to most adults.
Perhaps giving attention to how the club was
characterized might have made a difference.
What might have “sold better” is the
opportunity to “make things,” to work with
different art media, and to learn new art skills. 

Nevertheless, 15 participants were successfully
recruited. The community youth brought their
own interpersonal issues. Some were not
comfortable with kids from outside their own
block. Others brought preconceived notions
about participants they did not know. This, of
course, speaks to the need for activities that
would bring the group together in a more
trusting and open community. As the project
unfolded, this need moved to the center and
solutions for it were developed. More will be
said about this later.
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Getting Started

In a “getting acquainted” activity designed for
the first session, each participant created a
“coat of arms,” and it was attached to his or
her art club sketchbook. The case narrative
does not tell how the coat of arms was used
intrapersonally. Was each participant given
time to talk about what it represented? Did
sharing appear to break the ice or help kids
make connections with one another? Also not
clear is what students where asked to
represent on the coat of arms other than the
notion that the project appears to have dealt
with “self-identity.” One wonders if interests
such as sports or other favorite activities or
places might have surfaced, which would have
helped staff gain more personal insight into
club members and help them to know what
kinds of projects would interest the
community youth.

The dilemma of where to go from this
promising start surfaced immediately after
this initial session. While team leaders
considered projects that involved tactile
media, freedom, and directed instruction in
drawing skills, there is no mention of any
consideration of themes or subject matter that
might have been of interest to the
participants. One wonders if the kids were
asked to talk about art media they had used
and liked or wanted to try, things they liked to
make, and what their feelings were about
being given some instruction in how to draw.
A questionnaire and/or a group discussion
might have provided more information to use
in planning the initial sequence of activities.

Conflicting ideas about the purposes of the
art club arose among the three leaders. Should
the club be a “craft hour” or use a “fine arts
approach” to build drawing skills? In reality,
both notions have merit. It may be that some
artful combination of craft and art is
necessary to reach a broad range of interests.

Projects that ensure early participant success
may be essential to building confidence and
helping participants discover the joy of
engaging with art-making processes. Once
trust is developed, one can then look for
“teachable moments” to introduce new
representational strategies, such as drawing
from observation. Finding those teachable
moments where students want to know how
to represent an idea requires close attention
to what students are trying to do. Adolescents
may benefit from any number of
representational strategies, including copying,
working from visual references, learning
narrative techniques, and working from
observation. 

The case narrative notes that participants
found drawing from life to be intimidating.
However, this should not necessarily be taken
as a sign that kids do not want to know how
to draw from observation. Again, more
information about participants’ interests
might have been useful. For some visual and
spatial learners, drawing creates more
problems than for others. How young people
are introduced to and instructed in the use of
different representational strategies makes a
big difference. Participants learn best when
their need to express their own ideas,
thoughts, and feelings is addressed.

In reflecting on the experience of doing
blind contour drawings, the cap leaders
suggest that the kids did indeed “get it.” Yet,
this observation is qualified by the
observation that the kids did not understand
the success they had achieved. In the narrative,
this omission is explained by a lack of time to
discuss the drawings at the end of class. While
blind contour drawing is developmentally
appropriate for this age level—as a step
forward in learning to see edges and contours
more accurately—this kind of drawing does
not always fulfill preadolescent needs to make
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things look “real and right.” Blind contour
drawing and its purposes are deceptive. It
looks easy. Yet kids need to know its
purpose—why one might do an activity to
produce what, in their minds, is an
unsatisfying product. It requires
contextualization in the setup and reflection.
It needs to be thought about as a process for
learning to see, a kind of practice that moves
from blind, to modified, to greater
representational accuracy. It takes a leader
with a sophisticated understanding of this
method of drawing to really do it justice, and
a continuity of practice over time to really
maximize results. 

This is not to say that drawing skills cannot
be developed in this kind of setting, it just
takes more sophisticated planning and
implementation as well as interest on the part
of participants. Yet, as played out in this
project, it was hard to recover from the loss of
faith that comes with “failing at drawing”
because drawing is such a public act and
failing publicly undermines one’s self-esteem.
Without inner motivation to conquer
drawing, such as the need to tell a story or
express an idea, the kids here chose to vote
with their feet. Attendance dropped and the
staff needed to regroup.

Regrouping

Regrouping took many forms. It involved the
gradual withdrawal of one of the three
leaders, the discovery that continuity and
consistency of leadership were essential, and
the realization that only getting a fresh start
with a new project would save the club. Here,
the project began to turn the corner by
engaging the kids’ ideas about their
community. An artist who works narratively
was invited to give a demonstration on
creating superheroes. Different media were
introduced, including clay. 

Superheroes in Clay

The shifts here are very significant and 
worth noting. 

v First, the participants were empowered to
say something through art. Expressing
those ideas became an internal drive that
then gave participants reason to solve
challenges presented by representation and
media. 

v Second, the representational strategy was
narrative, using the conventions of visual
storytelling. 

v Third, clay was the medium, one that kids
love at this age. While appealing to most
kids, clay is particularly engaging for those
who are kinesthetic or tactile learners. 

The success of the superheroes-in-clay project
is evident in the fact that those who participated
enjoyed the process so much that word must have
gotten out and attendance started to rise again.

Making Art From Trash

The response to the next project is instructive.
Making art from trash, a notion commonly
embraced by art students and having a strong
precedence in contemporary art, may sound like
a great idea to those from an art school. Only
after the project faltered and participants were
asked to share reasons for their lack of response
did the roots of this project’s failure become clear. 

To these participants, trash was dirty, bad,
and gross. Further, parents did not feel it was
safe for their kids, in this community, to be
out searching for found materials in alleyways.
Also significant, although not articulated in
the narrative, may be the notion that trash is
not special to these kids in the way art
students think about it. Rather, it may be
equated with throws-aways, poverty, and not
being worthy of “real art supplies.”

