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In my many years of research on the roles 
of art in communities and contempo-
rary society, I have witnessed the efforts 

of cultural organizations as they strive to 
be ever more vital and relevant. What can 
they offer to communities? How can they 
improve quality of life? How can they be 
understood as essential to a region, city, 
or neighborhood? Partners for Livable 
Communities, with the support of MetLife 
Foundation, has made significant strides 
in answering these questions by emphasiz-
ing the importance of reaching out to two 
growing populations that often are over-
looked in many American communities: 
older adults (over 65) and immigrants.

Through a compelling collection of 
insights drawn from research in Atlanta, 
New York, Dallas, Phoenix, Tampa, and 
Chicago, the authors of this report offer 
a useful prism through which one might 
re-frame the ways in which cultural 
organizations connect to older adults and 
immigrant populations. Specifically, the 
results of this research call for active and 
meaningful engagement of these popula-
tions not only as audiences but also as 
active participants involved in shaping the 
creations, presentation, and advancement 
of art in our society. More intentional 
involvement of these populations has 
important benefits for the participants 

themselves as well as for the institutions 
that are wise enough to understand that the 
participation of older adults and immi-
grants is often imperative if they intend to 
be relevant and central to contemporary 
America. Certainly participants derive 
enjoyment, aesthetic fulfillment, and often 
experience their involvement in cultural 
activity as part of their civic engagement—
connecting to neighbors, expressing their 
views and voice. But organizations also 
find that outreach to these populations can 
expand their participant base and range of 
stakeholders, opportunities for partner-
ships with other arts and non-arts agencies, 
and even opportunities for funding.

Partners for Livable Communities and 
MetLife Foundation offer this important 
report at a crucial time—when people in 
the arts and other fields are wrestling with 
how to do their best work to create thriv-
ing, vibrant communities that embody and 
build on the assets of all groups.

Maria Rosario Jackson, Ph.D.
Director, Culture, Creativity and  
Communities Program
Metropolitan Housing and  
Communities Center
The Urban Institute
Washington, D.C.

Foreword
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Arts and cultural organizations 
traditionally have two main roles: 
the production of arts or cultural 

activities, and the presentation of them to 
an audience. Both of these fundamentally 
involve people, as producers or as specta-
tors; it is people who give cultural organi-
zations their means and purpose. 

Given this importance, when demo-
graphics change, cultural organizations 
must pay attention; and demographics are 
indeed changing. Two of the fastest grow-
ing population groups present a timely 
opportunity for engagement but are at 
risk for being ignored by many cultural 
organizations that could benefit from their 
participation.

Which are these two rapidly expand-
ing populations? They are the rising tide 
of immigrants and older adults. Whether 
looking at the ever-increasing waves of 
immigration or the incoming wave of 
adults over the age of 65, it is clear that 
America’s demographic makeup is increas-
ingly diverse and proportionally older 
than in the past. At the same time, arts and 
cultural organizations in search of new 
audiences have primarily focused on the 
‘young and wireless.’ While this may be one 
strategy for bolstering the number of tick-
ets sold, it means that cultural organiza-
tions may be ignoring the populations that 

need them most, and also ignoring a host 
of opportunities to increase their reach and 
resources in the community.

Immigrants and older adults face a 
number of challenges. For the immigrant 
community, these may include education, 
jobs, health, and isolation. Older adults also 
face challenges around finances, health, 
mobility, and isolation. Arts and cultural 
organizations not only have the ability 
to make small changes to help mitigate 
barriers to cultural participation, but also 
have the ability to address some of these 
central issues, with lasting impact, through 
programming and partnerships. Both these 
populations labor under misperceptions 
and stereotyping, categorized by special-
ized needs; but both bring knowledge, 
experience, and social ties as new assets for 
cultural organizations.

To understand whether and how arts 
and cultural organizations are adapt-
ing to these changes, Partners for Livable 
Communities researched and interviewed 
cultural organizations in six cities. Partners 
began this project building on years of 
experience working with cultural organi-
zations on social and economic develop-
ment. The findings are clear: organizations 
must look inside their programming and 
operations, and ‘outside their four walls,’ 
to create meaningful partnerships, partici-

Executive Summary
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pate in and listen to the community, and 
generally embody the spirit of being a good 
neighbor. The key to addressing these find-
ings is to understand the value of mutually 
beneficial relationships.

While cultural organizations face 
increasing external pressure from funders, 
stakeholders, and others to demonstrate 
their social and economic impact, some 
have made it clear that community devel-
opment is not their mandate. Instead, they 
focus on marketing and donor relations, 
while proclaiming their community 
involvement through outreach programs 
focused on bringing arts to the commu-
nity. While these elements are and will 
always remain important activities, there 
is a much larger opportunity in creating 
reciprocal relationships with the surround-
ing neighborhood.

Arts and cultural organizations have 
resources that can help immigrants and 
older adults to become connected and 
valuable members of a community. By 
engaging with these populations in mean-
ingful ways, cultural organizations can 
increase their attendance, revenues, and 
donor relations while simultaneously pro-
viding valuable services and expanding the 
reach of their arts mission. Unfortunately, 
too many organizations believe that ‘excel-
lence’ and ‘equity’ are fundamentally at 
odds. They are not. As the many examples 
in this report show, community building 
activities do not need to get in the way of 
aesthetic values; indeed, understanding the 
community with a willingness to delve into 
difficult issues helps to feed the quality and 
impact of the arts.

Building mutually beneficial relation-
ships means that arts and cultural orga-
nizations get involved in the community 
around them. They make attempts to 
understand major issues in the community 

such as health, development pressures, or 
discrimination. They work with the com-
munity both inside their four walls and 
outside, by participating in community 
dialogues, events, and visions. And they do 
it both because it is beneficial to them and 
because it is beneficial to the community. 
On the other side, immigrants and older 
adults have unique assets to offer. The 
immigrant community often has extensive 
social networks and deep ties to cultural 
heritage, and many older adults have 
diverse experiences and flexible schedules 
to contribute to cultural activities. Both 
groups bring the added value of strong 
family and youth connections. If cultural 
organizations can tap into these networks 
and this experience, they will find audi-
ences to sustain them far into the future. 

This report briefly describes the state 
of the arts and culture sector, followed by 
in-depth examinations of the two popula-
tions: immigrants (those who are foreign-
born) and older adults (those aged 65 and 
over). Within these discussions, the report 
describes some of the most salient aspects 
of these groups for cultural organizations, 
and how they can, and already do, engage 
with the cultural sector. 

In the research by Partners for Livable 
Communities and its interviews with lead-
ers of arts and cultural organizations in six 
cities (Atlanta, Chicago, Dallas, New York 
City, Phoenix, and Tampa), Partners found 
many developed, innovative programs 
that attract a diverse audience base, with 
a majority focus on immigrant and older 
audiences. These organizations have built 
a new and broader base of patrons, but 
they have not accomplished this through 
marketing alone. Instead, they have made 
a fundamental commitment to supporting 
their communities, often in fresh and novel 
ways. 
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The second part to this report defines 
ten recommendations for arts and cultural 
organizations interested in reaching out 
to immigrants and older adults. These 
are followed by valuable insights distilled 
from leaders of arts and cultural organiza-
tions in the six cities. These organizations 
were chosen because of their methods for 
creating arts and cultural experiences that 
satisfy the interests and specialized needs of 
their immigrant and older adult audiences.

These recommendations stimulate 
discussion regarding the internal and 
external changes made by arts and cultural 
organizations, to result in greatly improved 
programs for immigrants and older adults, 
while contributing to the social capital of 
communities. 

In brief, these recommendations are:
1. Develop an Asset-Based Model 
Recognize both the assets of the immigrant 
and older adult populations, and those 
embedded in the arts and cultural orga-
nizations as the building blocks for new 
ideas. While immigrants and older adults 
have special needs, they also have numer-
ous resources from which cultural organi-
zations can benefit.
2. Step Outside the Walls
Meet prospective audiences and partners 
on their own turf, and do not hesitate to 
use spaces outside of the organization. This 
will open the doors to new audiences and 
create an easier link for community mem-
bers to visit the organization.
3. Understand the Community  
and its Residents 
Stay on top of what is happening in the 
community by talking to individuals, lead-
ers, and formal and informal groups. Avoid 
falling into the trap of stereotyping and 
instead work to understand what is differ-
ent and unique about a particular neigh-
borhood and community.

4. Build Trust, Relationships,  
and Partnerships 
Relationships are a two-way street and 
cultural organizations that reach out to 
immigrant groups or centers for older 
adults need to be prepared to both offer, 
and receive, in equal amounts.
5. Develop Intentional and Inclusive  
Programming 
“Community Relations” should not be 
its own segregated organizational depart-
ment. Arts and cultural organizations 
should integrate programming relevant 
to community issues into their normal 
line-up and into their education efforts. To 
the greatest extent possible, all program-
ming should be designed to be inclusive 
and appeal to the broadest audiences. The 
choices arts and cultural organizations 
make should be informed by their care-
fully acquired understanding of potential 
audiences and by evaluating the benefits to 
them.
6. Value Audiences and Volunteers 
Audiences are also marketers, community 
members, and neighbors, and must be val-
ued as the reason for an arts and cultural 
organization to exist. Immigrants and older 
adults benefit from volunteering, and many 
have the experience, expertise, and knowl-
edge of their communities to be invaluable 
resources to arts and cultural organiza-
tions. Volunteer opportunities, however, 
must be structured to accommodate their 
interests and experience. 
7. Eliminate Barriers 
Every step of the process—from developing 
a program, to its scheduling and market-
ing, ensuring the safety and accessibility 
of the venue, as well as the hours when 
it is offered, and creation of the program 
in one dominant language—is critical to 
determining the accessibility of an arts 
or cultural event. Offering multilingual 
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programming or building an access ramp 
creates accessibility once patrons are on the 
door step, but will not break down greater 
barriers to entry such as lack of access to 
ticketing websites, programming scheduled 
at inconvenient times, or the preponder-
ance of culturally insensitive space. 
8. Develop Marketing Strategies  
that Build on Relationships 
Marketing strategies can build on relation-
ships in a variety of ways. A smart mar-
keter targeting immigrant or older adult 
audiences for an arts and cultural event, 
for example, will select words, pictures, and 
images for marketing materials that suggest 
a relationship between their interests and 
the institution’s coming events. Marketing 
materials for a program featuring older 
adult dancers would be missing a major 
selling point if they do not have pictures of 
the dancers performing in costume. One 
of the most powerful marketing tools is to 
stress a relationship—the close affiliation 
between the prospective audience and the 
host organization. 
9. Assess the Organization from the Inside 
To intentionally engage immigrants and 
older adults involves the entire organiza-
tion. It takes ensuring that the entire staff 
and board of directors are committed 
not just in principle but through strategic 

plans, job descriptions, and team building. 
One of the most visible and informative 
statements of arts and cultural organiza-
tions is the mission. Does it clearly embrace 
all community members? It is critical 
that arts and cultural institutions assess 
their missions, take into account changing 
demographics, and pay close attention to 
major implications of the shifts in popu-
lation. An institution that fails to do so, 
large or small, may find that its audience is 
shrinking and that its events are no longer 
relevant.
10. Be a Leader and Good Model— 
Collaborate Outside the Arts and  
Culture Sector
Arts and cultural organizations do not 
want to get stuck in a narrow framework 
that limits their creativity, especially when 
designing programs for new audiences. 
Some of the most exemplary programs for 
immigrants and older adults collaborate 
outside of the arts and culture sector to 
partner with institutions and organizations 
in fields such as health, science, and educa-
tion. Leaders of arts and cultural organiza-
tions will initiate such partnerships with 
organizations previously identified as hav-
ing little in common, showing the benefits 
of cross-sector collaborations. n

The Latin American  
Association 
The Latin American Associa-
tion sponsors ¡Inspira! youth 
programs, which provide a 
range of services includ-
ing a four-week summer 
camp created to improve 
academic achievement for 
Latino students and engage-
ment in the visual arts, 
dance, and drama. 
Image courtesy of the Latin 
American Association
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“Arts and cultural organizations struggle to find ways to connect with the older 
adults in their community.”1 

The National Museum of 
Mexican Art
The annual Día de los Muertos: 
Rooted in Tradition exhibit 
is attended by thousands of 
people. Día de los Muertos is 
a Mexican holiday honoring 
those family and friends who 
have passed away. 
Image courtesy of The National 
Museum of Mexican Art



Introduction • 11

In the next two decades, the number of 
adults age 65 and older in the United 
States will double to more than 70 

million. This upward trend is also true 
of the immigrant population: between 
1990 and 2007, the foreign-born popula-
tion increased from 19.8 million to 37.9 
million,2 a trend projected to continue. 
Immigrants now account for one in eight 
U.S. residents, the highest level in 80 
years.3 Between 2000 and 2007, 10.3 mil-
lion immigrants arrived in America—the 
highest seven-year period of immigration 
in U.S. history.4 Among the foreign-born 
population, 20 percent or six million peo-
ple, are 55 or older, with Asian and Latino 
elders comprising the fastest-growing seg-
ment of this population. 

For organizations that provide oppor-
tunities for arts and cultural participation, 
these demographic trends represent an 
opportunity to expand their audiences and 
take leadership positions in their com-
munities. Culture plays unique roles to 
knit the fabric of communities, connect 
disparate groups, and build social capital. 
Yet, despite the tremendous demographic 
changes of the past 20 years, the audiences 
for arts and cultural activities have not sig-
nificantly increased or broadened. Though 
arts and cultural leaders recognize this fact, 
engaging new audiences beyond their core 

is one of the central challenges facing arts 
and cultural institutions today.5 

A Civic Transformation—and an  
Opportunity for Arts and Cultural  
Institutions 

America is experiencing a second great immi-
gration wave. Unlike the first great wave of 
immigration at the turn of the 20th century, 
which was concentrated in urban areas, 21st 
century immigrants are finding economic 
opportunities in all parts of the country, 
including the Midwest and Southeast as well 
as the traditional immigrant magnets of New 
York, Chicago, and Los Angeles. Congruent 
with the iconic founding of our country, 
immigration continues to be the major force 
at work behind America’s diversity. 

Even as America continues to become 
more culturally and ethnically diverse, 
another population wave is coming: the aging 
of the baby boomers. Beginning January 1, 
2011, the first of an estimated 78 million baby 
boomers turned 65 years of age, followed by 
11,000 more each day for the next twenty 
years. The number of adults age 65 and above 
will almost double between now and 2030—
one in every five Americans in the United 
States will be 65 and above; ten million 
Americans will be age 85 and above.6

Introduction: Building Audiences 
While Serving Community 
The Status and Opportunities for 
Arts and Cultural Institutions with 
Older and Immigrant Populations
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These two massive demographic waves 
will intersect, as the older adult population 
itself will become far more diverse. The 
number of older Latinos will quadruple to 
reach 8 million people; and the older Asian 
population will grow from 1 million in 
2003 to 4 million in 2030.7 

The changes that these demograph-
ics bring are affecting and will continue 
to affect our communities and core civic 
institutions. Public schools, for example, 
are facing increasing pressures to educate a 
more diverse population of students. Local 
and state elected officials are legislating 
for and seeking the votes of a much more 
diverse constituency and a more complex 
web of interest groups. For the school 
superintendent who has to meet an ever-
rising bar for academic achievement with 
an ever more diverse student body with 
growing needs, or the city council member 
who has noticed more Latinos and senior 
citizens at neighborhood meetings and 
hearings, adapting to new demographic 
realities is a necessity. 

So it is for arts and cultural institutions. 
To develop their audience and donor base, 
attract new sources of institutional funding 
and political support, and increase pub-
lic support for the arts, arts and cultural 
institutions must creatively adapt to the age 
wave and the immigrant boom as critical 
and growing parts of the country’s chang-
ing demographics. 

Even as the communities around them 
are rapidly changing, the audiences for arts 
and cultural organizations are not keeping 
pace. Only one in every ten visitors to a 

museum is a person of color.9 Participation 
rates in the “benchmark” arts of jazz, clas-
sical music, opera, musical theater, ballet, 
theater and visual art are actually declin-
ing.10 

Seen in this light, the aging of the baby 
boomers and the explosive growth and 
diversification of America’s immigrant 
population are major tests for how cultural 
institutions will adapt to changing demo-
graphics. These indeed are two of the most 
marked demographic trends in the country 
both today and over the next 20 years. 
More broadly, these demographic trends 
are among the most politically visible and 
potentially polarizing. Without more inter-
generational programs that engage older 
adults in the civic lives of their communi-
ties, many older adults can easily become 
isolated. When mechanisms for empower-
ing immigrants and giving them a sense 
of belonging in their communities are not 
available, anti-immigrant sentiments are 
more easily exploited, and immigrant pop-
ulations are more vulnerable. By providing 
outlets for creative expression and building 
bridges connecting different groups in their 
communities, arts and cultural organiza-
tions can position themselves as critical 
community institutions and catalysts for 
positive community change.

Engaging ‘new’ audiences who may 
think of ‘art’ and ‘culture’ differently, often 
requires deep changes in organizational 
practice and sensibility within arts and 
cultural institutions. This is ongoing work 
requiring strong community partnerships 
and a finger on the pulse of changing com-
munities. It requires different skill sets than 
those traditionally associated with arts pro-
duction, marketing and education—often 
akin to community organizing. 

Yet throughout the country, this work is 
getting done, with fruitful results. A wide 

Many immigrants experience the American cultural 

scene not as opportunities to be explored, but as a set of 

barriers to be overcome.8
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variety of arts and cultural institutions have 
increased their audience base and attracted 
new funding and community support 
through creatively engaging older adults 
and immigrants. They have also positioned 
themselves as catalysts for positive change 
in their communities, giving themselves 
stature and “heft” among decision-makers. 
These change-making institutions put arts 
and culture in a new light—as a critical ally, 
a community resource and connector, and 
a builder of social capital in communities 
characterized by their diversity.