While the staff regrouped quickly from this
discovery, it is one well worth noting.
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Visiting an Artist’s Studio

While project staff had other intentions when
designing the activity—introducing the
notion of going to college by visiting one cap
leader’s studio on mica’s campus—a visit to
an artist’s studio proved seductive and
fascinating in and of itself. Demonstrations
with new materials and the opportunity to
experiment with them caught attention,
stimulated dialogue, and provided stimulus
for the final project.

Creating Community through Art

In what is reported here as “the best project,”
participants had the opportunity to do
something as an individual and also to
collaborate with others. The theme also appears
to build on previous conversations about
making parks safe and on the creation of
superheroes. Here, a box city was created.
Internal motivation seems to have been engaged
once again. Kids had the power to create a world
they would like for themselves. Metaphorically,
in making art, they were creating community.

Taking Ownership: From the Art Club to 

“Our Club”

Perhaps it does not get better than this: The
last project empowered everyone—
individuals and the group—so much so that
the group really bonded. They felt the club
belonged to them, they celebrated together in
sharing their collective work with their
families, and they were sad to have it end. 

So what did this art club accomplish?
Commentary suggests it gave kids an activity
they looked forward to. New relationships
were formed among participants from
different streets. Some kids modified their
typical street behaviors in front of adults who
had earned their trust. Some even discovered
that pleasure, and possibly a future career,

could come from art. One cap member
continued for a second year as a solo cap team
leader at Banner. Another led a supplemental
summer program, provided leadership for
others in a year-long project, and may
possibly continue as a club coordinator for
Banner Neighborhoods. 

Thus, in spite of initial reservations and
challenges, some lives seemed to have been
changed for the better as a result of this project.
Kids who were initially concerned about not
being able to draw and were concerned about
associating with strangers found new friends
and new empowerment through art. mica
students who initially were concerned about
working with kids from a neighborhood very
different from their own experience learned
they could function well in that setting if they
really tuned in to the kids. As well, Banner
Neighborhoods appears to be so inspired that
it may maintain this program independently.

Learning How to Deliver On Its Vision

The mica cap program embraces several
tenets. These include being responsive to
community needs and contexts, fostering a
sense that all participants, staff included, are
teachers and learners, lifting up individual
and collective “voices,” and facilitating new
and positive relationships and perspectives.
Accomplishing this presents many challenges.
As a case in point, this project at Banner
Neighborhoods is instructive. Specifically, the
following emerge as factors that appear to
increase the odds of success.

v Multiple players have to be involved to
make such a program successful. Here the
community self-identified its own needs,
artists and staff members experienced in
running such programs got involved, and
community participants were recruited 
with local help.
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v Staff should be consistent with their
attendance and flexible in meeting the
needs of the participants. Kids count on
these responsible adults to be present for
them, ready to listen to their needs.

v “Art,” for potential preadolescent and
adolescent participants, may best be
described as an opportunity to enjoy
making things, to work with interesting
materials and processes, to learn new art
skills, and to work on projects individually
and collaboratively. This age, in particular,
may associate art with drawing and not
being able to make things look “real and
right” due to lack of talent. Few understand
that art involves skills that can be taught
and learned, skills that take practice and
experience to develop.

v With beginning activities, tasks should be
structured for success. Simultaneously, these
early activities can be designed to reveal
students’ interests, concerns, reasons for
coming, experiences with and preferences for
art materials, leanings toward two- or three-
dimensional processes, and their interest in
specific kinds of imagery. Sharing with the
group and among individuals can also help
participants begin to find connections with
one another. Participants can also be invited
to bring in work they have done at home,
work made by others in their family, or visual
material they find interesting. Continuation
of this dialogue along the way can feed ideas
for new projects.

v Art education sources provide information
on developmental needs and age-appropriate
strategies in art. Training with age-appropriate
strategies is even better. Gathering contextual
information about cultural influences, values,
and interests will help leaders find connections
between artistic and social development
and the values of the community.

v Certain art materials, such as clay, have
seductive powers. Ideas also come from
materials. Quality materials make these
clubs special. Projects that incorporate what
kids might consider “trash” should be
carefully checked out with students for their
response. Alternating between two- and
three-dimensional materials and processes
helps keep projects interesting. It also
allows leaders the opportunity to observe
preferences, affinities, and special talents.

v If participants are encouraged to tell their
own stories, voice their concerns, imagine a
world they can shape for themselves, they will
invest the work with more effort and intent.
If they care about what they are making, they
will be even more likely to craft it well.

v Themes and metaphors can serve as
organizing structures that allow for
individual and group interpretation. They are
particularly useful in structuring projects so
that there is creative tension between certain
limitations and the choices participants have
to create their own meanings.

v Being alert to teachable moments is part of
the art of facilitating quality art encounters.
Participants are likely to give clues as to
when a demonstration might be useful to
them. If practice with materials or
representational strategies seems desirable,
a context for practice, and perhaps a place
for it in sketchbooks, can be incorporated
into individual sessions and encouraged at
home. Pre-adolescents and adolescents can
understand the difference between practice
exercises and making a product. When
engaged in practice exercises, kids should
understand the purpose of what they are being
asked to do and why the practice is useful.

v A trip into the real work world of an artist,
where participants can see new materials
and processes can provide inspiration and
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stimulate new ideas. Placed in the latter half
the session, such a trip can help in
generating renewed excitement.

v Moving seamlessly from individual to
collaborative projects is a sophisticated
proposition. It requires good instincts
about when and how to move from
individual work into group endeavors, as
well as a sense of how to make the
transition. Creating a rhythm of working
back and forth between solo and
collaborative projects throughout a
program can build community along the
way while continuing to honor each
individual’s need to express his or her own
ideas. Or, as in this case, working towards a
final collaborative project creates a sense of
finale and togetherness.

Given all the above, it does suggest that the
effort to engage with communities through
quality art experiences is loaded with a broad
range of challenges. There is a great deal to
consider. It appears worthwhile to have
preparation in artistic and social development,
a review of representational strategies and 
how they can be developed, and insights related
to matching materials to ideas. Experiential
processes, themes, and metaphors that
accommodate the exploration of personal
voice and working collaboratively help staff
envision the possibilities and shape
experiences for others. In the future, such
preparation might make such a program run
more smoothly, and retain more participants,
staff, and community members. Such
preparation might also better equip future
staffers for whatever new challenges might
come their way in another program.
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From the perspective of a community partner
who has worked with the Community Arts
Partnerships program at mica for three years,
I am intrigued and impressed by the efforts
made by this historically renowned arts
institution to answer the clarion call to go
into its community, its city, and surrounding
areas to help make art relevant and interesting
to under-served populations. 

The reciprocal learning opportunities on
the part of art students and their community
participants can bring stunning and startling
revelations to both. Narrow cultural biases
often hold us hostage in our attitudes and
behavior. Firsthand exposure to the lives of
those who are socially, culturally, and
economically different from us will dissipate
fears and misconceptions and build bridges of
understanding. 

The integration and availability of quality art
programs in under-served communities in
Baltimore, particularly in the city’s public
school system, is minimal. There are very few
places where artistic ability and interest in
children, youth, and adults are identified,
nurtured, and encouraged. The mica cap
program provides an introduction to the
visual arts for at-risk youth, offers
opportunities for community participants to
explore varied media and the challenge of
creative expression, and allows community
members to interact with developing and
caring art students. 

For these efforts, which are also fraught with
growing pains, the administration of mica,
the leadership and faculty of cap should be
applauded. 

Importance of a Good Orientation for Students

As the mica case narrative reveals, it is
imperative that cap students working in
under-served communities receive a balanced
orientation. Typically, a cap student who
attends mica may come from a privileged
background; may be unfamiliar with racial,
social, and cultural diversity; and may have a
minimal understanding of the community
where he or she will work or its relationship
to Baltimore as a whole. This profile reflects a
person who may have a distinct disadvantage
in working with a population usually
unfamiliar except through rap music and
sports—a highly limited exposure. 

A balanced orientation should include
the vital statistics and signs of the community,
and information about youth participants.
Community assets, not liabilities, should be
stressed during this time so students will not
be daunted, frightened, or shocked by a too-
negative view of the community. While
negatives exist, and should be acknowledged,
they should be contextualized within the
framework of the total community: housing,
health, families, churches, teens, schools, and
what progress is being made to revitalize the
neighborhood. Students should understand
that dangers exist, but so do good people trying
to make a difference. 

Making the Best of the Space—and What’s In a

Name?

Donated space is terrific, but not if it can’t
meet your program needs. The over-sized
space available for the mica program might
have been a good problem for the art class to
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tackle. What a nice activity to determine how
students could make the space more
appropriate for their needs. A big mural
painted on paper or canvas and nailed to a
frame that could act as a divider might have
been one solution. Having children engage in
the decoration of the space would have been
fun for a group of 11–14 year olds who love
lots of activity and hands-on fun. It would
have immediately engaged them and integrated
several artistic methodologies in the process. 

Naming the program “Art Club” created an
immediate atmosphere of defeat. Many
children this age view art as a skill or talent
they do not have and as such become
immediately turned off or frustrated because
they feel they will be called upon to do what
they think they can’t do. Low self-esteem
plagues so many of our youth. Perhaps the
students could have been given the
opportunity to name their own “art”
gathering—selecting a name based on their
own experiences, their understanding of what
they would be doing. Participants in a
program like this need some ownership of the
process, particularly if it is a stand-alone
program not linked to a youth-serving
organization or a program where the youth do
other things, and “art” is just one item on a
menu of activities. 

Selecting an Age-Appropriate Curriculum 

The first project (coat of arms) captured the
attention of the youth participants. It was a
successful project that all students could
participate in regardless of their artistic skill
level, and they seemed to feel comfortable with
the project choice. The disagreement between
the three cap leaders after the initial
project’s success was problematic. The two
female leaders wanted to select a project that
was tactile and “free.” The male cap leader
wanted a two-dimensional drawing skill

activity, thinking that kids needed to learn
traditional art-making techniques or the entire
class would not have much value. 

Although there was no real consensus among
the leaders, they went with the latter idea, and it
was a disaster! Given the difficulty of recruitment
when participants thought “Art Club” equaled
“art skill,” and their initial apprehension about
getting involved, teaching two-dimensional
drawing as a second lesson was a bad idea and
reinforced the students’ initial fears. It had to be
very frustrating for most of them. 

In such a setting, it’s important to select
projects that have a high probability of a
successful outcome, and preferably those in
which youth can immediately see results.
Mural projects and mosaics, although they are
completed over a longer timeframe, also fall
into this category, because as they work
towards a final product, the kids can visualize
the end in the design they create. 

cap students may have to concede between
what constitutes a craft project verses an art
project, and listen to the voices of kids who
are trying to guide them to what they want and
like in a class. Oftentimes the expression of
the participants’ “voice” can take the form of a
disciplinary problem—worse, it could take the
form of non-attendance.

It’s helpful to keep in mind, when it comes to
discipline and curriculum selection, that you
can’t discipline a child whom you do not love
or at least have a respectful relationship with.
Many African American students do not feel
loved, respected, or understood by their
teachers. Lack of respect is contagious, and
teachers cannot expect children to respect
them if they don’t respect the children. Also,
different children need to learn in different
ways, so if teachers provide an interesting
and diverse art curriculum that meets the
interests of a wide variety of students,
disciplinary problems will often fade. 
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cap students should consider making
concessions and not impose their views of
what’s important upon their young
participants. Ask the students what they want
to do in art. A menu of possible projects such
as masks, puppets, quilts, abstract art,
drawing, collages, designing a city, a
community, is a great idea. Ask the participants
what they would enjoy—and they will tell you!

If You Build It, They Will Come—Not Always!

There are so few positive youth activities in
most under-served neighborhoods that when
activities designed for them are made
available, young people will usually come to
investigate. But they need to have a sense of
ownership in new programs and to feel good
about their participation, or they will not
come. Although you must create program
goals, and set high expectations for the
completion of projects children feel good
about, fun also needs to be integrated into
learning; young participants require lots of
activity, and they need their imagination bank
filled and challenged—or they will back out
on the program and simply not come. You can
have a tremendous program, great supplies,
unlimited resources, even a good staff, but if
the projects are not interesting or stimulating,
the participants will not come. 