America’s cities and metropolitan areas 
are thriving on this growing diversity and 
rich cultural mix. Whether it is the Sun-
belt, the Southeast or older Northeastern 
and Midwestern regions, metropolitan 
growth is being fueled by immigrants and 
the aging of the baby boomers. This report 
highlights the innovative work of arts 
and cultural institutions in six cities, all 
of which are being profoundly affected by 
America’s age wave and immigrant boom.

The Changing Nature of Arts  
Organizations: Moving Beyond  
Marketing

Much like every institution, organization, 
and corporation throughout the United 
States during the deepest recession since 
the Great Depression, arts and cultural 
organizations are at a critical juncture in 
ensuring their sustainability into the future. 

However, the current economy is not the 
only or even major cause for this reexami-
nation of the arts’ role in our society; over 
the last 30 years, the field of arts and culture 
has expanded from what many think of as 
the traditional ‘high art’ nonprofit model 
that flourished in the mid-20th century. 
When discussing ‘the arts’ today, people 
might mean any number of things: from the 
traditional ‘high arts’ of established organi-
zations, to smaller, localized, more recently 

By providing outlets for creative expression and building bridges  

connecting different groups in their communities, arts and cultural 

organizations can position themselves as critical community  

institutions and catalysts for positive community change.

According to the Americans for the Arts’ 2009 National Arts Index, in 1960 
there were less than 7,000 arts organizations. As of 2009, there were more 
than 104,000. Some of the themes and trends of the 2009 study showed that:

1 The arts follow the business cycle. The arts respond to the booms and busts 
of the nation’s economy. Based on past patterns, it is estimated that an arts 
rebound will begin in 2011.
2 Demand for the arts lags supply. Between 1998 and 2008, there was a 
steady increase in the number of artists, arts organizations, and arts-related 
employment. Nonprofit arts organizations alone grew in number from 73,000 
to 104,000 during this span of time. That one out of three failed to achieve 
a balanced budget even during the strongest economic years of this decade 
suggests that sustaining this capacity is a growing challenge, and these gains 
are at risk.
3 How the public participates in and consumes the arts is expanding. Tens of 
millions of people attend concerts, plays, operas, and museum exhibitions, yet 
the percentage of the U.S. population attending these arts events is shrinking, 
and the decline is noticeable. On the increase, however, is the percentage of 
the American public personally creating art (e.g., music making, and drawing). 
Technology is changing how Americans experience the arts and consumption 
via technology and social media is also up.
4 The competitiveness of the arts is slipping. The arts, in many ways, are not 
stacking up well against other uses of audience members’ time, donor and 
funder commitment, or spending when compared to non-arts sectors.11
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created institutions, to for-profit enterprises, 
to the informal arts participation that occurs 
on every block in America.

Cultural organizations and activities 
face a variety of pressures around fundrais-
ing, marketing in the new media, audi-
ence development, and even more deeply 
sustaining a purpose. For example, large, 
established organizations requiring major 
grants from foundations and individuals are 
finding: increasing competition for these 
funds and attention, increasing maintenance 
and labor costs, fewer audience members 
able to pay high ticket fees, a reduced value 
of the ‘cultural capital’ that patronage of 
their institutions provides, and difficulty 
in adapting old methods of administration 
to new media and marketing strategies.12 
Mid-sized arts organizations face similar 
challenges, with the added difficulty of an 
increased reliance on grants that are issued 
with less regularity than those for the larger, 
entrenched organizations. 

Many in the arts world recognize that 
the old model of doing business no longer 
applies and, subsequently, are adjusting 
their practices to appease funders and audi-
ences alike. For funding, arts and cultural 
organizations are learning how to speak a 
new language of ‘impact and outcomes,’ 
where instead of focusing on excellence 
they must quantify and qualify value to 
their target audience. In terms of audience 
development, cultural organizations must 
adapt to the idea that the old days of season 
ticket holders and traditional marketing 
campaigns are no longer enough to keep 
the doors open.13 

Marketing and audience development 
have always been important parts of the 
sustainability of arts organizations. In par-
ticular, over the last 20 years the number 
of studies on audience development has 
grown exponentially, with an increasing 

focus on new media, building relationships, 
and young and diverse audiences. Arts 
organizations are told they must under-
stand their purpose within a community, 
reach out through popular channels such 
as social networking sites, and create pro-
grams that are more attractive to the ‘next 
generation’ of arts audiences. 

Within this abundance of advice lies 
a smaller, but critical set of voices that is 
urging a shift from thinking about build-
ing audiences to building communities. 
The challenge for cultural organizations 
in this model is to understand community 
engagement, not as getting the commu-
nity engaged with the institution, but as 
actually engaging with the community in a 
mutually beneficial relationship. For many 
cultural organizations, this can be harder 
than it sounds—it means fundamentally 
changing how the organization operates 
and dedicating resources to activities that 
may not be directly funded as a part of core 
programming. It may also mean becoming 
involved in political, social, and economic 
issues in the community often buffeted 
with turmoil, complex power dynamics, 
and competing intentions.

The rewards for overcoming these chal-
lenges are what make the effort worthwhile; 
instead of relying on traditional arts fund-
ing sources, organizations gain indepen-
dence and the ability to seek out new 
grants from human services agencies, com-
munity development interests, social justice 
organizations, and more. As their interest 
and involvement in the community grow, 
so too does the investment of the com-
munity in the organization, which means 
more people through the doors, more 
volunteers, and more attention from those 
in power. There may be increased inter-
est from community-based organizations 
representing diverse sectors to partner with 
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the arts organizations, bringing in more 
resources and opportunities. Furthermore, 
as more people become engaged with the 
organization, they gain political clout and 
supporters which may result in increased 
public funding and involvement in plan-
ning efforts. While these benefits can be 
considered tangential to their arts missions 
or goals of excellence, they are critical to 
sustaining the organization. 

The current focus on young popula-
tions is not without great merit; they are 
seen as the ‘growth audiences’ and as more 
unengaged than their older counterparts. 
However, even while the rates of partici-
pation by younger audiences in certain 
sectors of the arts are declining, lead-
ing to what many organizations call ‘the 
graying of audiences,’ it does not mean 
that arts and cultural organizations can 
neglect the older generations and other 
growth markets where their impact may be 
greater. These audiences not only represent 
potential growth areas for cultural organi-
zations, but also stand to gain some of the 
greatest benefits from enhanced participa-
tion in the arts as a result of the increased 
social capital, civic engagement, and skills 
development that participation in the arts 
encourages.14 

This report explores the current trends 
in audiences, the challenges and opportuni-
ties that these groups present, and describes 
various strategies that cultural organiza-
tions can—and do—use to reach out to 
these populations in a meaningful way. 

The Changing Face of America:
A Snapshot of Today’s and  
Tomorrow’s Immigrants 

Forty years ago, only one in every five 
Americans was a member of a minority 
racial or ethnic group. In 30 years, one in 
every two Americans will be a member of 
what are today’s minority groups. In just 
two generations—a historical blink of an 
eye—America is being transformed from 
a predominantly white, European-origin 
country to an ethnically, racially, and 
culturally pluralistic society. Whether in 
Oklahoma or New York City, diversity of 
culture, race, and ethnicity permeate every-
day experiences through creative expres-
sion on the radio, the Internet, schools, 
cultural institutions, and other popular 
forums for culture.

With over 38 million people, the U.S. 
immigrant population today is higher than 
at any other time in America’s history. Yet 
over the coming generation this number 
may more than double, and immigrants 
and their U.S.-born descendants are 
expected to account for 82 percent of the 
country’s population growth.15 Who are 
today’s American immigrants, and what 
will the picture of America’s immigrants 
look like 10, 20, or 40 years from today?

More than half of America’s immigrants 
come from Latin America. More than 11 
million, or 30 percent, come from Mexico. 
While Mexico has historically been a lead-
ing country of origin for America’s immi-
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grants, the past two decades saw a marked 
increase in Mexico-U.S immigration. 
Today, two of every three Latino Ameri-
cans—more than 30 million people—are 
of Mexican origin. Cultural critic Gregory 
Rodriguez observes, “Cumulatively over 
time, Mexicans have surpassed Germans to 
become the largest immigrant group in the 
history of the U.S.”16 

Twenty-four percent of America’s 
immigrants come from Asia, and Asian 
Americans are the second fastest-growing 
minority group in the country. From 1.4 
million in 1970 to 11.9 million in 2000, 
the group that now comprises four percent 
of the U.S. population will become eight 
percent by the year 2050.17 The Philippines 
(1,685,000), India (1,627,000) and China 
(1,339,000) are the leading Asian countries 
of origin.18 

Far from an aberration, the immigration 
boom of the past two decades is expected 
to continue. The Pew Research Center esti-
mates that the U.S. immigrant population 
will rise by 67 million between 2005 and 
2050. Within the next 15 years, the Center 
estimates that 15 percent of the popula-
tion will be foreign-born, the highest 
proportion of immigrants in the country’s 
history.19 The Latino population alone is 
expected to rise to 128 million people—
accounting for 60 percent of the country’s 
population growth during this period.20 

America’s immigrants are finding homes 
and opportunities in all parts of the U.S. 
While the traditional gateway states of Cali-
fornia, Texas, and New York contain more 
than half of the country’s immigrants, 
the highest rate of immigrant population 
growth has taken place in the Southeast. 
Just between the years 2000 and 2008, 
Georgia’s immigrant population increased 
by roughly 60 percent, as did that of South 
Carolina.21 

Even with so many different immigrant 
groups in many different locations, there 
are still a number of similar challenges that 
immigrants of all kinds face. Robert Wood 
Johnson’s 2006 report, Living in America, 
provides a good summary of these com-
mon challenges.

The first is education. A lack of English 
proficiency is universally a major bar-
rier and can make it difficult to navigate 
transportation, health, emergency, and 
educational systems in the United States. 
Many schools are ill-equipped to deal 
with the language barriers experienced 
by youth, who consequently fall behind 
their English-speaking peers. Furthermore, 
immigrant students whose families move 
frequently due to innumerous factors such 
as lack of employment, housing, or prox-
imity to family, have problems readjusting 
to different school systems. Finally, children 
of immigrants often face discrimination 
or lack of cultural understanding, not just 
from their fellow students but from teach-
ers and the administration as well.

As a related issue to education, many 
immigrants face challenges both in finding 
first jobs, but later in finding jobs that hold 
the opportunity to advance up the socio-
economic ladder. With less English profi-
ciency and a lack of traditional American 
education, immigrants face stiff competi-
tion from American counterparts for simi-
lar jobs, particularly in tight job markets, 
and often must settle for “last resort” jobs 
that are both unwanted and provide little 
or no opportunities for advancement. 
Difficulties of procuring adequate educa-
tion and employment often compound to 
problems in finding adequate housing and 
accessing needed resources. 

A third major challenge is a lack of 
access to social services, particularly health. 
This results both from a lack of documen-

The Latin American  
Association
The ¡Inspira! youth 
programs provide a range 
of services designed to 
improve academic achieve-
ment for Latino students 
including out of school time 
arts and academic enrich-
ment programs. 
Image courtesy of The Latin 
American Assocation
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tation for some immigrants, eligibility for 
immigrants who are not yet full citizens, or 
a lack of understanding or mistrust of gov-
ernment systems. For many immigrants, 
preventive care was not and is not possible; 
thus they potentially face more problems 
with chronic conditions, only worsened by 
greater stigmas around getting treatment 
for such conditions.

Finally, the challenges and situations of 
many immigrants often result in isolation, 
both physical and social. Where public 
transportation is not readily available and 
car ownership requires large investments, 
many immigrants experience barriers to 
access jobs and basic needs such as gro-
cery stores not within walking distance. 
Even those able to purchase a car may 
have trouble driving that car legally, with 
driving tests in English, extensive personal 
documentation required, and the expense 
of registration and insurance. Immigrants 
also often face social isolation as a result 
of long working hours and stress about 
finances or situations in their home coun-
tries. Immigrants may also find themselves 
distant from their own children as their 
children become more Americanized.22 
In addition to these specific challenges, at 
every step of the way many immigrants 
face discrimination and a general lack of 
cultural understanding and sensitivity. 

Immigrants and Cultural Organizations

All of these challenges relate to cultural 
organizations, either as barriers to over-
come or as opportunities for advancement. 
If cultural organizations wish to expand 
their audience and their social impact with 
immigrant populations, understanding 
these challenges and other factors of immi-
grant lifestyles is critical. Cultural orga-
nizations have the ability to tackle many 
of the challenges immigrants face while 
celebrating diversity. To do this, they need 
to overcome the barriers to participation 
in their programming and offer welcoming 
and culturally sensitive space. 

While many immigrants engage often in 
informal arts and cultural activities such as 
music-making, immigrants attended only 
half as many formal cultural events as resi-
dents born in the United States.24 Further-
more, on a survey of 300 immigrants from 
various backgrounds in Silicon Valley, over 
50 percent of the individuals answered ‘yes’ 
to the question of whether they considered 
themselves an artist.25 This suggests that not 
only are cultural organizations overlooking 
immigrants as a potential audience, they are 
also overlooking them as potential creators 
and presenters. Somewhere there exists a 
disconnect between the way that cultural 
organizations operate and the way in which 
immigrants participate in cultural events.

Immigrants come from all socioeco-
nomic backgrounds and vastly different 
cultures from around the world. The chal-

While immigrants often engage in cultural expression 

that is central to their identity, they are less likely to take 

advantage of established cultural organizations.23
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lenge for arts and cultural organizations is 
that there is no ‘one size fits all’ approach 
to bridge this reality, and indeed making 
assumptions about an individual or group 
without understanding their particular 
background can easily lead to alienation 
and charges of stereotyping. In one study of 
Latino arts and cultural participation (not 
limited to foreign-born), many Latinos 
felt that they were not often marketed to, 
and when they were, they were seen as a 
“monolithic ‘Mexican’ market rather than 
as modern consumers who reflect the cul-
tures of many Latin countries in addition 
to Mexico.”26 

Age, wealth, education, country of ori-
gin, legal status, length of time in the U.S., 
and level of assimilation all present differ-
ent challenges in understanding potentially 
engaged individuals. With these differences 
in mind, process becomes as important 
as content. Creating programming that is 
relevant to different immigrant groups is 
most effective when engaging directly with 
that target group. 

One common element that many 
immigrant groups do often share regardless 
of background is strong networks of social 
organizations and culturally-specific sup-
port systems, which are excellent mecha-
nisms for identifying volunteers, marketing 
programming and other opportunities, and 
keeping in touch with common tensions 
and interests within particular groups.27  

These networks have a number of key 
leaders or activity nodes that can become 
entry points for cultural organizations to 
begin navigating the landscape of their 
local immigrant populations. Immigrant 
women, in particular, have been shown to 
take a strong leadership role in commu-
nity building for men, youth, and families, 
and thus are an important entry point for 
cultural organizations.28 

A study of immigrant populations in 
Washington, D.C., Lessons Learned about 
Civic Participation among Immigrants, 
suggested that there are a number of other 
structures that may play a role in the civic 
and social networks of various immigrant 
groups. These include structures:

•	 That preserve culture and language 
(cultural centers, language classes, and 
others)

•	 That build on religion and spirituality 
(spiritual institutions)

•	 That address professional and other 
specific concerns (immigrant affairs, 
ethnically-based professional associa-
tions)

•	 For mass communication (ethnic 
media)

•	 For integration (ESL classes, citizen 
workshops)

•	 That build on economic concerns 
(clusters of ethnic businesses, lending 
networks)

•	 That preserve traditional leadership  
(elders, pastors, midwives, and others)29 

Given the overlap between cultural 
activities and these structures, many cul-
tural organizations have an advantage over 
other types of groups to make headway in 
partnering or reaching out through these 
networks. Cultural organizations are often 
able to appeal to intergenerational con-
cerns and audiences. This is attractive for 
many immigrants that have very strong 
family connections and seek out activities 
that can involve multiple generations.30 

It is not only cultural organizations that 
can benefit from engaging immigrants; 
immigrants benefit from engaging with 
cultural organizations as well. Newer 
immigrants might find that cultural orga-
nizations are the best way to connect with 
mainstream institutions such as schools 
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and social service agencies. They may then 
have greater confidence in connecting with 
other important educational, health, and 
vocational systems.31 Civic participation or 
volunteering in one group helps to build 
the skills and capacities that lead to more 
effective involvement in other groups, and 
helps develop leaders within communities 
that understand how systems function.32 

The Silicon Valley survey referenced 
earlier also notes that arts are valuable 
for communicating cultural traditions, 
maintaining family cohesion, promot-
ing physical health, or making social or 
economic connections.33 In terms of the 
wider community, a series of focus groups 
on immigrant integration in Los Angeles 
also identified the critical need for com-
munity organizing with immigrants that 
involved both immigrant and non-immi-
grant groups learning about and from each 
other, noting particularly where there are 
tensions.34 Much of Partners for Livable 
Communities’ Shifting Sands Initiative, 
which worked with community-based arts 
organizations, was based on the notion of 
bridging tensions between diverse commu-
nities, on the principle that cultural organi-
zations have unique capacities to translate 
experiences and values in a neutral and 
meaningful way. 

These benefits represent the power of 
engaging with arts in general, but there is 
also great opportunity for cultural orga-
nizations to create programming that is 
targeted to specific immigrant needs. For 
example, these may include programs 
that help immigrants learn English and 
computer skills through the arts, programs 
that focus on mental health and com-
munity building through the sharing of 
experiences through the arts, or programs 
that educate about wellness through the 
arts. Instead of focusing on educational 

programs for youth as what falls under 
‘outreach and education’ departments, 
cultural organizations have an opportunity 
to expand their offerings in ways that can 
help integrate foreign-born populations 
and improve their relationship with U.S. 
cultures and systems.

The Older Adults of Tomorrow  
and Today

Americans are enjoying longer and 
healthier lives. Today, there are more than 
35 million Americans age 65 and above—a 
tenfold increase since 1900.35 Over the next 
two decades, that number will double, and 
one in every five Americans will be age 65 
or older. 

The “baby boom” generation of adults 
born between 1946 and 1964 will define 
aging in America during the next two 
decades. Compared to previous generations 
of older adults, the baby boomers are much 
more likely to live into their 70s, 80s, and 
even 90s.36 Baby boomers are also more 
likely to continue working after age 65, 
the country’s standard age for retirement. 
Having come of age in the 1960s and 1970s, 
the baby boomers experienced, and helped 
shape, dramatic changes in the country’s 
mores and social landscape. They are also 
likely to reshape the experience of aging. 

Civic Ventures, a national organiza-
tion committed to solving social problems 
using the talents and expertise of older 
adults, says that “never before have so many 
Americans had so much experience—with 
so much time and interest in using it,” and 
calls this phenomenon the ‘experience 
dividend.’37 The organization asserts that 
there is a new stage of life, resulting from 
improved health and longevity, which 
follows traditional retirement. In this new 
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phase, the opportunity to contribute a 
lifetime of experience to meaningful causes 
results in new careers, interest in volun-
teering, and other forms of engagement in 
civic and cultural matters. However, this 
generation is finding that it has to pioneer 
many of these changes while local gov-
ernments, civic institutions, and arts and 
cultural institutions struggle to create these 
opportunities quickly enough.

Furthermore, a far more racially, ethni-
cally, and culturally diverse America char-
acterizes the 1960s and 1970s. The boomers 
came of age and matured during a time 
when America began its transformation to 
a society based upon diversity and cultural 
pluralism. And mirroring the society as 
a whole, the coming generation of older 
adults is far more racially and ethnically 
diverse than previous generations of older 
Americans. 

This diversity represents another new set 
of challenges for older immigrant popula-
tions. As the Center for Intergenerational 
Learning at Temple University discovered, 
“Though human service practitioners and 
researchers are beginning to recognize 
the benefits of connection and contribu-
tion, both for individuals 50+ and for the 
larger community, scant attention has been 
paid to the characteristics of civic engage-
ment among foreign-born elders.”38 Older 
foreign-born adults often simultaneously 
face the pressures of being immigrants and 
of growing old in a society not optimized 
for their needs. 

Thus, there is both a growing popu-
lation of older adults with experience, 
resources, and capacity to engage with soci-
ety in new ways, and a growing population 
of older adults who become increasingly 
vulnerable and powerless as they struggle 
to navigate U.S. human service and health 
systems. To make things even more com-

plex, one could easily fit into both of these 
categories. 

There are some common challenges 
that face many older adults; the first of 
these is finances. With older adults living 
longer, the need for savings, Social Secu-
rity, and help from family takes on a new 
importance. The second and most com-
mon challenge is health, which becomes 
the main focus for many older adults as 
regular, everyday ailments become serious 
and sometimes life-threatening. Health 
challenges take shape both in an indi-
vidual’s physical debilitations, as well as 
financial means for securing health care 
and insurance, taking deep tolls on the sav-
ings of many. 

The third challenge, which often is 
an outcome from health issues, is a lack 
of mobility and resulting isolation. The 
availability of transportation and proxim-
ity to family and friends enhance or limit 
opportunities available to older adults and 
their mental health. Isolation and a lack of 
mobility hinder an individual’s real sense 
of and practical ability to engage. Older 
adults want and deserve to lead meaning-
ful lives enabling them to contribute to the 
welfare of their families, communities, and 
to observe their own cultural traditions.

Older Adults and Cultural  
Organizations

Arts and cultural organizations have a 
unique opportunity to enrich the lives 
of older generations and provide needed 
resources, while also mutually benefit-
ting from their involvement in program-
ming. Arts organizations may slight their 
older audiences by assuming that they can 
retain interest and patronage without any 
additional effort. In fact, cultivating older 
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audiences requires close attention to their 
preferences, schedules, and needs. And 
organizations that take their older audi-
ences for granted may miss opportunities 
to enlist their talents and experiences on 
the organization’s behalf. 

The participation of older adults in arts 
and cultural activities is often limited by 
the barriers some face as a result of mobil-
ity, health, and cost. Some solutions are 
relatively straightforward: offering mati-
nees or reducing costs for special programs 
can attract a substantial number of older 
adults. Other solutions may require more 
planning. To improve access to venues for 
those with mobility limitations, arts and 
cultural organizations have established 
partnerships with transportation provid-
ers or social service agencies. The venues 
themselves must be accessible and compli-
ant with the Americans with Disabilities 
Act, to ensure that those with disabilities 
can enter and exit safely. 

In addition to these considerations, 
Civic Venture’s Blueprint for the Next Chap-
ter, challenges community organizations to 
offer the following options: 

•	 Meaningful engagement through work 
and service

•	 Continued learning 
•	 Peer and community connections
•	 Employment
•	 Leadership development
•	 Relationships, whether social or familial
•	 Spirituality
•	 Technology and information literacy
•	 Wellness39

Through a combination of expanding 
and redefining volunteer opportunities, 
creating programming that provides par-
ticipatory, intergenerational, and interac-
tive elements, and improves accessibility, 
arts and cultural organizations can address 
each of the above components to more 
fully engage older populations.

The good news for cultural organiza-
tions is that institutional loyalties stabilize 
during mid-life and most boomers these 
days intend to remain in their communities 
instead of moving elsewhere.41 Additionally, 
a study by the Center for Intergenerational 
Learning attributes five major motivations 
for civic engagement led by older immi-
grants: the desire to ‘give back,’ the need 
for connection and purpose, their faith, the 
desire to influence younger generations and 
preserve their cultures, and an aspiration to 
address community concerns. 

Arts and cultural organizations, then, 
have a great opportunity to sustain a 
connection with older adults over a long 
period of time, more than they might 
have with a younger, more mobile and less 
settled generation. Older adults, particu-
larly grandparents, are often responsible 
for introducing younger generations to the 
arts.42 A number of theater companies and 
arts organizations have developed inter-
generational programming, to bring family 
members of all generations together. 

As older adults may have more time, 
more disposable resources, and more 
experience than younger adults, arts and 
cultural organizations that find ways to 

Whether partnering with cultural institutions, arts organizations, 

academic and medical institutions, government agencies, or a com-

bination of them all, partnerships are the root of every successful 

effort to engage older adults through culture and the arts.40
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engage them in their enterprise will find 
them an invaluable resource. It is impor-
tant to note that the coming wave of older 
adults has very different expectations than 
previous generations. Those now aging are 
interested in working on their own terms.43 
They are likely to respond to volunteer 
programs that support their communi-
ties, or serve a very important cause, and 
take advantage of their knowledge and 
expertise—or the chance to participate in 
a brand new role that has long intrigued 
them. 

While arts and cultural organizations 
benefit from new audiences and volunteers, 
older adults benefit as well. They enjoy an 
enhanced quality of life as participants in 
the arts. A groundbreaking study initiated 
in 2001 by the Center on Aging, Health and 
Humanities at The George Washington 
University assessed the impact of com-
munity-based cultural programs on the 

physical and mental health of adults 65 and 
older. It was the first study of its kind and 
concluded that those engaged in arts and 
cultural activities reported a higher overall 
health rating, fewer doctor visits, less medi-
cation use and fewer instances of falls.44

By another measure, exposure and par-
ticipation in artistic activities is an outlet 
for some older adults that enables them 
to communicate more easily and establish 
stronger connections with others. Isolated 
older adults and those suffering from long-
term diseases such as dementia, are catered 
to by specific arts-based outreach pro-
gramming, as shown in some of the Best 
Practices. Because people relate to the arts 
on an emotional level, the communication 
barriers of older adults whose language 
skills or memory are diminished may be 
bridged when they hear music, or study a 
painting, or watch and join in a dance. n
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Building Livable Communities for All: Bringing Everyone Together

The advantages to arts and cultural organizations of larger audiences and increased 
sustainability resulting from greater patronage by immigrants and older adults are signifi-
cant, as is the positive influence of the arts on immigrants and older adults. The ground-
breaking 2002 report, Gifts of the Muse, additionally makes a convincing case that 
the presence of arts and cultural institutions in communities and participation in them 
contributes even more broadly to building social capital and greater economic health. 

Gifts of the Muse, in its quantitative research-based assertions, argues that participa-
tion in the arts promotes social interaction and a “sense of community identity,” and may 
influence increased civic participation and volunteerism. The economic consequences, 
this study argues, include greater employment, increased spending and the strong draw 
to people and businesses of communities that offer ample arts and cultural opportuni-
ties. 

Perhaps the most salient point from Gifts of the Muse is its description of “communal 
meanings,” that “convey what whole communities yearn to express. Examples of what 
can produce these benefits are art that commemorates events significant to a nation’s 
history or a community’s identity, art that provides a voice to communities the culture at 
large has largely ignored…”

It is very important to keep in mind, as Gifts of the Muse stresses, that expanding access 
to arts and culture for immigrants and older adults benefits the entire community. As 
they engage in arts and culture, immigrants and older adults form stronger ties with their 
community, enrich their experience of it and participate in its social networks. With their 
increased sense of belonging, the bonds of community are made more secure. Their 
engagement with arts and culture enhances the economic health of the community, 
builds its social capital, and makes their community more livable.45
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Queens Botanical Garden
As an urban oasis in one of 
the most culturally diverse 
counties in the nation, Queens 
Botanical Garden celebrates 
the connections between 
people and nature through 
39 acres of inspiring gardens, 
innovative educational pro-
grams, and demonstrations of 
environmental stewardship.
Image courtesy of Queens 
Botanical Garden Staff
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Immigrants and older adults are a collec-
tively monumental portion of the United 
States population, attributed with diverse 

values, varying economic resources, and 
very different challenges. Fortunately, arts 
and cultural organizations have many tools 
at their disposal to engage immigrants and 
older adults in programs that enhance their 
lives—while simultaneously contributing to 
organizational sustainability. For this report, 
the most significant practices and insights 
cited by arts and cultural organizations are 
reflected in the following ten recommenda-
tions. These recommendations establish 
guidelines for ensuring that arts and cultural 
programs are inclusive, accessible, and 
relevant to specialized populations. These 
recommendations also demonstrate that 
arts and cultural organizations can contrib-
ute substantially to the building of social 
capital in their communities.

Many of these recommendations are also 
relevant for populations other than older 
adults and immigrants. However, these two 
groups often face more serious obstacles 
to participation in arts and culture than 
others do. Whether the barriers are mobil-
ity issues, language, the time of day when 
programs are offered, or many of the other 
issues discussed in this report, arts and 

cultural organizations may find ideas and 
new approaches in the following pages. With 
imagination and perseverance, arts and 
cultural organizations can attract immi-
grants and older adults as new audiences, 
as talented and engaged volunteers, and as 
artists themselves. 

The recommendations establish guide-
lines for ensuring that arts and cultural pro-
grams are inclusive, accessible, and relevant 
to specialized populations. The recommen-
dations are not meant to be prescriptive. 
Every arts and cultural institution is situated 
in a complex environment with many 
factors influencing its choice of programs. 
Each organization makes very important 
decisions about its future programming 
goals and its relationship with the commu-
nity. These recommendations are intended 
to provoke thought and to suggest models 
rather than define a precise approach. 

Along with a description of each 
recommendation, two arts and cultural 
organizations are listed as examples, or 
best practices. The listings are labeled with 
page numbers to locate brief summaries of 
organizations’ successful methods. Readers 
interested in a specific recommendation 
may quickly find organizations that have 
put a recommendation into practice. n

Ten Recommendations for Arts  
and Cultural Organizations:  
Engaging Immigrants and Older 
Adult Populations
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Recommendation 1: Develop  
an Asset-Based Model

Use a broad range of assets to benefit  
the organization’s programming 

An asset-based model of community devel-
opment first recognizes a community’s 
valued assets before identifying its needs 
and problems as a positive approach to 
change-making. This model can be used to 
recognize the significant assets offered by 
immigrant and older adult populations as 
well as those embedded in arts and cultural 
organizations. Immigrants and older adults 
have unique experiences and talents from 

which arts and cultural organizations can 
benefit, but these populations have often 
been defined by their special needs, or a 
deficit-based model of community devel-
opment. However, in the past couple of 
decades many community-based organi-
zations have made a shift to asset-based 
development, recognizing how to build on 
those assets for a stronger future. 

Snapshot: Understand Your Assets

Arts and cultural organizations can identify unique assets that can be used  
to engage audiences and deepen their community presence. For Queens  
Botanical Garden, the physical space is its core asset, providing a verdant com-
munity gathering place in a dense urban environment. Deeply Rooted Dance 
Theatre in Chicago doesn’t own a physical space, but its multi-dimensional 
approach to dance is a unique asset that it has tailored to teach dance to  
older adults.

While fulfilling the needs of those who are vulnerable is still critically important, 
harnessing the assets of specialized populations provides arts and cultural 
organizations with a very different perspective, one that can ultimately expand 
their human and financial resources. For example, many immigrants have par-
ticularly strong social networks through which information is spread informally, 
but rapidly, via word of mouth (a great marketing vehicle), and older adults 
often have time that they can dedicate to volunteer activities. 

A focus on human, financial, and community assets is important for arts and 
cultural organizations in examining their own programming and operations. 

Best Practices

The Academy Theatre 
Atlanta
Page 42

Life Enrichment Center
Tampa  
Page 87
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Recommendation 2: Step Outside  
the Walls

Conduct programming in central and  
relevant community spaces

No arts and cultural organization can fully 
understand its community and audiences 
if it remains within its four walls. Pri-
oritizing outreach to meet audiences and 
community partners on their own turf can 
lead to building stronger relationships, a 
better understanding of the community, 
and increased levels of comfort. Extending 
programming or conducting meetings in 
multiple locations will be an effective way 
to reach new audiences, and may entice 
the community to visit the organization’s 
home base. 

Arts and cultural organizations may 
gain more traction with specific groups if 
they provide initial programming in places 
where community members routinely 
congregate. One Urban Institute Cultural 
Participation Survey showed that “three 
out of the four places most frequently 
named by the respondents who attended 
arts and cultural events” were community 
spaces, to include open air spaces, schools 
and colleges, and places of worship.46 Pro-
gramming in public parks and other public 

spaces can serve as an excellent gateway 
and introduction to an organization.

Creating important presences in their 
communities, arts and cultural institutions 
can be good and valued neighbors; their 
influence extends well beyond their four 
walls, and it is important that their pres-
ence be intentional and positive. The best 
arts and cultural institutions make deep 
investments in the social capital of their 
communities. 

Snapshot: Activating Public Space

The Queens Museum of Art’s (QMA) Corazón de Corona Initiative aims to 
improve the health of residents by partnering with a local hospital to offer free 
health screenings at festivals in nearby Corona Plaza. Over 1,500 documented 
and undocumented residents have been screened and another 1,200 have 
signed up for low cost or free health insurance. 

Best Practices

The Queens Museum of Art  
New York
Page 71

Patel Conservatory at the 
Straz Performing Arts Center 
Tampa
Page 89
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Recommendation 3: Understand the 
Community and its Residents

Keep the organization current on  
community issues—listen to residents  
and community leaders and respond  
with relevant programming

It is not enough to think that all popula-
tions have the same problems or that one 
community is just like another. Incorrectly 
stereotyping populations, particularly 
immigrants who may have significant 
resources or older adults who may be fit 
and full of wisdom and experience, can 
potentially cause more harm than doing 
nothing at all. Asking questions and being 

willing to listen are the first steps toward 
greater understanding. Most people work-
ing in cultural organizations have some 
sort of cultural sensitivity; this ‘cultural IQ’ 
can help organizations understand unique 
cultural aspects of their communities or 
neighborhoods.

In addition to cultural backgrounds, 
socioeconomic factors, and other indica-
tors such as health and age, there are a 
number of less quantifiable factors that 
are useful to understand. Learning about 
local social networks and talking with key 
leaders and leadership nodes in communi-
ties can provide valuable entry points to 
finding out about a community’s values, 
challenges, and ongoing tensions. 

Snapshot: Listening and Responding

Big Thought of Dallas discovered the importance of understanding commu-
nity values when community organizers canvassed neighborhoods largely 
composed of immigrant families and received blank stares at the mention of 
“art.” “They were telling us, ‘Art is not something I do,’” said Erin Offord of Big 
Thought. “But when we framed it differently, and asked them what they did do, 
art was very much a part of their lives.” For Big Thought, that shaped the devel-
opment of new community-based art programs such as quilting and folklórico 
dance classes.

Many immigrants face a sense of being an outsider, and many older adults feel 
like they have been forgotten as their mobility decreases. Cultural organiza-
tions can look to basic community organizing principles to learn how to ‘pound 
the pavement’ or sit in meetings to get a sense of the community. Some of the 
most common gathering places for immigrant communities and older adults 
are religious institutions, civil rights organizations, professional associations, 
financial and lending circles, neighborhood associations, community centers, 
and cultural clubs. Participating in community meetings, encouraging dialogue 
as a part of artistic presentations, and having individuals from the target popu-
lation on the board and staff can also deepen this understanding. 