You expect them to show up—and they need
to know you will be there for them. Holidays,
special vacations, professional meetings
should be clearly announced ahead of time,
and there should be a schedule so students
know when the program is in operation.

Superheros, Trash, Treasure—and Cultural

Misconceptions

There is so much energy from kids around
mythical superheroes. Superheroes are strong,
fearless, bold, and aggressive. They champion

good causes, are fighters, risk takers, smart,
have muscles, and are attractive to the opposite
sex—all things that kids imagine themselves
to be. No wonder the Banner youth were
excited to create superheroes and have them
protect their community! This is a high-energy
project and could be expanded in many ways—
with a story, with additional heroes. 

On the other hand, students in low-income
communities live with illegal trash dumping
every day. Found-object artwork, particularly
in the trash, is an abomination to kids who
know the danger of trash—needles used for
drugs, razor blades, broken bottles. This age
group also doesn’t like to get dirty, which is
reinforced by parents warning them not to get
their clothes messed up, and this, coupled
with peer pressure to look nice among your
friends, means young people more often opt
to be well groomed than not to be. One
person’s trash may be another person’s
treasure, but in most communities where our
children reside, art from found objects may
not go over very well. Style, appearance,
cleanliness is important to pre- and early
teens. Community artists should plan
activities with that in mind.

Reaching Consensus, Parents, and Community

The final celebration of the Art Club was
exciting, however, the cap program needed to
rely on their community partners in the
Banner Neighborhood to involve the parents
of the children in the big display of the
children’s art. It is not easy to involve parents,
even though we understand that children will
develop much faster and more productively
when the parents not only are involved with
their children, but are growing and developing
themselves. Parent-program relations are vital,
however, and program organizers should ask
themselves what they really want parents to
do, and find meaningful ways to involve parents. 
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One way to engage parents is for program
staff and students to involve themselves in the
community and meet parents where they
are. A mid-program connection with the
parents and the community is important.
Communication among the cap students,
program participants, and the Banner
community is also important. As much as
possible, cap interns and volunteers must be
seen in activities outside of the art program.
Talking to and getting to know some of the
parents in front of their homes or inviting
them to the Art Club may help to build trust. 

Community art is a holistic process and
must involve the children, the family, the
schools, local institutions like churches, and
the community. This is no small
commitment on the part of cap community
artists. They must realize they are not just
teaching art, they are impacting lives through
art and relationships. They are part of a
powerful movement to transform
communities by being the right person in the
right place at the right time with the right
heart and the right message. 

The history of the Cooper Union Saturday
Program, which gave birth to the Queens cap
project, seemed to parallel what was
happening in New York and across the
country in the 1960s and ’70s. It was a period
that also had a profound impact on my own
development as an artist. 



I was born in New York in 1949 and grew up
on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. As a teenager,
I attended the city’s High School of Music &
Art. Growing up in the city, my earliest
memories include walking to school through
Harlem during the 1964 riots and
participating in demonstrations against the
war in Vietnam. A few years after graduating
from high school, I moved to the Lower East
Side and became involved in community arts
projects that had their roots in federal
poverty programs and the teacher’s strike in
the ’60s. Many of us were affected by what
was going on politically and socially across the
country. We were searching for ways to connect
arts to activism and larger grassroots
movements for change. Even though I came
from a Japanese American family, where I was
taught to be obedient and docile, I whole-
heartedly embraced the ’60s counterculture,
which encouraged people to look at social
institutions and to question everything from
personal and sexual relationships, to the ways
children are taught in schools and the lack of
health care for poor and working people.

My decision to work in the community was
driven largely by economic and social
conditions, but other artists were inspired by
the political art coming out of countries like
Cuba and China. Even so, there weren’t any
guidelines or models to work from in those
days. There was a feeling of being in uncharted
territory. We felt like part of a huge
movement, but in reality, many groups were
divided along racial and class lines. We were
fairly isolated and the neighborhood you lived
and worked in shaped your perspective on the

world. Geography defined community, which
took on a much more local meaning. The
information network wasn’t the same as it is
now, in the age of the Internet. 

Artists working in the community were not
viewed as making real art. The art world
dismissed community art as second class, and
considered it “ghetto art” because it was created
for urban neighborhoods. Making
community art meant going against the
grain and finding other people with similar
feelings about working outside the
mainstream or looking outside existing
institutions and making new connections on
your own. A lot of people I worked with were
artists of color or artists whose work
addressed social and political themes that
were unpopular in the art world. Finding
alternative audiences and forms of validation
motivated artists to move outside traditional
mainstream venues and discover other ways to
make art. The community was the place to go.

Much of this history has been erased or
lost. Cities are huge sources of cultural
energy; even people who have been doing
interesting projects in urban communities for
decades are probably unaware of what
happened 20, 30 years ago on the Lower East
Side. I am pleased that people are now taking
an interest in the community arts
movements of the ’60s and ’70s. The work
that was created by huge numbers of people
during that time is virtually gone and exists
only in the memories of the people who
participated. It’s important to document those
efforts and preserve that legacy.
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After graduating from the High School of
Music & Art. I went to the Philadelphia
College of Art for one year and majored in
fine art, but painting seemed so irrelevant in
1968 that I left school and ventured out on my
own. I traveled around the country for a few
years trying to figure what I wanted to do.
When I returned to nyc, I was excited to read
a newspaper article about murals. Then one
day in Chinatown I came across some people
painting a mural, and I stopped to watch.
Someone handed me a paint brush and I
joined in. Soon after that, a mural job
became available—my first job as an artist.
That’s how I got involved. Those original
projects were set up to invite people on the
street to participate. For me, the experience
opened up a whole world.