Best Practices

Deeply Rooted Dance  
Theater  
Chicago
Page 51

The Latin American  
Association  
Atlanta
Page 44
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Recommendation 4: Build Trust,  
Relationships, and Partnerships

Prioritize significant relationships and 
partnerships with individuals and  
organizations to build trust, and connect 
to the community through meaningful 
and sustainable methods

Relationships are a two-way street, and as 
arts and cultural organizations reach out 
to immigrant groups or to older adults, 
they need to be prepared to give as well 
as receive. Having a relationship with 
partners and prospective patrons does not 
mean that a cultural organization engages 
with the community only when it is con-
venient for them, or only engages through 
artistic programming. Instead, relation-
ships with the community must rely on 
reciprocity, and cultural organizations may 
have to exceed common expectations in 
order to respond to the community. 

By providing available resources to 
respond to community issues, arts orga-
nizations may ensure that they are not 
seen as exploitative when the situation is 
reversed. This can be particularly difficult 
for organizations that rely heavily on pro-
grammatic grants, as they can be tempted 
to limit their involvement with community 
partners only when resources are readily 

available. There are many opportunities for 
cultural organizations to effectively partner 
with local social service agencies, com-
munity organizations, and local networks 
and associations. These partnerships can 
take the form of exchanging services, 
such as providing discounts on tickets for 
members of certain groups, or using arts 
programming to provide dance instructors 
to a senior center to help keep older adults 
healthy and active. 

Snapshot: Building Relationships

There is no substitute for going into the communities, identifying community 
leaders and building relationships with them. Curtis King, Community Rela-
tions Director of Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre in Atlanta, is a regular at 
luncheons and meetings with ministers and other community leaders, making 
connections and using them to connect new audiences with the Theatre’s 
programming. As the liaison between communities and the Theatre, he gets 
candid feedback to take back to his colleagues. He has forged successful 
partnerships with senior centers and assisted living facilities: these institu-
tions benefit from being able to offer new activities to their clientele, while the 
theater fills seats during off-hours.

These relationships are built over time and have to be nourished, becoming 
stable from constant trust and sustainability, regardless of grant periods. Going 
to one community meeting is a good start, but showing up every week will 
make a much greater statement about the commitment of the organization to 
the community.

Best Practices

Queens Botanical Garden  
New York
Page 69

Big Thought  
Dallas
Page 57
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Recommendation 5: Develop Inten-
tional and Inclusive Programming

Make programming participatory  
and relevant to the community

Engaging with target communities is not 
just a matter of marketing but should 
be infused into the organization’s core 
programming. The programmatic choices 
an organization makes should be informed 
by an acquired understanding of their pro-
spective audiences and by evaluating the 
potential benefits to both the patron and 
organization. These include ensuring that 
programming is relevant to people’s lives, 
is of high quality and convenient to access, 
connects to identity in terms of race, eth-
nicity, religion, and cultural heritage, and 
allows for participation and interactivity. 

Infusing regular cultural programming 
with these principles does not compromise 
artistic integrity and allows for a deeper 
connection of audience to program—a 
critical part of the mission of most cultural 
organizations. While it does not mean that 
organizations need or have the capacity 
to fulfill expectations for all people, being 
inclusive does require consideration of a 
community’s profile: its general age ranges, 
languages spoken, racial and ethnic com-
position, income levels, and social needs 
that the arts and cultural organization can 
provide. 

Arts and cultural organizations can find 
ways to make a majority of programming, 
particularly arts education, relevant to 
immigrants and older adults. Certain types 
of art lend themselves well to conveying a 
wide range of topics important for immi-

Snapshot: Using the Arts to Address Adversity

When the National Museum of Mexican Art produced an exhibit examining African influ-
ences on Mexico, they knew they were hitting some raw nerves and exposing tensions 
around race in surrounding communities. Community leaders were not completely ready 
to have the dialogues the exhibit was aiming to engender. And that was exactly the point. 
The NMMA was the leadership institution that stepped up to challenge its core audience 
of Mexican Americans and convene African American leaders to address a complex and 
even taboo subject. It was a highly risky project that required a lot of community credibility 
and painstaking partnership building. But in addressing such a tough subject, the NMMA 
brought its leadership and influence to a new level. 

For some cultural organizations, this might seem too big of a departure from the main 
mission. However, this type of programming has the potential for significant rewards to 
the target populations as well as to the organization in the form of new funding, increased 
audiences, and greater visibility within the community. All this adds up to greater sustain-
ability. 

After developing strong relationships in the community, cultural organizations have a vast 
pool of resources on which to draw for selecting new programming and artists which 
draw new audiences. Regardless of whether a cultural organization is a large opera house, 
or a small gallery, the organization does not always have to present art to the community 
but can present it with the community. Integrating opportunities to share local, formal, and 
informal arts will increase the investment of local artists and neighbors in the organization.
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grants and older populations including 
technology, health and wellness, life skills 
such as critical thinking and confidence, 
language, leadership development, and 
more. At the very least, providing arts 
education opportunities that are affordable 
and accessible help build a potential audi-
ence for the cultural organization’s main 
programming. 

The area of programming that cultural 
organizations are least likely to be involved 
in is programming that addresses commu-
nity issues. This type of program requires 
considerable intentionality as it involves 
identifying a set of community-based 
outcomes and then applying the skills or 
assets of the cultural organization toward 
those outcomes. An example of this is arts-
based health programming that can range 

from exhibits and therapeutic art classes to 
partnering with a local hospital to conduct 
health screenings. Many organizations have 
also had success in simply adding opportu-
nities for community dialogue around the 
main cultural programming as a platform 
for diverse people to come together to dis-
cuss issues of identity, aspirations, conflict, 
and more. 

Best Practices

Phoenix Art Museum  
Phoenix
Page 78

Ollimpaxqui Ballet Company 
Dallas
Page 59

Snapshot: Programming with the Community

When the Phoenix Art Museum was planning to host an exhibition of post-Chicano art, 
the Museum’s leadership reached out to its local Latino arts community to develop a twin 
exhibition showcasing local Latino artists. They identified a range of leading practitioners 
of “high” and “low” art forms and integrated these local art works in their permanent col-
lection. 

Finally, it is important to start small and consistently readjust and deliver on what is being 
promised. The job of developing relationships with new populations will not be finished 
after one large theme program, but is rather achieved through actions that build on each 
other over time. Many cultural organizations make the mistake of holding an annual 
Seniors Day or Cinco de Mayo celebration or Chinese New Year and expect that to take 
care of everything in one fell swoop. Instead, creating meaningful programs that are long-
term with specific goals, measures, and outcomes is a more effective methodology.

Big Thought
Free field trips to Dallas museums 
and cultural centers are offered 
year-round to students, parents, 
and children providing interactive 
arts, exercise, and cultural activi-
ties throughout the city.
Image courtesy of Big Thought
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Recommendation 6: Value Audiences  
and Volunteers

Curate audiences to represent community, 
and create meaningful volunteer posi-
tions to correspond with offered skills 
and assets; compensate with intangible or 
in-kind benefits

Audiences are not merely “bodies in seats” 
as the colloquial phrase suggests; on any 
given day, they are representative of the 
community on which arts and cultural 
organizations depend. They are word-of-
mouth marketers, volunteers, and active, 
communicative members of the commu-

nity. Arts and cultural organizations need 
both to respect their current audiences—
and figure out who is missing. 

For example, if an arts and cultural 
organization targets a younger or more 
affluent audience, those older or less afflu-
ent populations will not feel valued and 
therefore are less likely to patronize the 
organization. If more respectful overtures 
are made to these left-out groups, such as 
cost-reduction for special occasions, or 
adjustment of hours and programming, 
these populations can become enthusiastic 
patrons. Additionally, organizations can 
tailor their programs to establish greater 
rapport with audiences through additional 
measures such as taking questions from 
the audience after a theater performance, 
or demonstrating the elements of a dance. 
Giving patrons a hands-on approach to 
learning various art forms has proven to be 
very popular, while some arts and cultural 
institutions sponsor fairs, forums, and 
other free events that can attract new audi-
ences—and foster loyalty. 

Snapshot: Valuable Volunteers

The Arizona Science Center routinely called upon volunteers to act as 
docents, but when it was discovered that some were retired scien-
tists, electrical engineers, and information technology experts they 
recruited them to volunteer in new roles as teachers and mentors. 
Tampa Museum of Science & Industry has leveraged over 100,000 
volunteer hours to keep connected with the community. 

Both immigrants and older adults benefit from engagement with civic 
institutions, either as an entry point to civic society or for continued 
involvement with people and places outside of the home. For both 
groups, but especially for older adults who may have more time avail-
able, volunteering can be a very satisfying experience. Volunteers 
are often vital to an under-resourced organization’s daily functioning 
and productivity, and it is important to value those regular volunteers 
through in-kind compensation such as free or discount program 
tickets. 

Many of today’s volunteers are recent retirees, retaining expertise in 
specialized areas that can support the operations of an arts organiza-
tion, or enable them to participate directly in the organization’s artistic 
or cultural mission. Volunteers are likely to respond to volunteer 
programs that support their communities or target populations that 
are significant to them. Additionally, volunteers are apt to serve a very 
important cause specific to their knowledge and expertise, or even in 
programs which offer them the chance to participate in a brand new 
role that has long intrigued them. 

Best Practices

The Arizona Science Center 
Phoenix
Page 82

Tampa  Museum of Science  
& Industry  
Tampa
Page 90 
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Recommendation 7: Eliminate Barriers 

Adapt programming or organizational 
practice to remove barriers to access

Every step of the process in program devel-
opment—from scheduling and market-
ing, safety and accessibility of the venue, 
language and translation, cost of tickets, 
and programming hours—is critical to 
determining the accessibility of an arts 
and cultural event. Offering in-language 
programming or building a ramp will not 
be enough if prospective patrons cannot 
access ticketing websites or are not avail-
able at the time of a program. 

Access to arts and cultural program-
ming begins with access to information, or 
the ways in which community members 
learn about an event. The technological 
revolution has led to many organizations’ 
almost exclusive on-line marketing, from 
email invitations to endless social media 
venues. However, many older adult and 
immigrant populations lack routine access 
to the web; in hopping on the social media 
bandwagon, many cultural organizations 
leave behind their biggest audience base. 

Once community members receive 
access to event information, language is 
often one of the biggest barriers to partici-
pation. Many organizations offer bilingual 
performances including translation in 
marketing and program materials, as well 
as subtitling throughout the arts program. 
However, language is not just an issue of 
translation, but of contextualization and 

familiarity with the arts world; there exist 
other ways to cross the language boundary. 
Some organizations offer programming 
using a particular art form, such as dance, 
suited for varying interests or experience 
levels which help to contextualize the work 
in a way that diverse audiences can appreci-
ate. Additionally, resolving any language 
barriers for older adults may be as simple 
as increasing the font size of programs and 
guides and providing more verbal contex-
tualization during the programming. 

Snapshot: Timing it Just Right

ASU Gammage in Phoenix added a Sunday matinee performance 
because it worked better for older theatergoer’s schedules and 
frequently reviews its compliance with Americans with Disabilities 
Act standards. Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre in Atlanta created 
weekday matinees to attract an intergenerational audience of both 
older adult groups and student groups. 

The location and timing of arts and cultural events can be significant 
barriers to many. Older adults in particular face challenges of mobility 
both with public and private transportation, and may benefit from 
programs that provide alternate transportation options through 
churches, community centers, or peers in the community. As a 
possible solution, some organizations take their “show on the road,” 
or transport audiences to a venue. The timing of events is also very 
important. For example, older adults may be inclined to attend events 
at earlier times and when they are less crowded. 

Does Your Venue. . . ?

•	 Welcome someone who may not be comfortable with the norms of 
U.S. cultural organizations?

•	 Allow opportunities for socialization, which is a significant part 
of creating a community and a meaningful experience for many 
people?

•	 Have diversity both in terms of staff and in the audience?
•	 Have easy to read signage/wayfaring in multiple languages?
•	 Conform to the Americans with Disabilities Act and has places to 

sit for older populations?

Best Practices

Artreach  
Dallas
Page 62

ASU Gammage  
Phoenix
Page 80 
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Recommendation 8: Develop  
Marketing Strategies That Build  
on Relationships

Develop marketing strategies to promote 
inclusion of community, through methods 
of communication and in central locations 
used by all of the community members

Marketing strategies can build on relation-
ships in a variety of ways. A smart marketer 
trying to reach immigrant or older adult 
audiences for an arts and cultural event, 
for example, will select words, pictures and 
images for marketing materials that suggest 
a relationship between their interests and 
the institution’s coming events. Marketing 
materials for a program featuring ethnic 
dances, for example, would be missing a 
major selling point if they lacked pictures of 
the dancers performing a traditional dance, 
in costume. One of the most powerful mar-
keting tools is to stress a relationship—the 
close affiliation the prospective audience has 
with what an organization has to offer. 

Immigrant and older adult popula-
tions often have different communication 
networks than others, and finding the most 
highly used locations and methods of com-
municating can take extensive research, 
or inquiry into the community. One of 
the most valuable assets to marketing 
departments is word-of-mouth, especially 
when the words are coming from leaders 
and other well-connected individuals in a 
community. The Urban Institute study on 
cultural participation showed that “people 
who participate frequently in arts and cul-
ture tend to be such connectors and thus 
represent a path of engagement for others 
who participate infrequently in arts and 
culture or not at all.”47 Networking, be it via 
computer, conversations in a local coffee 
shop, or during a meeting maximize the 

potential for these kinds of relationships. 
And for arts and cultural organizations, 
getting the desired message out by way of 
the “connectors” is critical. 

Another effective strategy is publicizing 
an event in traditional and ethnic media, 
or for older adults, through highly rated 
newspapers, newsletters, and television. 
Placing or distributing marketing materi-
als in central locations for both the older 
adult and immigrant communities such 
as libraries, churches, schools, and com-
munity and senior centers, is significant 
to spreading the organization’s visibility. 
As just getting the word out is not always 
enough, a report by Research into Action 
describes that there is a difference between 
making people aware of an event and 
making them feel that they are “invited” 
to it.48 Shaping messages that highlight the 
relevance of an event for specific audiences 
can overcome initial resistance and inspire 
interest. 

The most powerful tool, however, can 
be an arts and cultural organization’s role 
in the community. The organization that 
values its community, builds its social 
capital, and becomes a welcome, familiar 
and inclusive presence can more readily 
stimulate the interest and patronage of its 
members. The relationship is reciprocal: 
the arts and cultural organization that has 
created strong bonds with a community 
will find that its leaders and members 
become “marketers” themselves on behalf 
of the organization. While they spread the 
word, they can also provide important 
feedback that informs an arts and cultural 
organization about the community’s pref-
erences and expectations. 

Best Practices

Dallas Museum of Art
Dallas
Page 60

Kenny Leon’s True Colors 
Theatre Company
Atlanta
Page 41

Snapshot: Creative  
Marketing

Arts and cultural organiza-
tions can call upon their 
creativity and resourceful-
ness to “market” their wares. 
Staff members of the Dallas 
Museum of Art meet with 
prospective audiences in 
locations all over Dallas, 
speak their language, and 
invite them to events at the 
Museum.
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Recommendation 9: Assess the  
Organization from the Inside

Institutionalize community-based  
strategies throughout the organization

For many cultural organizations, target-
ing immigrant and older populations may 
represent a significant change in organiza-
tional strategy. Being intentional to engage 
communities involves the entire organi-
zation; ensuring that the entire staff and 
board of directors are committed not just 
in principle but through strategic plans, 
job descriptions, team building, and more. 
Some organizations may even reexamine 
their missions to be more inclusive, while 
other organizations will find that all of 
these activities fall clearly within their arts-
based missions by widening the impact 
of their art form. A cultural organization 
does not need to be a community-based 
organization to effectively engage older 
and immigrant populations, but if it wants 
to have an engaged audience and resource 
base within the community, it needs to 
ensure it is providing some value. 

Furthermore, cultivating diversity 
begins at home, which means a staff that 
is reflective of today’s communities. A 
culturally and racially diverse staff does 
not solely equip an organization with the 
needed qualities for intentionality and 
inclusiveness, but it can make great strides 
in developing effective relationships and 

understanding social customs and needs. 
Board development often includes a certain 
amount of attention to diversity in regard 
to race or gender, but does not always pay 
as much attention to age and country of 
origin. Significant value can be found from 
inviting older adults or immigrant repre-
sentatives to sit on the boards of cultural 
organizations, which can help keep the 
organization in-tune with and dedicated to 
engaging these populations meaningfully. 

Lastly, it is critical that arts and cultural 
institutions assess their missions, take 
changing demographics into account and 
pay close attention to the implications of 
demographic shifts in their communi-
ties. An institution that fails to do so, large 
or small, may find that its audience is 
shrinking and that its events are no longer 
relevant, while older adults and immigrants 
are becoming increasing presences in most 
American communities. Arts and cultural 
institutions ignore them at their peril. For 
many, however, efforts to attract immigrant 
and older populations may require a trans-
formation in organizational strategy. 

Best Practices

Pregones Theater  
New York
Page 73

The Old Town School of  
Folk Music 
Chicago
Page 52

Snapshot: A Comprehensive Approach

Pregones Theater in the Bronx has from its beginning focused on 
its formerly underserved Puerto Rican and Latino populations in the 
neighborhood, and the Theater’s staff, artistic directors and artists 
have focused collectively on their stake in enriching the lives of the 
residents of the Bronx community where it is located.
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Recommendation 10: Be a Leader and 
Good Model—Collaborate Outside the 
Arts and Culture Sector

Use the arts as a tool to collaborate beyond 
arts and culture in other fields

Arts and cultural organizations do not want 
to get stuck in a narrow framework that lim-
its their creativity, especially when designing 
programs for new audiences. Some of the 
most imaginative programs for immigrants 
and older adults are the consequence of arts 
and cultural institutions collaborating with 
organizations with which they may seem to 
have little in common. 

In some cases, however, common interests 
are easily identifiable. For arts and cultural 
organizations planning to expand program-
ming appealing to older adults, conversations 
with the many groups and agencies repre-
senting their interests are a good first step. 
Those seeking stronger connections with an 
immigrant community would find it very 
helpful to contact groups that understand 
their culture and preferences.

It takes time, in any collaboration across 
sectors, to identify exactly where the con-
vergence lies between concepts promoted 
by an arts organization and the perspective 
of those who represent older adults and 
immigrants. The first ideas that arise may 
not be accepted or workable, but continued 
discussions can be fertile ground for imagi-
native and innovative thinking. 

There are very practical reasons for arts 
and cultural organizations to collaborate 
outside their own sector. The relationships 
they develop, and the programs that result, 
can attract the attention of funders whose 
missions focus on the delivery of arts and 
cultural programming to immigrants or 
older adults. 

Snapshot: Extraordinary Programs Lead to  
Extraordinary Outcomes

The Museum of Modern Art in New York, in its Meet Me at MoMA 
program for Alzheimer’s patients and their caregivers, is a model for 
museums in this country and around the world. Alzheimer’s patients, 
who may have been very withdrawn, will begin speaking, prompted 
by the art. “Often you can’t tell who has the disease and who is the 
caregiver.”

Best Practices

Museum of Modern Art  
New York
Page 67 

The National Museum of 
Mexican Art 
Chicago
Page 49

MoMA
Meet Me at MoMA, a part 
of MoMa’s Alzhiemer’s 
Project funded by MetLife 
Foundation.
Image courtesy of Jason 
Brownrigg, Museum of 
Modern Art
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The six cities featured in this report were selected 

for their diverse demographics and innovative 

approaches as observed by their arts and cultural 

institutions. The arts and cultural organizations nar-

rated in the following pages represent a great variety in 

their artistic expression, purpose, and the communities in 

which they serve and partner; but they all share in com-

mon the commitment to offer programs to immigrants 

and older adults that break-down barriers and enrich lives. 

Through research and interviews conducted by Part-

ners for Livable Communities with leaders of the arts 

and cultural organizations, certain practices and insights 

emerged as important building blocks for successfully 

engaging immigrants and older adults. Because the orga-

nizations range in size and capacity from small dance 

troupes to major museums, their practices and insights 

are not “one size fits all;” but in their totality can be a 

great source of ideas for organizations seeking to reach 

out to immigrants and older adults. n

Best Practices of Arts and Culture 
Institutions in Six Cities: Atlanta, 
Chicago, Dallas, New York, Phoenix, 
and Tampa
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The Latin American  
Association 
Performance by Emory Tango 
Ensemble at the Latin Ameri-
can Association’s La Tentación 
del Tango event, one of several 
annual events hosted by the 
EnLAAce Program throughout 
the year that attract diverse, 
intergenerational audiences 
to lively evenings of music, 
dance, and art while showcas-
ing cultural heritages of Latin 
American countries.
Image courtesy of Sarah 
Marske, The Latin American 
Association
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A city whose roots are firmly planted 
in the history of the South, Atlanta 
has become a modern metropolis 

boasting the busiest airport in the world. 
Atlanta mixes Southern charm with busy 
highways, sky scrapers, and sprawling 
suburbs. 

Home to several Fortune 500 compa-
nies, Atlanta is the second fastest growing 
metropolitan area in the country—only 
Dallas is growing faster. The city popula-
tion has increased by 1.1 million people 
during the last eight years alone. More 
than 5 million people live in the 20-county 
metro region, but it is expected that by 
2040, that number will grow to 8.3 mil-
lion.49 

The city’s rapidly increasing popula-
tion is owed in large part to the immigrant 
population, but as have many living in the 
Atlanta region, immigrants tended to settle 
in the suburbs. The Brookings Institute’s 

Atlanta in Focus: A Profile from Census 
2000, notes that “For every new foreign-
born resident the city of Atlanta added in 
the 1990s, its suburbs added 21.”50 

One major obstacle to accessing the arts 
and culture community, characteristic of 
sprawling suburbs such as Atlanta’s, is a 
lack of mobility and transportation. Many 
older adults do not drive at night or have 
relinquished their keys; and the heavy cost 
and incurring paperwork of automobile 
ownership is one that many immigrant 
families cannot afford. To assure that 
they have access to services and the arts, 

Atlanta: The Old South  
and the Modern Metropolis

Immigrants Dramatically Increase the Population  
of the Atlanta Area

•	 The Atlanta Area’s population in 2009 was 4,124,300, larger than 
that of 24 states.51 

•	 According to the 2009 U.S. Census estimate, Hispanics comprise 
10% of the metropolitan region’s population.52 From 2000 to 2009, 
the Hispanic population increased by 99.6%.53

•	 Asian-Pacific Islanders make up 4.3% of the metro region  
population.54 

•	 In 2008, the percentage of Black or African American persons in 
the city of Atlanta was estimated to be 55.8%, with 38.4% white, 
4.9% Hispanic, and 1.9% Asian.55  

•	 “According to the U.S. Census, Atlanta has experienced the most 
rapid Hispanic growth rate of all major U.S. metro areas during 
these years [past two decades].”56
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government agencies and community 
organizations must focus outreach efforts 
on creating cross-county and even cross-
city partnerships. This is especially needed 
in exurban areas, where public transit may 
not be available at all. 

As they develop arts programming that 
is culturally relevant and appealing, arts 
and cultural institutions often face the 
challenge of ensuring that their prospec-
tive audience has transportation access to 
their venues. If the organizations are to 
attract a large number of immigrants and 
older adults, they may have to depend on 
independent agencies or services that can 
transport their audiences, or create the 
transportation services themselves. 

The arts in Atlanta are very well rep-
resented; ranging from large museums, 
galleries, and theaters, to small neighbor-
hood venues. The Atlanta Community 
Foundation offers a thumbnail sketch of 
an arts and cultural scene that holds great 
variety and richness. While the ACF asserts 
that the most recognizable “[cultural] icons 
are the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra and 
the Hip Hop recording industry,” it clarifies 
that “for people from the Atlanta metro 
area, the cultural landscape is much more 
complex, with a dizzying array of activities 
spread over a large geographic area.”

The Foundation takes great pride in the 
opportunities Atlanta offers to residents 
and visitors alike to enjoy the arts. It notes 
the presence of an art museum, theatre 
companies, and a symphony, and adds that 
“the city is home to opera and ballet com-
panies, a puppetry center, multiple regional 
theatre companies, chamber orchestras, 
modern dance companies, choral ensem-
bles, nonprofit art galleries and community 
centers. Experiences for participation are 
available to persons regardless of age, gen-
der, ethnicity and physical ability.”60

Larger venues such as the Woodruff Arts 
Center, the Atlanta Ballet, Theater of the 
Stars, the Atlanta Opera, the National Black 
Arts Festival, The Children’s Museum, 
Callanwolde Fine Arts Center, and The-
atre in the Square in Marietta fill the need 
for grander scale productions. However, 
approximately 50 medium size arts orga-
nizations and 200 that are smaller can 
experiment in niche markets and feature 
programs that are accessible to Atlanta’s 
diverse cultures and far flung neighbor-
hoods. The Atlanta area’s many colleges 
and universities add to the array of choices, 
as do community arts centers that mix 
classes, performances and galleries. n

Metropolitan Atlanta’s Older Adult Population

•	 According to the Atlanta Regional Commission, the older adult 
population in the Atlanta region doubled between 1970 and 2000. 

•	 Between 2000 and 2015, it will double again. 
•	 By 2030, one in five residents will be over the age of 60.57  
•	 From 2000 to 2005, the older adult population grew by 30.6%, 

more than double the growth rate of the total population (13.7%) 
during the same period of time.58 

•	 8.8% of the city of Atlanta’s current population is age 65 and 
above.59 
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Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre 
Company: Engaging the Community
Best Practice: Develop Marketing  
Strategies That Build on Relationships

Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre Com-
pany is located in the Southwest Arts Cen-
ter, a neighborhood facility that serves the 
African American community. Founded 
and directed by Kenny Leon, a veteran 
African American director who directed A 
Raisin in the Sun on Broadway, True Colors 
is well known in Atlanta for its arts and 
cultural entertainment. 

Leon has been named one of the “Top 
20 Southerners to Watch” by the Financial 
Times and has received Tony awards and 
nominations for over five productions. 
After directing the Atlanta Alliance Theatre 
and a move to New York to pursue a career 
on Broadway, Leon returned to Atlanta to 
start True Colors Theatre and focus on the 
African American theater canon.

True Colors does not operate as a silo 
of arts entertainment separate from the 
interests of the community. Curtis King, 
Director of Community Relations for the 
Theatre, immerses himself in the commu-
nity and is present at everything from the 
weekly Concerned Black Clergy meetings 
to community forums with local civic lead-
ers. He networks diligently and makes the 
Theatre a familiar and welcome presence—
and he conveys his findings about com-
munity needs, preferences, and interests 
to Leon. He has found that the arts “open 
a door—when people learn I am with the 
Theatre they open up, they feel like they are 
being invited to something.” 

To reach the older adult community, 
King developed a directory of all commu-
nity-based organizations serving those 65 
and older to create sustained channels of 
communication. Using the directory, he 

built lasting relationships with influential 
leaders of faith-based organizations, senior 
centers, and church ministries—all institu-
tions which have routine contact with older 
adults. Through his close relationship with 
the community, King also builds goodwill, 
which is important in developing new part-
nerships with funders, policymakers, and 
other key stakeholders.

In meeting with organizations that serve 
the older adult community, King makes 
sure to represent the mission of the Theatre 
and its pertinent appeal to older African 
American audiences. By making connec-
tions with church ministries, for example, 
King tapped into the powerful sense of 
community and strong member-base 
that African American churches engender 
and brought to True Colors. By actively 
engaging in the life of the community, 
King becomes a very accessible link to the 
Theatre and what it offers. 

For True Colors, older adult audiences 
are a critical constituency, and the Theatre 
has enhanced its programming to attract 
this growing population. A new weekday 
matinee, with doors open at 2:30 p.m., is 
attended by groups of students and older 
adults alike. The Theatre often sells out the 
matinees, validating its success in building 
an audience. 

King has made it his job to make the 
Theatre an integral participant in the 
network of organizations that support the 
community. With little budget for promo-
tion, King must be constantly visible to 
community members, act as the eyes and 
ears of the community, and continue to act 
as liaison between the diverse community 
and the Theatre. 
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Key Lessons:

True Colors Theatre develops a true under-
standing of its community, long-lasting 
relationships with community partners, 
and knows its audience. 
•	 Formed relationships are used to shape 

Theatre programming and its market-
ing of productions to accurately reflect 
and relate to community interests, and 
attract target patrons.

•	 True Colors views itself as a “neighbor” 
and benefits from engaging with the 
surrounding community, while Curtis 
King acts as a community liaison to cre-
ate a constant human presence that can 
break down barriers.

•	 The purpose of True Colors Theatre is 
not solely to be a provider of entertain-
ment and the performing arts, but to 
make a vital contribution to the com-
munity. 

The Academy Theatre: The Performing 
Arts as an Inclusive Cultural Hub 
Best Practice: Develop an Asset-Based 
Model 

Founded in 1956, The Academy Theatre is 
the oldest professional theater in Georgia. 
The Theatre has always been imbued with 
a social and community vision as well as 
dedication to artistic excellence; it was the 
first professional theater in the South to be 
integrated. Since the late 1970s, the Theatre 
has produced, in addition to contempo-
rary and classic plays, programs focused 
on social problems, and has worked with a 
variety of community partners, such as the 
DeKalb County Drug Court.

The Academy Theatre has been a breed-
ing ground for drama talent and leader-
ship, and can count among its talented 
alumni, directors of four major Atlanta 
theaters. With a strong commitment to 
community development, the Theatre 
tailors its performances to meet the needs 
of the surrounding area.

The Thoroughly Modern Senior Ensemble 
embodies the Theatre’s recognition of older 
adults as an invaluable asset: the ensemble 
features 12 to 18 older adult performers 
and is described as “refreshing, upbeat, 
musical, and moving, The Thoroughly 
Modern Senior Ensemble offers honest and 
entertaining views of living, loving and 
aging.” Mira Hirsch,  artistic director for 
the Jewish Theatre for the South (JTS), 
brought the program to the Academy The-
atre when JTS closed. Initially all Jewish, 

“Theaters will say that they can’t do without older 

audiences. But ask them if they hire older actors, 

and they will be much more equivocal.”

Robert Drake, Artistic Director, The Academy Theatre 
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the ensemble now includes a full racial and 
cultural mix of actors. 

Performing dramatic reinterpretations 
of real life, the ensemble often focuses on 
relationships between generations. In one 
performance, the actors break into two 
groups, with one group reciting a letter 
from a grandmother to her unborn grand-
daughter, while the second group recites 
contrapuntally a letter from a grandfather 
to his unborn grandson.

Any given ensemble show consists of 
several sketches. The performers write their 
own material, with support from Hirsch, 
and one out of every four meeting sessions 
is dedicated to writing new material. The 
ensemble has performed at schools, com-
munity centers, prisons, senior centers, and 
other community venues, which provide 
commissions for their performance. 

Robert Drake, the artistic director of the 
Theatre, says that Academy Theatre seeks 
both a diverse audience and diversity in 
choosing its actors. Though participation 
in the ensemble is by audition, Drake esti-
mates that only 40 percent of the ensemble 
members have professional acting back-
grounds; the others work concurrently in 
other professions or are retired. 

Drake comments on the significance of 
the relationships that the ensemble encour-
ages. These actors “not only enjoy perform-
ing, but they have made bonds of friend-
ship. You make special bonds performing 
and creating, bonds that are often missing 
in older people’s lives. This is helping them 
not only live, but also to thrive.”

Key Lessons: 

•	 The Academy Theatre uniquely har-
nesses as one of its strongest assets the 
growing older adult community which 
is most commonly defined by its needs; 
the Theatre understands tapping into 
this community unleashes a breadth of 
endless life experiences, yielding stories 
often untold, that contribute to make a 
great theatre. 

•	 Older actors have great appeal to a 
wider, diverse audience: older adults, 
families, and an all-ages audience find 
commonality in these shared experi-
ences.

•	 The Thoroughly Modern Senior Ensemble 
gives older adults a chance to be in the 
spotlight and to alter the perceptions 
of aging for some of the audience. A 
16-year-old boy, after seeing this show, 
said that “I see my grandparents more as 
real people.”

•	 If a cultural organization focuses all 
of its attention on younger or more 
affluent populations, the older and less 
affluent will feel less valued and will 
influence the thinking of their peers 
negatively. 

Kenny Leon’s True Colors 
Theatre
The weekday matinee at 
Kenny Leon’s True Colors 
Theatre, beginning at 10:00 
a.m., serves an older adult 
population otherwise 
unable to attend the Theatre 
performances during the 
evenings.
Image courtesy of Kenny 
Leon’s True Colors Theatre
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The Latin American Association:  
Keeping the Latino Heritage Alive
Best Practice: Understand the Community 
and its Residents

An extremely important community group 
and liaison with Latino immigrants, The 
Latin American Association (LAA) defines 
itself as the “leading service provider for 
Latin Americans in metro Atlanta.” With 
outreach centers in three locations, Atlanta, 
Marietta, and Norcross, the LAA’s vision is 
remarkably ambitious. It “seeks to further 
the full integration of all Latino immi-
grants into American society as workers, 
family members, students, and leaders into 
a community that welcomes them and 
values their contributions.” 

The LAA takes a very broad view of its 
work in assisting Latinos to participate 
fully in American society. For the LAA, 
assimilation does not mean the abandon-
ment of Latino arts and culture. In fact, its 
approach is very much the opposite. The 
LAA creates a myriad of opportunities 
for those from Latin American countries 
to celebrate their vibrant heritage. At the 
same time, however, it devotes some of its 
resources to meeting the many needs of 
immigrants in the Atlanta area. The range 
of services offered includes community and 
family support, assistance with immigra-
tion rights issues, language and educational 
programs, Spanish classes, and services for 
individuals and families living below the 
poverty line. 

The Latin American Association 
promotes traditional and modern Latin 
American song and dance, movies, art, 
and theater. In the Siente Latino program, 
the LAA offers classes in acting and Latin 
dance for children. For adults, the curricu-
lum boasts classes in painting and draw-
ing, as well as classical guitar and Mexican 

Folklore dancing. Salsa classes, for everyone 
from beginners to advanced, are one of the 
LAA’s most popular offerings. 

The LAA also sponsors ¡Inspira! youth 
programs, which provide a range of services 
including a four-week summer camp cre-
ated to improve academic achievement for 
Latino students. Each summer around 300 
students are instructed in math and science, 
take weekly field trips, and participate in 
daily exercise. The importance of the arts 
is fully recognized—¡Inspira! also engages 
participants in the visual arts, dance, and 
drama.

The LAA also hosts its EnLAAce series: 
several events throughout the year that fea-
ture a lively evening of music, dance, and 
art, while showcasing cultural heritages of 
Latin American countries. In 2010, themes 
included Cuban art, music, dance, and 
Peruvian folklore, artesanía, and traditional 
song. Argentina was celebrated through 
Tango lessons and performances by the 
Emory Tango Ensemble and the Tango 
Orchestra Club of Atlanta, attracting a 
diverse audience from the local community 
and beyond. 