Many of us relied on word of mouth for
news about art projects. In 1972, I heard about
a group that was meeting in a basement in
Chinatown to create an anthology of art and
poetry about Asians in America. No one in the
group was a professional artist but everyone
was interested in art and culture. We worked
together to create the first published
anthology of Asian American writing and art
(Yellow Pearl, 1972). Some of the members of
the group went on to found the Basement
Workshop, a community arts program in
Chinatown that was in existence for 16 years.
Basement Workshop became my introduction
to Asian-American history and inspired me to
make art about cultural identity. Working in
the community led to important relationships
and friendships that I’ve maintained for years.
It’s an example of how one program can open
a door and alter a person’s life.

Later, Cooper Union began bringing
Saturday students to my studio, and one of
them was Antoine Touze. I was struck by how
different these students were from the students
I went to school with. When I went to Music

& Art in 1966, there were only two Chinese
students in the entire school and only a
handful of African American students (who
were all in the music department). In contrast,
the Cooper classes were filled with young
students of color who were aspiring artists.
Marina Gutierrez had asked me to share my
experiences with these students, and at first I
found it awkward to talk about dropping out
of college. I realized that these young people
were at a crossroads in their lives and I wanted
to encourage them to take advantage of all the
opportunities to get a better education. I
didn’t want to give them the impression that
artists didn’t need to go to school. It turned
out that the students were eager to hear my
story because they were deeply interested in
the process of how one becomes an artist,
which is a process filled with decisions. I
remember as a visiting artist at Swarthmore
College that I was asked to give a talk and the
chair of the art department instructed me in
the car on the way to the auditorium not to
tell the students that I didn’t have a degree. I
suppose that it’s fairly common practice to
expect artists to talk about their work only in
formal terms, but I think that the personal
decisions that artists make in their lives
shape their work, their audiences, and their
unique way of looking at the world. I wanted
the students to understand that when I was
their age people were actively engaged in
creating alternatives to the status quo and
schools simply weren’t meeting those needs. I
wanted the students to understand that, like
life, there isn’t just one trajectory to
becoming an artist. Sometimes we need to
respond to the political and social climate we
live in, even if it means taking risks or making
choices that take us on different, often more
difficult paths.
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It’s interesting to see that people who were
previously very sympathetic to community art
movements are now the gatekeepers of
foundations and philanthropic institutions and
hold positions of power. As the gatekeepers,
they are able to channel money into areas
they’re interested in. (The Ford Foundation is
a good example of this.) But it seems like
funding for community programs is still a
concession to community pressure, a few
crumbs being thrown out in the face of huge
demands for change.

I have mixed feelings about the current
trend to transform community arts into an
academic field. We do need to encourage
artists to work in the community, but the
institutionalization of community arts troubles
me. If you’re working with school children or
teenagers—and so much community art is
made by youth—there are so many issues of
censorship to contend with. Dean Robert
Rindler, quoted in the Cooper Union case study,
referred to the “renegade aspect” of Cooper’s
Saturday Program, describing it as a program
based on critique, which challenged the
institutional relationship between authority
and responsibility.

I believe the roots of community art have
always been and remain marginal and renegade.
It’s art created outside the mainstream and for
that reason there’s a built-in subversive or radical
element to it. When you institutionalize it, you
control the process of how it’s made, and who
it’s made for, so it’s made less threatening.
You extinguish the potentially radical
possibilities when you contain it. In a school
situation, I can understand why you might want
to maintain control (especially when it comes to
sexual content), but the institutionalizing of
community art in schools—in an atmosphere
where there are a lot of limitations imposed
on the participants—neutralizes the work
because it has to appeal to everybody and

offend no one. How do programs like this
maintain their edge, when they become
integrated into a school curriculum?

As a public artist I was interested in murals
because they were a venue for sharing ideas
about politics and responding to social
issues. I gradually learned that one can’t just
impose one’s personal ideology on groups of
people—you have to have a conversation to
arrive at mutual understanding. The process
of sitting down and saying, ”Well I’m here
on the left and you’re there in the middle—
let’s look at those things that are important to
us and try to come to common ground,” is an
important step. My role asa public artist has
always included creating a space where
people meet each other to come to some form
of agreement. It wasn’t something I developed
sitting in a room while writing a proposal.

So it’s ironic that community art is being
taught on the mfa level in universities,
because, when it comes to talking about a
peer-teaching model, it’s the complete opposite
of my experience. People are graduating with
degrees in a field and then they’re going to go
out and teach, with academic credentials, a
process that came out of the community.
Community remains a euphemism for poor
and working people, for people of color, for
people who don’t have money or resources
and live in poor neighborhoods, usually
urban areas. Whether you’re talking about
those groups of people as your target
audience or about the need for more diversity,
there is certainly a need for work or art or
culture that addresses the community directly,
which you don’t see in the mainstream. Even
though there are inroads in the media, and
culture is becoming more global and rapidly
disseminated by the Internet, I still think if
you look at fine art in America there’s very
little diversity. It’s diversity that the
community arts continue to offer.



It can be argued that anything that gives
legitimacy to the field is probably a good thing.
The more it’s written about and explored
critically, the more it’s going to develop into
something that will change the nature of art
making and have an impact on the contemporary
art world as well. The idea of these parallel
universes in the art world became very
apparent in the 1980s when organizations
and groupings of artists based on race or
gender created their own work, which then
filtered upwards into the mainstream art
world. Perhaps that’s always been the cycle,
but it would be nice to think we could change
the way culture is made in this country.

In reading the case narratives of Mary
Valverde, Leslie Hewitt, and Antoine Touze, I
was struck by their instincts and their intuition
about what makes a real collaboration work. It
took much longer for me to learn from my
mistakes—and I made a lot of them. All three,
Mary, Leslie, and Antoine, were involved with
Cooper’s Saturday Program, which probably
made a big difference. They learned early in
their careers that peer teaching is a huge part of
community art making.