The Latin Fever Ball, the Latin Ameri-
can Association’s largest fundraising event, 
highlights a different Latin American coun-
try or theme each year. In 2010, the theme 
was “España: Descubre la Pasión,” with 
flamenco guitar and dance performances 
as well as Spanish cuisine. The Amazons 
were featured at the 2009 Latin Fever Ball, 
“Misterios del Amazonas,” which included 
traditional dance and food from the Ama-
zon region of South America. 

Atlanta is a city where collaboration has 
become a way of life. The LAA’s partner-
ships, which number in the hundreds, 
have proven to be a great boon to the 
LAA members. They have had the chance 
to enjoy the Atlanta Symphony perform 
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Venezuelan works, attend a series of Latino 
films, or take their children for a tour of the 
Children’s Museum of Atlanta, conducted 
in Spanish, or for a Latino Day at the zoo. 

The Atlanta area’s Latin American 
immigrants bring with them their inheri-
tance of a rich, distinctive, colorful, and 
diverse culture and artistic sensibility. This 
binds them as a community—and enriches 
those with whom they share their heritage. 

Key Lessons: 

•	 The LAA focuses on intrinsically 
understanding the community. All of its 
programs, including social services and 
arts and culture, incorporate strategies 
that address holistically the needs of the 
LAA’s Latino members. 

•	 The Latin American Association recog-
nizes the deep human need to partici-
pate in arts and culture that affirm one’s 
heritage—and confirms for them the 
great importance of the arts and culture 
of their origins.

•	 While supporting assimilation, the LAA 
celebrates Latino heritage, and very 
importantly, includes all generations. 

•	 The LAA opens its doors to all com-
munity members and in doing so builds 
bridges of understanding between 
diverse cultures.

The Latin American Association
La Tentación del Tango event is one of a series of events sponsored by the 
EnLAAce program, highlighting the cultural, artistic and musical contributions 
of Latinos in Atlanta.
Image courtesy of Sarah Marske, The Latin American Association
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•	 •	

The National Museum of Mexican Art
The Annual Dia Del Nino Festival draws over 14,000 children 
and their families, and begins with a one mile health walk 
ending at the University of Illinois Pavilion to accommodate 
the great growth in participants. The Festival combines the 
arts, with social and health awareness.
Images courtesy of The National Museum of Mexican Art
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While its Midwestern counterparts 
struggle to attract jobs and new 
residents, Chicago continues 

to grow. Always a diverse city, histori-
cally defined by waves of first-generation 
immigrants, it is no less so defined today. 
Chicago is characteristically known for its 
well-defined ethnic neighborhoods, popu-
lated by descendants of those who immi-
grated during the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Chicago is also host to a great range of 
arts and cultural organizations, including 
its major attractions: the Chicago Sym-
phony Orchestra and Lyric Opera, the 
Art Institute of Chicago, the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, the Field Museum of 
Natural History, and theaters in Millen-
nium Park. Additionally, Chicago is home 
to hundreds of smaller arts venues, some 
that are tucked into Chicago’s 77 discrete 
neighborhoods. According to the Chicago 
Office of Tourism, the city has more than 
50 museums, over 200 theaters and nearly 
225 art galleries, among many arts organi-
zations and facilities. 

While immigrants continue to settle in 
Chicago, its arts and cultural community 
has recognized and harnessed a leader-
ship role to adapt to the sweeping changes 
in the area’s demographics. The Chicago 

city government has been innovative in 
fostering partnerships to connect all of the 
city’s diverse communities with the arts. 
Chicago’s vibrant philanthropic funder 
community has used its purse strings and 
convening power to encourage arts and 
cultural organizations to reach out to new 
audiences, form partnerships with commu-
nity-based groups, and become players in 
community development issues.

Chicago’s abundant arts and cultural 
scene make it an ideal location for an 

Chicago: A Long-Time Home to Immigrants

•	 According to U.S. Census estimates, 5.3% of the city’s residents are 
Asian; 33.2% are Black or African American; 33.3% are white and, 
27.3% are Hispanic or Latino.61  

•	 Chicago has a rapidly growing Latino population. In 1970, only 
one of every 20 residents of the Chicago metro area was of Latino 
origin. Today, one in every five is Latino. 

•	 The Latino population during this period has grown from 320,000 
to 1.71 million residents in the Chicago metro area.

•	 More than 750,000 Latinos live in Chicago. People of Mexican 
origin comprise the majority of Latinos in the region (79%). 

•	 Between 2000 and 2006, Latinos represented almost all of the 
region’s population growth. 

•	 Latinos will account for almost all of the region’s population growth 
in the next two decades. By 2030, one in every three Chicagoans 
will be Latino.62  

Chicago: Building on Its  
Many Assets
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examination of access to arts and culture 
for those who are aging. Consequently, 
Chicago was selected as the site for a work-
shop on that subject hosted by Partners 
for Livable Communities and the National 
Association of Area Agencies on Aging with 
funding from the MetLife Foundation. 
“Engaging Older Adults through Arts and 
Culture: Developing a Livable Chicago for 
All Ages,” pointed out that many Chicago 
leaders of arts and cultural organizations 
have been sensitive to the importance of 
access for older adults. 

However, workshop participants 
suggested that older adults are under-
represented on arts and culture boards 
and other positions of leadership. They 
maintained that opportunities to hear from 
older adults, to understand their needs and 
preferences are an essential step in creat-
ing events that attract their interest and 
participation. Chicago is lavish in its arts 
and cultural offerings, but nonetheless, like 
most communities, must focus more atten-
tion on their aging residents and visitors. 

The Chicago Parks District provides free 
space to arts and cultural organizations in 
exchange for their providing community-
based programs. This has helped incubate 
a diverse array of performing and visual 
arts that engage youth, immigrants, older 
adults and other arts audiences. The Parks 
District also has a resident artists’ program 
that connects arts with neighborhoods 
throughout the city. But perhaps most 

important is the city’s ethos of engaging 
with communities and drawing on their 
unique assets. 

In recent years, in the creation of Mil-
lennium Park, Chicago has given itself a 
face lift, taking over a public space previ-
ously viewed as an eyesore and developing 
it into a beautiful, multi-faceted space that 
is accessible and utilized by diverse resi-
dents and visitors alike. The 24.5 acre park, 
which replaced railroad tracks and park-
ing lots, is now a hub for art and music, 
gardens, sculpture, theaters, a pedestrian 
bridge that offers a stunning view of the 
Chicago skyline, restaurants and an ice 
skating rink. It is the home of the Grant 
Park Orchestra and Chorus and the site 
for the Jay Pritzker Pavilion, designed by 
architect Frank Gehry, the world renowned 
architect. 

The spacious Chase Promenade crosses 
the park and is an inviting scene for free, 
year-round programming. It is a favored 
location for families, who can choose from 
an array of ethnic festivals, fairs and exhibi-
tions during the year. n

Older Adults in the Chicago Metropolitan Area

•	 In 2009, the U.S. American Community Survey estimated that 
10.2% of the population of the City of Chicago was 65 or over.63

•	 By 2030, one in six residents of the region will be 65 or over. Those 
65 or over will represent 17% of the region’s population by 2030, 
out of a total population that is expected to reach 10 million.64  
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The National Museum of Mexican Art: 
Preserving a Culture
Best Practice: Be a Leader and Good 
Model—Collaborate Outside the Arts  
and Culture Sector

In 1982, a group of educators began to 
develop a community-based arts program 
in Chicago’s Pilsen neighborhood, to reflect 
the rich, diverse culture of Mexican Ameri-
cans. Led by Carlos Tortolero, a Chicago 
public school teacher and counselor, this 
small group of volunteers began by offering 
small exhibitions and holding folkloric 
dance performances at different commu-
nity venues. It took five years for the pro-
gram to find a permanent home to host the 
exhibits. By then, it had become a commu-
nity institution by providing art with which 
Pilsen’s mostly first- and second-generation 
immigrants could creatively engage. 

Today, the National Museum of Mexican 
Art (NMMA) is the premier repository for 
Mexican art in the nation. Its permanent col-
lection includes more than 6,000 art objects, 
from folk art to textiles, paintings, and 
sculptures. Even as it has become a museum 
of national stature that attracts audiences 
throughout the Chicago region, the Museum 
has continued and expanded its community 
focus. The NMMA’s educational programs 
have provided local youth with career 
pathways in arts and culture. NMMA runs 
Yollocalli Arts Reach, which each year provides 
200 young people with career training in the 
arts. In 1996, the NMMA acquired WCYC, a 
community radio station run by the Boys and 
Girls Club of Chicago that has been provid-
ing area youth with on-the-job training in 
radio broadcasting since the 1940s. 

The NMMA worked with the City 
Empowerment Zone to secure funding for 
a new building for the station, and per-
suaded the Federal Communications Com-

mission to increase the station’s wattage. 
The program, Radio Arte, now broadcasts 
to approximately 500,000 people and 
employs 120 youth staff members. 

The NMMA’s community focus can also 
be seen in its annual Día del Niño Festival. 
“Day of the Child” is a children’s celebration 
created to raise awareness around the alarm-
ing, rising rates of obesity among children. 
Through a partnership with the Illinois 
Department of Public Health, and sponsor-
ship from several health insurance compa-
nies, the festival offers free dental cleanings, 
health screenings, and other health-related 
activities to festival participants. Admission to 
the festival is free, as is admission to all of the 
Museum’s exhibits and permanent collec-
tion. At last year’s event, 1,700 people received 
health screenings. Working as an equal part-
ner with public agencies such as the Chicago 
Parks District and the state Department of 
Public Health, the NMMA has leveraged its 
community credibility to build its educational 
programs and extend its community reach.

The NMMA also has initiated perform-
ing arts festivals such as the annual Sor 
Juana Festival, celebrating the 17th century 
Mexican poet Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz and 
paying tribute to the rich artistic accom-
plishments of Mexicanas from Mexico 
and the United States. The festival features 
culinary arts, dance, film, literature, music, 
theater, and visual arts. The festival is now 
held in six other cities besides Chicago, 
including Dallas, Houston, and Milwaukee.

In The African Presence in México: 
From Yanga to the Present, Tortolero began 
approaching Chicago African American 
leaders about developing an exhibition to 
explore the influence of Africans on Mexi-
can culture. This was a controversial topic 
among African Americans and Mexican 
Americans alike. “Black-brown” tensions 
were common on the West Side in and 
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around Pilsen. A stark line separated the 
nearby African American Lawndale com-
munity from the Mexican American South 
Lawndale community. While supportive, 
African American community leaders  
were concerned about how such an ambi-
tious collaboration would be received 
by their constituents, funders, and other 
stakeholders. 

For Mexicans and Mexican Americans, 
the topic was particularly charged. “You can 
talk about God and politics, but walk into a 
Mexican family’s home and talk about skin 
color [and] they get very nervous,” says 
Tortolero. 

“We encourage our staff to look at 
exhibits in a different kind of way—in terms 
of what conversations they can invoke,” 
says Juana Guzman, Vice President of the 
NMMA. The African Presence in Mexico was 
conceived as a traveling exhibit that would 
be displayed in neighborhoods of Chicago 
and around the nation. To host the exhibit, 
museums and community partners were 
required to convene community dialogues 
on race and provide health screenings. 
“African Americans and Mexican Americans 
face many of the same issues. Diabetes and 
obesity are huge issues in both communities. 
This was a great opportunity to bring them 
together and get us to work on these issues 
together,” says Guzman.

The basic tenets of partnership made 
the exhibit work. Guzman identified the 
key community leaders in nearby Afri-
can American communities, approached 
them, and listened a great deal. Leaders of 
churches, many of whom also run health 
clinics and community development 
corporations, were the key partners. “The 
church leaders turned out to welcome 
new ideas more than most ‘progressive’ 
people. But you had to be very respectful in 
approaching them—you can’t assume they 

want what you have. And you don’t move 
forward until everyone signs on.” 

Seventy-two thousand people attended 
the 2006 Chicago exhibition; more than 
half of the audience was African American. 
The exhibition has since traveled to Mexico 
City; Washington, DC; Albuquerque; and 
several other cities, with partners including 
the Smithsonian, Museo de Historia Mexi-
cano, and the National Hispanic Cultural 
Center. The NMMA has also been able to 
expand the exhibit’s reach by providing 
high-quality replications of the artwork in 
Chicago communities and using the exhibit 
as a fulcrum for community dialogues and 
health screenings. 

Key Lessons:

•	 The credibility that the NMMA earned 
as an arts institution responsive to its 
surrounding community helped it 
build a range of partnerships outside 
of the arts and culture sector with city 
agencies, federal agencies, and key civic 
leaders; it is highly trusted and respected 
as a partner. 

•	 Throughout its existence, the NMMA 
has found ways to support the commu-
nity’s youth, even to the point of helping 
to create career paths in arts and culture. 

•	 The Museum has been a model for 
supporting the community in ways that 
exceed the normal boundaries of arts 
and cultural institutions. Its annual 
festival, sponsored in partnership with 
health organizations, also serves as a site 
for health and dental screenings. 

•	 As was demonstrated in The African 
Presence in Mexico, the Museum used an 
art exhibit as a bridge to cross a cultural 
divide, thus engendering greater trust 
for its inclusive approach. 



Best Practices: Chicago • 51

Deeply Rooted Dance Theater:  
A Grassroots Perspective
Best Practice: Understand the Community 
and its Residents 

Founded in 1995 by dancers Kevin Iega Jeff 
and Gary Abbott, Deeply Rooted Dance 
Theater teaches and performs dance as 
creative expression and community and 
spiritual healing. Jeff calls it “world class art 
from a grassroots perspective.” 

Working within an African American 
dance aesthetic, Deeply Rooted explores 
topics as varied as the Somali civil war 
and famine, the quest to live in the face 
of AIDS, and early 20th-century African 
American cultures. Jeff and Abbott’s chore-
ography stresses both technical virtuosity 
and the deep exploration of character and 
community. 

As one dancer explains regarding Deeply 
Rooted’s Life, which deals with personal 
struggles to live with AIDS, “I know I’m 
telling experiences of things I see every day. 
Right outside these doors, there’s some 
things about this piece that are going on.” 

Staged in various venues throughout 
Chicago, the ensemble’s performances 
attract a diverse audience. Dance connois-
seurs attend, but so do people who are not 
typically patrons of dance, but who find 
something uniquely cathartic and revealing 
in the ensemble’s performances.

From the beginning, community 
outreach and teaching have been as much 
a part of Deeply Rooted as the ensemble 
performances. The company works with 
partners both in and outside Chicago to 
develop customized, community-oriented 
dance programs. 

The company provides dance education 
for a continuum of talents and personal 
goals. The staff offers rigorous trainings for 
aspiring professional dancers and experi-

enced dancers interested in working within 
an ensemble structure, open by audition, as 
well as youth dance classes and open dance 
classes available on a weekly basis. Personal 
exploration is as integral to the company’s 
dance pedagogy as it is to its performance 
philosophy.

It made perfect sense for Jeff and Abbott 
to develop a new dance program based on 
feedback from audience members. “A lot 
of women who came to our performances 
were telling us how intimate and powerful 
it was for them,” says Jeff. “They wanted to 
experience that.” 

In January 2007, Deeply Rooted 
launched Mature H.O.T. Women, a dance 
class geared toward baby boomers and 
active older adults. The program’s spirit 
is captured in its acronym: “Health-con-
scious, Optimistic, Triumphant.” Deeply 
Rooted now holds four eight-week ses-
sions of Mature H.O.T. Women each year. 
Sessions are offered during the evening, 
attracting both retirees and women who 
are in the workforce. The classes are held at 
Deeply Rooted’s dance studio in downtown 
Chicago and in the predominantly African 
American neighborhood of South Shore. 
Each weekly two-hour class has extended 
warm-up and cool-down periods. The class 
is open to all ages, but the core participants 
are 45 to 75 years of age. 

More than 100 women have participated 
since the program began three years ago. 
At the end of each session, the students 
have the opportunity to perform with one 
another. Deeply Rooted also weaves the 
students into its other programs and its 
professional ensemble. In 2009, several stu-
dents performed with the dance company 
as part of a featured performance. Several 
other students also performed with Up 
Close & Personal, a Deeply Rooted outreach 
program that is offered at different com-
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munity venues to allow people to see the 
artistic process unfold.

Now Deeply Rooted is considering 
replicating the program in other parts of 
the country. A partner group has expressed 
interest in offering the program.

Key Lessons:

•	 The connections made by Deeply 
Rooted Dance Theater to understanding 
its surrounding neighborhood is pro-
found, as expressed by the dancer who 
said that, “I know I’m telling experiences 
of things I see every day. Right outside 
these doors, there are some things about 
this piece that are going on.” 

•	 Deeply Rooted uses its ‘cultural IQ’ to 
understand the unique aspects about 
a particular neighborhood and com-
munity.

•	 Deeply Rooted started Mature H.O.T. 
Women in response to audience feed-
back, and the company’s performance 
and education programs feed off of each 
other.

•	 Evening hours and multiple locations 
for Mature H.O.T. Women enable a 
range of age groups to participate. 

The Old Town School of Folk Music: 
New Communities, New Customers
Best Practice: Assess the Organization 
From the Inside 

In 1957, when the folk music movement 
was in full bloom, Win Stracke started the 
Old Town School of Folk Music, named 
after the Old Town neighborhood where 
its offices were first located. The school 
helped popularize folk music and spread its 
practice in many ways—by teaching the art, 
by offering free concerts, and by providing 
a steady paycheck to folk musicians. 

Bob Dylan went electric 45 years ago, 
but the Old Town School of Folk Music 
is more popular than ever. Enrollment in 
the Old Town School tuition programs 
averages close to 6,000 students per week, 
2,700 of them children. Its Lincoln Square 
and Lincoln Park facilities hold hundreds 
of classes and workshops in music, dance, 
and art for adults, children, and teens seven 
days per week, 48 weeks per year. The 
School presents performances by interna-
tionally known touring artists, local artists, 
and its staff and students virtually every 
weekend. 

The Old Town School still provides free 
concerts, but the music has broadened 
from American folk music to world music 
through programs such as AfroFolk Live 
and La Peña. Some 85,000 people come 
to these concerts and attend the Chicago 
Folk & Roots festival in nearby Welles 
Park annually. The Old Town School’s $8 
million plus budget is still derived mainly 
from music lessons, but the music being 
taught reflects the updated interests of the 
participants.

However, the School was not always 
popularly attended. In the early 1980s, 
enrollment and concert attendance were 
declining and the school was on the brink 
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of bankruptcy. The Old Town School 
rebounded by responding to the cultural 
interests and assets of the increasingly 
diverse residents of Chicago. “There were 
opportunities that were not being taken 
advantage of,” says former executive direc-
tor Jim Hirsch. “As I looked around the 
city and saw increasing diversity, I wasn’t 
really seeing that diversity represented in 
programming anywhere.” 

The Old Town staff worked with ethnic 
service organizations and other community 
partners to better understand what their 
constituencies wanted—and to market to 
these audiences through familiar ethnic 
organizational channels and the ethnic 
media. The school began to offer more 
“point of entry” programs such as La Peña, 
a Latin-based open stage night at Old Town 
School’s beautiful concert space. These 
community programs brought people 
through the Old Town School’s doors—the 
key first step toward interesting students in 
their classes. 

In 1998, the Old Town School moved 
to the former Hild Library, an old art deco 
building that had been vacant for over a 
decade, in the Lincoln Park community in 
Westside Chicago. Entering a new commu-
nity that was growing much more diverse, 
with an increasing Latino presence, but that 
had also experienced disinvestment and 
blight, the Old Town School did its com-
munity homework and took full advantage 
of its new converted space. By spending a 
lot of time listening and getting to know 
the community leaders and ethnic service 
organizations in Lincoln Park, the Old 
Town School was able to develop commu-
nity programs that worked for the cultural 
interests and assets in the neighborhood. 
They revived the old library’s function as a 
community gathering place.  

By offering free music and dance that 

reflect community cultures, the school has 
made the building a community anchor 
and a potent student recruitment tool. 
Funders and civic leaders recognize the 
School’s instrumental role in the commu-
nity. The students and concertgoers who 
come from other parts of the Chicago area 
get a different view of the neighborhood 
from what they see in the media. “All the 
music and dancing at the Old Town School 
is in service to building community,” says 
School executive director Bau Graves. “In 
turn, this grows both the audience and the 
student base.”

Key Lessons:

•	 The Old Town School of Folk Music 
would probably not exist now had it 
not been for its listening carefully to the 
ideas of representatives of the commu-
nity and its ethnic groups—so that it 
could adapt to their needs as customers. 

•	 The School staff spent a lot of time 
working with ethnic service organiza-
tions to understand the needs and inter-
ests of their constituents, and re-shaped 
their community programs accordingly.

•	 The Old Town School broadened its 
product without changing its mission, 
and reaped enormous dividends in both 
financial and social capital.

•	 The Old Town School has strategically 
used its building to make the organiza-
tion a neighborhood anchor and build 
its credibility with the community, civic 
leaders, and funders.
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Ollimpaxqui Ballet Company
The Ballet Company dancers 
perform a Mexican Spec-
tacular Show encompassing 
centuries of traditions that 
have evolved from European, 
Oriental, Indian, and American 
influences.
Image courtesy of the 
Ollimpaxqui Ballet Company, 
Inc.
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Dallas is a big city in a big state. Its 
population of 1.3 million makes it the 
eighth largest in the nation; its many 

ethnicities make it one of the most diverse. 
Dallas is at the center of the Sunbelt’s 
economic and population explosion. The 
region expects to add three million resi-
dents and 1.5 million jobs during the next 
two decades. That growth is being fueled by 
immigration.

Dallas is an immigration gateway. 
Mexican Americans comprise by far the 
largest immigrant group in Dallas. One 
million Mexican immigrants live in the 
Dallas region—more than ten times the 
number of residents than from any other 
nation. And Mexican immigrants in Dallas 
are finding jobs and homes where immi-
grants for generations have found jobs and 
homes—in the city. 

The age profile of Dallas is also chang-
ing. Dallas County, the vast and dense 
urban area surrounding the city, is home to 
an estimated 264,000 people over the age 
of 60; 35.7 percent are minorities and 10.5 
percent live in poverty. 

Older adults in Dallas County stand to 
gain from a statewide initiative called Aging 
Texas Well, a pioneering statewide project 
to expand the capacity of Texas communi-
ties to enhance their livability for older 
adults. Its goals include “intellectual growth 
and lifelong learning” and support for “vol-
unteering within a wide range of civic and 
educational settings.” Dallas County has 
areas of urban sprawl, which can severely 
limit the mobility of older adults. Many of 
its older residents who want to reach arts 
and cultural venues and cannot or do not 
wish to drive can travel via the Dallas Area 
Rapid Transit (DART) system, which is 

Dallas: Making Arts and Culture 
Broadly Available

Dallas: A City of Immigrants

•	 According to the U.S. Census estimate in 2009, the population  
of Dallas County was over 2,450,000.

•	 The percentage of the white population was nearly 56.5%; the 
Black or African American population was 20% and those of  
Hispanic origin were 37.9% of the population.65   

•	 Hispanics accounted for roughly one in five Dallas residents in 
1990; by 2000 more than one-third of the city’s population was of 
Hispanic origin.66 

•	 Nearly three-fourths of Dallas’s foreign-born come from Mexico; 
smaller numbers hail from Central American and Southeast Asian 
countries.

•	 60% of the city’s foreign-born population arrived in the country in 
the last ten years.67  
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bus and light rail. DART offers discounted 
monthly passes for older adults and offers 
formal educational programs at senior 
centers, retirement homes, health fairs, and 
seminars. 

Dallas prides itself, rightly, for its many 
world-class cultural institutions and the 
largest arts district in the country. With the 
recent opening of a Latino Cultural Center 
in downtown Dallas, the city’s new reality 
is beginning to be reflected in its cultural 
landscape.

And Dallas has emerged as a leader in 
broad-based arts education, providing 

opportunities for cultural participation for 
its students and residents that reflect their 
backgrounds and values.

The size of the county, its diverse popu-
lation, and the profound changes in the 
demographics make service delivery and 
programming a challenge. Nevertheless, the 
extraordinary cultural infrastructure avail-
able is an opportunity to engage this sector 
in developing programs that serve older 
adults and immigrants. Many programs 
have been instituted in the Dallas area, and 
surely many more could come to life given 
funding and commitment. n 

Growing Older in Dallas County:

•	 According to the U.S Census estimate of 2009, those 65+ in Dallas 
County comprised 8.5% of the population. 

•	 The Area Plan for Programs of the Dallas County Area Agency on 
Aging forecasts that by 2020 the total population of 60+ adults will 
rise to over 353,000.68 It is expected that over 55% of this popula-
tion will be minorities.69 These will largely be Hispanic persons and 
those from a variety of Asian countries.70  

Texas State demographer, Steve Murdock, emphasizes that: “By 
2040, 68% of consumer expenditures, 80% of kids in Texas elemen-
tary and secondary schools, and 70% of students in colleges and 
universities are going to be non-Anglo. If we don’t change the socio-
economics between our groups as we go forward in time, Texas will 
be poorer and less competitive, and the nation will be poorer and less 
competitive.”71  

Big Thought
Free field trips to Dallas museums and cultural centers 
are offered year-round to students, parents, and chil-
dren providing interactive arts, exercise, and cultural 
activities throughout the city.
Image courtesy of Big Thought
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Big Thought: Bringing the Arts to All 
Elementary Schools in Dallas, With 
Focus on Immigrant Communities 
Best Practice: Build Trust, Relationships, 
and Partnerships

Big Thought of Dallas discovered the 
importance of understanding commu-
nity values when community organizers 
canvassed communities largely composed 
of immigrant families and received blank 
stares at the mention of ‘art.’ “They were 
telling us, ‘Art is not something I do,’” says 
Erin Offord of Big Thought. “But when we 
framed it differently, and asked them what 
they did do, art was very much a part of 
their lives.” For Big Thought, that shaped 
the development of new community-
based art programs such as quilting and 
folklórico dance classes. Reframing the 
discussion to link culture with the creative 
expression of identity is key to engaging 
immigrant audiences.

Some Dallas cultural leaders, cognizant 
of its abundance of arts organizations, 
identified the serious absence of arts edu-
cation in Dallas schools as a gaping hole 
in the educational experience of children, 
especially those in immigrant communi-
ties. A remarkably innovative organization, 
Big Thought determined that the logi-
cal solution was to bring the arts to the 
schools. Many of the arts organizations 
in Dallas signed on as participants in the 
program. Big Thought concentrates its 
work on arts that complement a com-
munity’s culture, and on organizing arts 
education in immigrant-rich Dallas com-
munities. It has helped spur arts education 
and community-based arts in urban Dallas 
neighborhoods and in the Dallas public 
schools. The key programs of interest are 
Dallas ArtsPartners and Thriving Minds. 

Dallas ArtsPartners is the name of the 

arts education program through which Big 
Thought connects various cultural institu-
tions with Dallas public schools. Since the 
1990s, Big Thought has worked in partner-
ship with the Dallas Independent School 
District (DISD) as an advocate and service 
provider for promoting broad access to the 
arts. The impetus for creating ArtsPart-
ners was an outcome of an assessment of 
those who attended arts performances, 
conducted by the City Office of Cultural 
Affairs (OCA). The OCA found that audi-
ences were very homogeneous. This study 
prompted a more comprehensive, system-
wide approach to exposing all children to 
the arts. 

Dallas ArtsPartners was created in 1998, 
launched as a pilot in 13 Dallas elementary 
schools. By 2002, a school district study 
indicated that children exposed to the arts 
performed better in math and reading than 
those who did not have the same oppor-
tunity. As a result, school officials intro-
duced the program in all Dallas elementary 
schools. 

Through ArtsPartners, 57 cultural insti-
tutions offer programs in the schools. The 
programs, while they support the man-
dated curriculum, include museum visits 
and performances. According to the report, 
From Hip-Hop to Shakespeare, Big Thought 
has instituted a number of measures to 
make sure the programs are education-
ally sound. One measure is to provide arts 
training for both teachers and the arts and 
cultural organizations. Another is to “offer 
classroom teachers close to 60 program-
related curricula, complete with sample 
lessons that have been prepared by teach-
ers and vetted by a panel of educators and 
cultural mavens.”72

Big Thought has also created Thriving 
Minds, which coordinates the role of over 
100 organizations in engaging “students in 



58 • Culture Connects All

the classroom by using arts and culture to 
help teach subjects like reading and math.” 
It has also reintroduced formal arts instruc-
tion to elementary schools by hiring fine 
arts specialists and increasing the amount of 
class time devoted to music and visual arts. 
Finally, Thriving Minds is organizing neigh-
borhoods to coordinate and boost creative 
activities for families outside of school, dur-
ing evenings, weekends, and holidays.

An $8 million grant from the Wal-
lace Foundation and $9 million from the 
private sector enabled Big Thought to 
create Thriving Minds in 2007. Thriving 
Minds states that each year it serves “more 
than 300,000 students, teachers, parents, 
caregivers, and mentors by coordinating 
the efforts of schools, libraries, cultural 
institutions, community-based organiza-
tions, and others to provide children and 
families access to quality programs from 
many disciplines, including music, dance, 
theater, creative writing, science, technol-
ogy, and more.”73

Now Big Thought runs after-school 
programs in the Dallas Independent School 
District using federal Department of 
Education 21st Century Learning Funds. 
Big Thought is tapping into a new source 
of arts funding in federal education dollars 
because it has demonstrated that the arts 
can be instrumental to meeting Standards 
of Learning. Big Thought now has five 
community service staff members who 
canvas communities, map them, and hold 
community meetings. The 21st Century 
Learning funds have led to significant 
expansion of Big Thought, including 100 
new staff. 

Key Lessons: 

•	 Big Thought has developed core part-
nerships with schools and community-
based arts organizations to create the 
foundation for ArtsPartners, enriching 
Dallas public schools with the arts, and 
providing access to the arts and culture 
to those populations who previously 
lacked the opportunity to participate. 

•	 With over 57 cultural organizations and 
all Dallas Public Elementary schools 
participating, Big Thought maintains a 
key intermediary role into the city’s arts 
and cultural programming, proving the 
organization is a trusted partner. 

•	 Big Thought retains core insight into 
Dallas’s diverse heritage, making the 
case for the arts to exist in the schools, 
tailored to the cultural identity of the 
students.

•	 Assuring participation through many 
disciplines, Big Thought includes dance, 
theater, music, creative writing, science, 
technology, and more in its program-
ming for the schools. 
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Ollimpaxqui Ballet Company:  
Bilingual Dance 
Best Practice: Develop Intentional  
and Inclusive Programming

Originally from Mexico City, Eduardo 
Gutierrez started Ollimpaxqui in Dal-
las 25 years ago. He explains that, “When 
we started in 1985, the Spanish-speaking 
population in Dallas was not that big. Most 
of the audience members were Anglo. Then 
about 15 years ago there started to be more 
Hispanic teachers and they wanted to have 
a program in the schools representing their 
culture. When we asked the audience 20 
years ago, ‘How many of you speak Span-
ish?’, only a few people would raise their 
hands. Now about 70 percent of our audi-
ence members speak Spanish.” Gutierrez 
says that part of the performances include 
explanations of the costumes and the 
meaning of the dances. He notes that, “We 
get them doing Colombian dances, [and] 
Latin rhythms.” 

Ollimpaxqui is a bilingual dance pro-
gram; the dances are explained and inter-
preted in both English and Spanish for stu-
dents from ages 6 to18. The company mixes 
ballet and folklorico dances to increase the 
comfort of students and adults with “high” 
dance forms through mixing in folk dance 
and showing how the forms interrelate. 

The program is promoted through 
word of mouth, mostly by teachers. The 
dance company currently comprises eight 
dancers and three musicians. Gutierrez, the 
artistic director, and a program director 
manage the company. Gutierrez estimates 
that they spend 30 to 40 percent of their 
time in Dallas and the rest traveling. 
Ollimpaxqui is funded in Dallas by a City 
of Dallas Department of Cultural Affairs 
grant, school system funding through Big 
Thought, and audience fees. 

In their early years in Dallas, the com-
pany performed mostly Mexican dance for 
an Anglo and then Anglo/African Ameri-
can audience. As the audiences became 
more Hispanic, they wanted a broader 
range of dances. Ollimpaxqui started a 
Dancing Through Latin America program 
that features dances from many different 
cultures of Latin America, including but 
not limited to Mexico. 

Now, this traveling dance company 
completes more than 300 performances 
and 150 workshops each year throughout 
the U.S. and the world, mostly in schools. 
Dance is a form of release for the students. 
Whether they are a mostly Caucasian group 
of students or a largely Latino audience 
of students in the City of Dallas, artistic 
director Eduardo Gutierrez leads them in 
a highly physical, whimsical, and accessible 
way through various Latin American folk-
lorico dance styles that make them scream, 
laugh, and move.

Whatever the make-up of his audi-
ence—whether it is a mostly white 
group of children in Maine or a largely 
Mexican American audience in Dallas 
public schools—the company interprets 
the dances in both English and Spanish 
and mixes folklorico and ballet. Asking 
the audience to be hands on, to join the 
performers, can add immeasurably to 
the pleasure of both and mixing cultures 
and genres can be both educational and 
entertaining. No matter the ethnic or 
racial identity of children, their exposure 
to the arts of many cultures enhances their 
appreciation for their astounding complex-
ity and range. 
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Key Lessons: 

•	 For this dance troupe, keeping current 
on community issues has meant keeping 
a close eye on changing demographics; 
developing intentional and inclusive 
programming has led Ollimpaxqui to 
become one of the most accessible pro-
grams for all audiences.

•	 Providing access to diverse audiences 
as a travelling dance troupe includes 
flexibility in terms of time, location, and 
language—for students in Dallas, and 
around the country and the world. 

•	 A characteristic providing the troupe 
with its well-known accessibility is its 
bilingual programming, to make the 
interpretation of dances accessible in 
English or Spanish.

Dallas Museum of Art: One on One 
Outreach to Immigrant Communities
Best Practice: Develop Marketing  
Strategies that Build on Relationships

While the Dallas Museum of Art (DMA) 
has always been an outward looking insti-
tution with a comprehensive collection that 
includes art from all world cultures, African 
Americans and Latinos have not always felt 
any compelling reason to become patrons 
of the Museum. DMA has taken steps to 
change this, and become more inviting to 
a broader constituency. The Museum staff 
now goes directly into the communities to 
meet with families and youth who have not 
traditionally been visitors. This approach is 
now integral to the Museum’s strategy for 
expanding its reach. 

Maria Teresa Garcia Pedroche, the 
head of Family Experiences and Com-
munity Engagement for the Museum, and 
an artist herself, spearheads outreach to 
the Latino community. She explains that 
she often talks with Latino immigrants 
“one-on-one,” because she must overcome 
language barriers, lack of familiarity with 
the Museum, and their conviction that it is 
not welcoming. 