Whenever I collaborate with the community,
I feel I’m going to learn something and that
my collaborators and I are peers. To assume I’m
going to control what happens is arrogant—
there has to be mutual respect as well as room
to listen to what other people have to say.
That isn’t as easy as it seems because teaching
is really about sharing knowledge. So many of
the young people I worked with were so
damaged by the school system that they really
did not want to be told how to do something.
And yet they had no skills, so it was a juggling
act — trying to understand how to
communicate, how to teach without imposing
something on people they felt uncomfortable
with. Some of the teenagers I worked with
in youth programs actually went to court in

the morning then came back, or had attention
problems so they really couldn’t sit in a
structured situation for very long. 

When we were painting community murals,
in order to teach and engage the young people,
we had to be creative. We used Polaroid
cameras and slides, had people role-playing in
the streets, and we relied heavily on oral history
and sketching in the scenarios we developed in
the workshops. We didn’t have Barnes & Noble
stores in those days, and many kids didn’t even
have books in their homes, so we had to ask
them to tell their own stories by relying on
family and neighborhood histories.

If there is anything to learn from the Queens
project, it is that attention to process is one
of the things overlooked or not emphasized
enough in the field of community arts. The
process of how one gets to the point of
making art is not just the art workshops
themselves, but all the planning that precedes
them, all the discussions between artists and
community that bring them to some form of
agreement about what it is they want to do.
And that process gets shortchanged when it’s
created months in advance of actually meeting
the community—or if the same handful of
artists are continually approached by community
groups because they have a model project that
can be applied indiscriminately to any
neighborhood. The process gets shortchanged
when people don’t realize that dialogue is
sometimes very contentious, so their fear of
confrontation leads to censorship. It’s not an
easy process, because there are people who are
not always happy to have community arts—they
don’t know what it is. They’re threatened by it. I
see that there’s a need for advocacy and a need
for people to take risks. Administrators have to
meet the artist halfway and sometimes that
dialogue is not smooth. That’s all a part of the
collaborative process —the planning, discussion,
and dialogue that has to be seen as long term. In
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order for real process to occur, there has to be a
commitment to a community arts project
beyonda year or two. 

Programs like the Wallace Foundation’s
Community Arts Partnerships are pilot
projects, put out into the world for people to
react to. That creates an enormous pressure to
be successful. Instead of short-term funding,
why can’t we ask for a long-term commitment? If
there isn’t a commitment to maintain these
programs beyond one or two years, even three
or four, then there’s no way to build on what has
been accomplished, no way to grow. The
Queens project demonstrates how it’s
absolutely essential that there be a long-term
investment in this process.

Artists also need to believe that this kind of
work has validity, and it’s important that they
are not forced to work in prescribed ways.
Artists need to challenge people’s expectations
and accept the responsibility or fallout for
failing that. Artists should always ask what’s
next and try to make something happen that’s
different and unusual and radical. In my own
way I feel pretty marginal to the art world, and
that means a certain amount of freedom in
that you don’t have the same pressures as
artists with galleries that require them to
produce a certain kind of work. 

Several years ago, I was selected to
participate in an arts program sponsored by
the National Endowment for the Arts called
the Mid Atlantic Artists & Communities:
America Creates for the Millennium Project.
Funds from the federal government were
allocated to a re-granting program which
disbursed the money to arts councils and arts
organizations across the country. Fifty
organizations were asked to select artists to
design community projects for each of the
fifty states. This was a pilot program created
by Hillary Clinton in response to the
dismantling of the nea by the Republican

congress and the elimination of funding for
individual artists. As a visual artist, I was
asked to work in East Los Angeles and design
a collaborative project with the Chicano
community.

It’s interesting to me that re-granting
programs have emerged as an alternative to
funding artists directly through fellowships
and artists’ grants. Agencies like the Mid
Atlantic Arts Foundation, with their built-in
hierarchies of funding, seem deliberately
designed to maintain control over artistic
content. I’ve always felt if you are going to
seek money from the government or from
public sources then you have to play by the
rules—you can’t expect to do anything you
want. On the other hand, on a more positive
note, I think the Mid Atlantic Artists &
Communities Program was created out of
recognition that there was a cultural climate
of fear and suspicion in the country that
needed to be addressed—a tangible hatred of
culture and artists. One way to correct this
was to bring artists into the community,
asking them to act as diplomats. Amid the
uproar in Congress over the work of Andres
Serrano and the role of public funding of art,
there was a lot of discussion about good and
bad art, and issues of quality. 

I agree with Antoine that the issue of
“quality” is important. Antoine was concerned
with the level of expectations of the skills of
the students, but issues of quality affect all the
judgments made about the impact of
community arts and the need for programming
of this kind. We can probably all agree that
there is no universal standard for quality, and
that a discussion of quality has everything to do
with the context in which you’re looking at
culture. But there has been very little
discussion about quality with regard to
community art. Why? I wonder. Do people
think community art is bad? Do people equate
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socially conscious art with bad art? Do people
have problems equating community art with art
generated by “professional” artists, or do they
find that community art is not professional art,
so the same standards don’t apply? Quality is
an unavoidable topic because it has to do with
how one measures the success of a project. A
discernible lack of “quality” jeopardizes
future funding. Everyone applies their own
standards of quality when they ask themselves
if work that comes out of a community is
successful or not.

The issue of quality in community art is
similar to what surfaced in the field of Asian-
American literature. Ten or twenty years ago
there weren’t more than a handful of people
writing Asian-American fiction. Maxine
Hong Kingston and four or five other
individuals had the enormous burden of being
spokespersons for the Asian community in
America, and there was a lot of pressure on
them to represent their communities in a
realistic and accurate way. Nowadays, there is
a mountain of fiction written by Asian
Americans and writers from all over the
world—from India, China, and the Middle
East. It’s possible to talk about quality and craft
without fear of censoring someone or making
them feel they can’t write from a personal
perspective. Over time, we’ve been able to
build more cultural awareness and a much
more sophisticated cultural vocabulary. I
think the same phenomenon could apply to
community art. At the moment, there just
isn’t enough critical mass. There haven’t been
enough projects that have caught national
attention for people to feel that they can talk
about community art knowledgably, but it
may only be a matter of time before the
situation changes.

Every artist who works with the community
has to ask herself: how legitimate am I in
terms of this grouping, what is my role?

Most of the time, even if you are from
Manhattan and you’re working in Brooklyn,
let’s say, you’re still marginal because you’re an
artist. But that could also work to your
advantage if you understand your role as an
outsider. As an outsider, you have less
baggage. You can see things more objectively.
If you understand the uniqueness of this
position, it might be easier to bring people
together to transcend difference.

Even within communities that share common
cultures, issues of class and gender divide people.
The assumption that being the same race or
sex immediately gives one an inside track into
what a community thinks is wrong. At one
time, I believed that you had to be from the
community to really work with community,
but I’ve had to change my thinking, because
we live in a global world now and our
definitions of community are changing. For
instance, 9/11 has changed our perspective
on what is public. All the boundaries we’ve
set up for ourselves are shifting. We’ve been
going along as Americans completely blinded
by our own self-importance and not seeing
what’s happening in the rest of the world.

It struck me that the origin of the cap
project was a “top-down” way of getting people
excited about the idea of community arts,
which probably contributed to the resulting
problems with bureaucracy. I was sorry that
the cap program at Cooper didn’t continue
and I could understand the frustrations of the
project’s participants. But sometimes conflict is
inevitable and the upside of any confrontation
is that it clarifies people’s differences and
allows them to focus on ways to come up 
with solutions. 

From the perspective of artists, the idea of
doing art in the community is always an issue
of control, of wrestling control and trying to
offer an alternative voice. Sometimes you find
yourself opposed to the top-down model, or
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any situation that makes you feel like the
recipient of a charitable gift. You have to ask
yourself: “So you get this gift, what do you do
with it?” Change it into something, into the
shape of what you’d like to see happen, into
“an image of yourself,” which is what these
young people from cap were trying to do.

The more radical something is, the more
difficult its success will be. It’s destined to
create conflicts within the bureaucracy, but
this is the energy that drives a project and
makes it interesting. Programs that are
adapted into curricula by schools and colleges
are so often formulaic and generic. I feel these
structures are designed to be cosmetic and
drain the energy out of a project. The real
tension and dynamism that emerge from a
community project come from questioning
the traditional ways that art is being taught.
That’s what I find compelling about this case,
which is filled with personal reasons for
questioning traditional teaching methods.
The recruitment process in the Cooper case
narrative, which focused on potential, rather
than accomplishment, was very similar to how
we went into the community as muralists. I see a
lot of parallels with my own experience painting
walls on the Lower East Side.

In evaluating any of these projects, it’s
difficult to be objective. I think what happens
in the evaluation process is that you are so
desperate to make the project sound
successful that it’s hard to be really critical.
The expectations for these projects are 
often so misguided or misdirected. I find 
that what you can expect in a year is sometimes
just not realistic.

Documentation for a project that is funded
as a pilot often winds up as beneficial for the
funders, but not for the artists or others
involved. This kind of documentation
doesn’t help us sit down together and
develop workshops on how to become better

community artists, or teach us how not to
make the same mistakes again. The 156 page
catalogue that accompanied and evaluated
the nea Mid Atlantic Artist & Communities
Program, for example, was published by the
government and used as an advocacy tool for
community art. It seemed to me that many
people were very hesitant to cast any negative
light on their involvement. I think it would
really have helped future participants or
future funders if that book had been more
critical, and offered ways help guide a project,
or cautioned participants about what not to
do or expect.

When people talk about numbers and
demographics and how to measure the
success of a program, they need to build into
the discussion a set of different standards for
evaluating what a successful project is. Failure,
or what people consider failure, is part of the
process. Making mistakes, taking risks, and
finding out that what you expected to happen
didn’t happen, or finding all kinds of ways to
do things differently from what you originally
set out to do, all these go with the territory.

In re-reading the case, I was struck by the
effort made to avoid pressuring the students
to make choices or to commit to a way of
making art, but rather, to learn how to use art
as a vehicle for analyzing information about
their environment. And to feel comfortable
about being creative—which is not something
you’re necessarily “allowed” to be in school. It is
interesting that what the cap summer classes
accomplished was to create a safe space for
young people that didn’t exist in other aspects
of their lives or in their schools. It’s heart-
breaking to me that people feel the world is
such an unsafe place that they can’t open up,
or tap into their creativity. We need to treasure
the spaces that do offer a window onto a more
creative life, as cap provided. 

Ironically, the premise of the curriculum
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was to bring the students outside the safe
space of the classroom and to reconnect with
the world around them as art makers, a
regenerative cycle that encourages young
people to venture out into society and return
to their communities with new knowledge.
Perhaps this is at the core of the cap
program, and is the true measure of the
program’s success. Despite their efforts not to
pressure their students to make the choice to
become artists, I’d like to think that as part of
their role as educators, Antoine, Mary, and
Leslie were engaged in building a new
generation of community teachers and artists
who will reinvest in their communities just as
these three did. The real successes of a
community arts program, even if these can be
counted on only one hand, are the
individuals who are transformed by the
experience and, like the young cap staff, are
able to give this experience back to others. But
the final challenge will most likely be the
juggling act that a life with one foot in the
community becomes.

Giving voice to the young people who
organized and designed the cap program, and
looking at both its accomplishments and its
shortcomings in a careful and critical way
will be extremely constructive. I hope that
this casebook will advance the cause of
community art. We need to be reassured
that we are on the right track, even if we run
up against bureaucratic resistance.
Community art may be inherently
threatening to the establishment, but
“good” community art is going to be
thought provoking. It’s going to make you sit
up and notice. A truly diverse and inclusive
approach to art making will have a
tremendous impact on the art world and
open up the possibility of great changes in
the way we teach and appreciate art.
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Tomie Arai is a third-generation

Japanese-American artist who was born

and lives in New York City. Her work

includes collaborative installations which

employ autobiography, family stories,

photographs, historical material, and oral

histories in an examination of cultural

diversity. Her awards and residencies

include the Anonymous Was A Woman

Award, the nea Visual Arts Fellowship

for Works on Paper, and many others.

Ron Bechet is chairman of the

Department of Art of Xavier University

of New Orleans, director of Xavier’s cap

program, and a painter whose work

captures the unique energies of the

southern Louisiana landscape. In

addition to being a widely exhibited

artist, he has worked as an artist in

community settings since returning to

his hometown of New Orleans after

completing his mfa at Yale in 1982. 

Karen Lee Caroll, Ed.D., is dean of the

Center for Art Education and Florence

Gaskins Harper Chair in Art Education

at Maryland Institute College of Art.

Recent honors include the National Art

Education Association’s Victor Lowenfeld

Award and National Distinguished

Service Award. She is chair of the Council

on Policy Studies in Art Education. She

maintains an active studio practice based

in photography and has exhibited in the

U.S. and abroad. Her research, writing,

and work in program development have

resulted in numerous significant

publications.

Karen Celestan has served for the last

10 years as publications and information

coordinator for the New Orleans Jazz &

Heritage Festival and as media coordinator

for Festival Productions, Inc., of

New Orleans, which produces the Essence

Music Festival. She was a copy editor 

for The Times-Picayune and The Louisiana

Weekly and was host of Writers’ Forum,

a weekly, 30-minute program on wrbh-

fm that spotlighted local and national

authors. She is currently at work on two

book projects—Freedom’s Dance, an

overview of New Orleans’ Second Line

culture with photographer Eric Waters;

and the autobiography of Harold Battiste,

a respected New Orleans musician and

arranger. She is a graduate of the

University of New Orleans with a ba

in communications.

Arlene Goldbard is a writer, organizer

and cultural theorist based in Richmond,

California. Her books and essays on

community cultural development and

other topics can be found at

http://arlenegoldbard.com

Marina Gutierrez, director of Cooper

Union’s Saturday Program and co-

director of its Saturday Outreach Program,

is an internationally exhibited artist

whose practice blends the realms of

studio arts with creative pedagogy and

public projects. Her work explores the

collective narratives of migration and

cultural displacement that overlay the

urban, industrial terrain with landscapes 

of recollection and memory. Her 

public works include design of the

Imagination Playground in Prospect Park

and the Helio-chronometer/Inti-Huatana/

Reloj Solar timekeeper in New York

City’s El Barrio.

Cinder Hypki is an artist, educator, and

community development consultant

based in Baltimore. Through her firm,

Hypki Consulting, she facilitates art,

community, and organizational

development projects for nonprofits 

and foundations. She has worked abroad

in Costa Rica, Hungary, and Romania,

and in 1998, was a community fellow of

the Open Society Institute, an opportunity

awarded to 10 social entrepreneurs in

Baltimore each year. From 2002–2004

she was associate director of cap at

mica, and she is current a member of

the ma in Community Arts faculty there.

Her most recent mosaic installation 

was the 2004 A Mosaic of Faiths, Hearts

and Hands for The Johns Hopkins

University Interfaith and Community

Service Center. 

Ken Krafchek is director of the ma in

Community Arts program at Maryland

Institute College of Art and former

director of cap at mica. He has connected

college students and community in 

arts-based programs since 1987, and was

founding director of mica’s Community

Arts Partnerships program. He is an

artist and freelance illustrator and a long-

time member of mica’s illustration

faculty. His work has appeared in many

prestigious national publications and

won awards from numerous professional

organizations.
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Sandi McFadden is executive director 

of the Franciscan Youth Center in 

East Baltimore. A native of Philadelphia,

she has served in numerous capacities 

in faith-based community service and

education projects in the U.S. and

internationally—as a missionary-educator

for the National Baptist Convention in

Liberia and Swaziland, in the Office 

of Global Education of the National

Council of Churches of Christ, u.s.a.,

and as foundation grants program

manager for Lutheran World Relief. She

has created and led youth development

programs at The Door, an inner-city

Christian community program, Metro

Maryland Youth for Christ, New Song

Learning Academy, and The Parks &

People Foundation. She is a member of

the faculty of mica’s ma in Community

Arts program.

Dr. Amalia Mesa-Bains is co-director of

the Reciprocal University for the Arts

Project and head of the Department of

Visual and Public Art at California State

University Monterey Bay. She is an

independent artist and cultural critic.

Her works, primarily interpretations of

traditional Chicano altars, resonate both

in contemporary formal terms and in

their ties to her community and history.

As an author of scholarly articles and a

nationally known lecturer on Latino art,

she has enhanced understanding of

multiculturalism and reflected major

cultural and demographic shifts in 

the United States.

Carmel Avegnon Sanders Carmel

Avegnon Sanders was assistant director

of the Center for Community Arts

Partnerships at Columbia College

Chicago, where she was also 

on the faculty.

Julie Simpson is executive director of

the Cricket Island Foundation (cif),

a family foundation of the Welles family,

which funds efforts throughout the

United States to give young people

opportunities to participate in the

decision-making processes that affect our

society. Prior to joining the cif staff,

she founded Columbia College Chicago’s

Center for Community Arts Partnerships

(ccap). She also served as executive

director of Columbia College’s Dance

Center from 1991 to 1998, and spent

over a decade in New York City as a

choreographer, performer, and arts

management consultant. She received

her ba in dance and art history from

Oberlin College, and her ma in dance

education and performance from New

York University. In 1997, She was named

one of the “40 under 40” by Crain’s

Chicago Business and is considered one of

the country's leading experts in the

field of arts in youth and community

development. She is co-founder and,

until 2004, was executive producer of

the DanceAfrica Chicago Festival.

Joan Weiner a resident of Salinas,

California, is a former journalist. She is

the public relations officer for California

State University, Monterey Bay.

Ann Wiens is an artist and writer in

Chicago. Formerly the editor of the

contemporary art magazine New Art

Examiner, she now edits Demo, the

magazine of Columbia College Chicago.

Wiens has written about art in Chicago

for more than a decade, and exhibits her

paintings and photographs nationally.

She is represented by Byron Roche

Gallery in Chicago. 

Tim Yohn a former New York City

resident, is a freelance editor and 

writer based in the Hudson River Valley.

tyohn@valstar.net
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