Pedroche supports a thriving partner-
ship with Avance, whose mission is “to 
unlock America’s potential by strength-
ening families in at-risk communities 
through effective parent education and 
support programs.”74 While this would not 
seem to be the usual location for promot-
ing the many benefits of an art museum, 
Pedroche has made it an avenue to the arts 
for many immigrant families in Dallas.

She promotes the Museum by joining 
teachers and parents at the Avance Centers, 
where she converses with them, in Span-
ish, about the variety of programs that are 
available for families. Pedroche believes 

Pedroche likes to tell Latino visitors in Spanish, 

“My museum is your museum.” It is like saying, 

“Mi casa es tu casa,” or “My house is your house.” 

The Dallas Museum of Art
Museum patrons enjoy exhibit as part of the Late Night program when the Museum 
is open until midnight one day a month to offer performances, concerts, readings, 
film screenings, and more for an intergenerational audience. The program makes the 
Museum accessible for those who cannot attend during the work day.
Image courtesy of The Dallas Museum of Art
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that, “All parents want their children to 
excel in school and to interact with the 
community so they have better opportuni-
ties.” 

With this conviction in mind, she 
speaks with this vulnerable audience and, 
with all her powers of persuasion, urges 
them to become involved. The Museum, 
she explains, offers many opportunities 
for whole families to learn and to enjoy. 
Pedroche then invites parents to share their 
personal stories—creating rapport to break 
down barriers.

After outreach sessions, Pedroche asks 
the mothers to share ideas for the toy mak-
ing competition, a yearly Avance event dur-
ing which they make an educational toy for 
their children. This year the award winners 
will be showcased in DMA’s Art Studio. 

Following Pedroche’s visits to the cen-
ters, Avance teachers reserve times for fami-
lies to attend a guided tour of the Museum, 
to be followed by studio activities. Parents 
then attend the tour with their children 
and are advised about ways to continue the 
creative process at home. Parents are also 
invited to examine other resources and 
books in Arturo’s Nest and are given free 
bilingual family passes for museum visits.

Pedroche is also a frequent guest on 
Univision radio. She uses her interviews to 
describe upcoming events and programs at 
the Museum as well as to invite Hispanic 
listeners to visit their museum. Stressing 
her experience with the Museum, Pedroche 
explains that engagement with the com-
munity is “important and imperative to 
museums, if they want to grow and prosper 
in the future.” 

The Museum’s special exhibits are now 
often designed to attract intergenerational 
visitors and an array of cultures. The 
recently launched Center for Creative Con-
nections (C3), supported by the MetLife 

Foundation, presented “Encountering 
Space,” an exhibition exploring how artists 
shape and define space in their work. 

C3 is a hands-on section of the 
Museum. A number of works of art and 
interactive areas rotate every six months. 
And there is no language barrier there. 
Through the DMA’s extended hours, 9 p.m. 
every Thursday and until midnight on the 
third Friday of each month, the Museum 
is creating entry points for new audiences, 
including Dallas’s rapidly expanding Mexi-
can immigrant population.

Partnerships supporting immigrant 
communities are extensive, to include 
those with: schools and libraries; Oak Cliff 
Cultural Center; Cathedral Guadalupe; 
the African American Museum; the South 
Dallas Cultural Center; the Latino Cultural 
Center; Preservation LINK, Inc.; Parents 
Step Ahead; and other organizations. In 
many cases, the museum participates in 
events with its partners “on location”— 
taking the art to community events. 

Key Lessons: 

•	 Dallas Museum of Art uses marketing 
strategies to appeal to diverse prospec-
tive visitors in a familiar and com-
monly-used environment, and a variety 
of languages to help create a sense of 
invitation.

•	 Many immigrant families need to 
plan in advance around work, school, 
health, and other family obligations; the 
Museum’s marketing of extended hours 
accommodate their schedules. 

•	 Through partnerships with many 
organizations favored by immigrants, 
the Museum introduces its art to them 
and encourages their direct involvement 
with the Museum. 
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Artreach Dallas: Making the Arts  
More Available 
Best Practice: Eliminate Barriers— 
Door-to-Door Access and Beyond

For far too many people in any community, 
the arts are inaccessible. The reasons are 
many, and include disability, frailty, pov-
erty, and mobility constraints. The loss to 
those who are cut off from arts and cultural 
experiences is incalculable, but can include 
costs to health and important opportuni-
ties for forming social ties. 

Artreach Dallas decided to overcome the 
barriers to participation through appealing 
to the generosity of the arts and cultural 
institutions in the city. Through its Com-
munity Events Program, Artreach arranges 
with cultural institutions to offer free 
admission to events to economically dis-
advantaged children and adults, those with 
disabilities, and those who are aging. The 
organization intends, through its program, 
to increase the well-being as well as reduce 
the isolation for its participants. 

Supported by over 150 institutions, col-
laborating organizations provide from 10 
to 2,500 tickets for any given event. Volun-
teers then place calls, gather groups, repre-
sent Artreach at venues, and act as liaisons 
between the box office and attendees. This 
matching of people to arts events fosters a 
sense of community, which Artreach says is 
the true nature of its program. 

As an example of the opportunities 
Artreach provides, in one week its clients 
received tickets for the Dallas Wind Sym-
phony, the Greater Dallas Youth Orchestra, 
and the Undermain Theater. Dalta Wag-
goner, executive director of Artreach, notes 
that it is able to provide arts and cultural 
opportunities to over 100,000 persons a year. 

According to Artreach, its clients get 
to know each other and form endur-
ing friendships. Their connections are 
deepened and their isolation diminished 
through their shared experience of varied 
arts and cultural programs. And the arts 
and cultural institutions also benefit with 
increased attendance. 

Artreach also provides hands on oppor-
tunities for older adults. Its Senior Theatre 
Arts Program includes creative writing, 
improvisation, and standard theater. For 
one program, older adults worked with 
local playwrights, directors, and theater 
artists to develop a play based on their life 
experiences. After ten weeks of prepara-
tion, a standing room only performance 
was held in a professional theater space. 
Artreach explains that these programs serve 
to increase “self-awareness, esteem, and 
analytical thinking, all critically important 
to maintaining a lively and vibrant mind.” 

Artreach makes it possible, for many 
who otherwise might not have the chance, 
to enjoy the pleasures and benefits of the 
wealth of arts venues and talent Dallas 
has to offer. As Artreach puts it, its clients 
“can experience the life-enriching magic 
we all know our city’s rich arts community 
provides.” 
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Key Lessons: 

•	 Artreach offers hands-on arts programs 
for older adults and also serves an 
extraordinary role in Dallas. It over-
comes seemingly insurmountable barri-
ers through collaboration with over 150 
arts and cultural organizations. 

•	 Artreach is a model for successfully 
creating a link between arts and cultural 
institutions and social service organiza-
tions, which often identify prospective 
clients of Artreach. 

•	 Artreach serves as a model in the con-
text of arts and cultural institutions, for 
it has found a way to make them acces-
sible to a broad constituency that would 
otherwise not be served.

The Dallas Museum of Art
The Museum celebrates the opening of African Masks: 
The Art of Disguise as part of the Late Night program. 
Image courtesy of The Dallas Museum of Art
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Queens Botanical Garden
As an urban oasis in one of 
the most culturally diverse 
counties in the nation, Queens 
Botanical Garden celebrates 
the connections between 
people and nature through 
39 acres of inspiring gardens, 
innovative educational pro-
grams, and demonstrations of 
environmental stewardship.
Image courtesy of Queens 
Botanical Garden Staff
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At home and abroad, New York City 
is recognized as one of the premier 
centers of arts and culture. Many 

young, would-be actors, dancers, singers, 
painters, and writers have sought the glory 
of success on Broadway or the supportive 
milieu of Greenwich Village and other New 
York City neighborhoods. Many of the ven-
ues, from Lincoln Center, the largest arts 
complex in the world, to the Guggenheim, 
The Museum of Modern Art, Radio City 
Music Hall, Carnegie Hall, and The Metro-
politan Museum of Art attract visitors from 
around the world. 

New York City, comprising the five bor-
oughs of Manhattan, the Bronx, Brooklyn, 
Queens, and Staten Island, is often iden-
tified as the archetype of the American 
melting pot. As one of the most diverse and 
culturally-rich cities in the world, New York 
City often presages the population changes 
and demographic shifts that will eventually 
occur in cities around the country. At the 
turn of the 20th century, the city’s extraor-
dinarily abundant and diverse cultural life 
and economy were built on the contribu-
tions of immigrants. That is no less true 
today. Although immigration is integral to 
the city’s history, it has not always been as 
prevalent as it has been in recent years. 

Between 1910 and 1970, the percent-
age of city residents who were immigrants 

declined from 41 to 18 percent. Since 1970, 
however, New York’s immigrant population 
has more than doubled, to reach 3 million, 
even as the native-born population has 
declined by more than 1 million—immi-
gration has fueled New York City’s renais-
sance.75  

The diversity of public and cultural life 
created by New York’s immigrant com-
munities is one of the city’s best-known 
and most important assets. A walk through 
the streets of Brooklyn is a veritable world 
tour: a sometimes overwhelming mélange 
of languages, cuisines, clothing, and other 
cultural experiences. 

The Brooklyn Children’s Museum 
has captured the essence of New York 
City in World Brooklyn. As the Children’s 
Museum describes it, “A walk around the 
block becomes a trip around the world in 
the new World Brooklyn exhibit, because 
Brooklyn is home to everyone from every-
where!” 

The Museum further explains that the 
exhibit is, “a vibrant cityscape—shrunk to 
a child’s scale—lined by a series of kid-
sized shops.” Children can participate in 
the Chinese New Year, make fake dough in 
the Mexican Bakery, and enter the Inter-
national Grocery that boasts cans of ghee 
from India, ackee from Jamaica, and candy 
from Turkey and Poland. They can review 

New York: Countless  
Opportunities for Experiencing  
Arts and Culture
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shopping lists appropriate for a kosher 
Shabbat or Kwanzaa. 

In the West African Import Store, kids 
can, according to the Museum website, 
“shop” for African health and beauty prod-
ucts, groceries, instruments, jewelry, dolls, 
textiles, masks, and furniture. In the Travel 
Agency they can fly over the Caribbean. 
The Italian Restaurant offers play pizza. In 
the Global Beats Theater, children can be 
either the audience or performers on stage, 
where they are invited by local troupes to 
perform Russian ballet, Irish step dancing, 
Arab debkah, Bangladeshi folk dances, and 
more.

New York’s immigrant population is as 
varied as the city itself. While New York’s 
Latino population was formerly major-
ity Puerto Rican, today’s New York Latino 

population is increasingly made up of 
immigrants from the Dominican Repub-
lic, Ecuador, Colombia, Peru, El Salvador, 
Mexico, and other Latin American coun-
tries. The Fiscal Policy Institute reports 
that, “In the 1970s there were few Vietnam-
ese, Koreans, or South Asian immigrants, 
and Chinese immigrants came from only a 
few of China’s provinces. Today, in addition 
to China, Vietnam and Korea, significant 
numbers of immigrants come to New 
York from India, Bangladesh, Hong Kong 
and Taiwan, as well as from parts of China 
excluded from earlier immigration, such as 
the Fujian province.”81

Meeting the needs of its expanding 
numbers of older adults, to include access 
to the arts and culture, is a huge challenge 
in a city that spans five densely populated 
boroughs in which hundreds of languages 
are spoken. New York City is also charac-
terized by great wealth and great poverty, 
and many older adults survive on very low 
incomes. Fortunately, in a city with plenti-
ful arts and cultural resources, the needs of 
older adults are receiving some attention. 

If comfortable with its hectic pace, older 
adults seeking arts and cultural experiences 
in Manhattan or the other boroughs do 
have some advantages. The array of choices 
is almost limitless and public transit is 
widely available. Much of the city is walk-
able, though the crowds that fill many of 

New York City: The Archetypal Melting Pot

•	 More than 125 languages are spoken in Brooklyn and more than 
200 languages are spoken in Queens.  

•	 According to a report by New York’s Fiscal Policy Institute, immi-
grants’ share of wage and salary income is equivalent to their share 
of the population (37%).76 

•	 A quarter of New York’s CEOs are immigrants who live in the city.77 
•	 57% of the children in New York City (1.1 million of 1.9 million) are 

children of immigrant families.78

•	 Immigrants represented 36.4% of the City’s population in 2008 
(twice the 1970 share) and 43% of the workforce.79 

“Immigrants make-up a quarter of securities, commodities and financial service sales 

agents living in the city, and a third of financial managers. In real estate, they are a third 

of all brokers, four out of ten property managers, four out of ten architects, and seven out 

of ten construction laborers. Immigrants are half of all doctors, six out of ten registered 

nurses, and seven of ten nursing aids.”80 
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the city’s sidewalks can be hazardous to 
anyone who is frail or has a disability. For 
many in New York City, however, arts and 
cultural events are available in their own 
neighborhoods.

Many older adults in the city congregate 
in the 104 senior centers that span the five 
boroughs. To bring the arts to the centers, 
the City Council in 2008 decided to fund a 
collaboration between the Department for 
the Aging and the Department of Cultural 
Affairs. The two agencies identified 57 
arts groups to pair with the senior centers, 
which could then provide artistic perfor-
mances on senior center premises. The 
senior centers were happy to offer stimu-
lating new programs to their older adult 
clients, and the performers relished their 
chance to perform for new audiences. 

While New York City is the ultimate 
arts and cultural center, it will need to 
continue to find ways to be more inclu-
sive of both immigrants and older adults. 
New York City clearly holds a richness 
of arts and cultural resources for both 
populations, but needs to promote greater 
methods for access, to share its plentitude 
more broadly. n

The Museum of Modern Art: Meet  
Me at MoMA
Best Practice: Be a Leader and Good 
Model—Collaborate Outside the Arts  
and Culture Sector

A precedent setter for museums around 
the country, MoMA has a long history of 
serving people with disabilities, dating 
back to 1945, when the Museum offered 
art programs to help veterans acclimate 
to civilian life. It has been a longstanding 
goal to make the Museum as accessible to 
everyone as possible.

To assure that older adults could share 
and connect with the Museum’s collection, 
for many years the Museum staff has trav-
eled to senior centers, assisted living facili-
ties, nursing homes, and other locations. Its 
educators also visit immigrant communi-
ties to enable the community to partake in 
the benefits of an American arts institution. 
Francesca Rosenberg, director of Com-
munity, Access & School Programs in the 
Department of Education, explains that, 
“We want them to think of the Museum as 
theirs.” 

According to Rosenberg, these off-site 
programs ideally have three stages that 
move the audience through an educational 
continuum. First, educators go to the site 
with reproductions of works of art—which 
may be highlights of a current exhibition—
and focus the discussion around a single 
theme. For the second session, the students 
come to the Museum to view the originals, 
with the same educator providing insights 
into the selected art works. A third session 
might include a hands-on art project. 

Growing Older in New York City

•	 New York City’s older population will grow significantly during 
the next 20 years, though more slowly than in other parts of the 
country. 

•	 According to the New York City Department of City Planning, “The 
number of persons age 65 and over is projected to rise 44.2%, 
from 938,000 in 2000 to 1.35 million in 2030.”82  

•	 In Brooklyn, the largest borough, the older adult population will 
increase by 45%, even as the school-age population declines by  
5.8% during this period.83  

•	 Many non-English speaking older adults have never been assimi-
lated into the melting pot of New York.84 	

•	 45% of older residents of the Bronx have not graduated from  
high school.85  

•	 Over one-half of the residents of Queens age 60 and above are 
foreign born.86  
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All of these programs are carefully tai-
lored to the specific audience. Some of the 
25 partners with which the Museum con-
ducts on-site programs include the Mid-
town Community Court (for ex-offenders) 
and LaGuardia Community College—one 
of the most diverse schools in the city and 
the country. 

The Museum’s Alzheimer’s Project grew 
organically out of its off-site educational 
programs in senior centers and other ven-
ues. Initially, the staff started working with 
Mount Sinai Hospital and the Alzheimer’s 
Association to learn more about brain 
patterns and how to engage people with 
Alzheimer’s. To test the effectiveness of 
various methods, the staff started with 
small pilot programs. 

Through the pilots, the staff found that 
many activities in which family members 
and caregivers could participate were not 
suitable for those with dementia. Movies, 
for example, cannot be shared because 
Alzheimer’s patients cannot follow the 
action. Through the research completed 
via the pilots, the education staff developed 
Meet Me at MoMA, a program that engages 
everyone, from the Alzheimer’s patient to 
families and caregivers, with the Museum’s 
works of art. 

The program does not patronize 
dementia patients by limiting attention to 
simpler art forms, but instead focuses on 
the full range of art in the museum. Partici-
pants enjoy the program for many reasons, 
including the ability to escape the crowds. 
Special tours are scheduled every Tuesday 
(when the museum is closed) from 2:30 to 
4:30 p.m. About 100 people total (people 
with dementia, family members and care-
givers) attend each session, and break up 
into six groups. 

 Perhaps most important, families and 
caregivers often witness an almost magi-

cal transformation during the program. 
Alzheimer’s patients, who may have been 
very withdrawn, will begin speaking, 
prompted by the art and the presence of 
families and caregivers. Rosenberg com-
ments that, “Often you can’t tell who has 
the disease and who is the caregiver.” The 
program also has fostered great connec-
tions between families. 

The community educators responsible 
for conducting the program are planning 
to leave more time for interaction among 
participants. They will open the sculpture 
garden to participants to give them more of 
an opportunity to talk to one another. 

The staff walks the galleries once a 
month and brainstorms about ways the 
exhibits can be worked into Meet Me at 
MoMA. The educators are attuned to 
different signs of engagement, to include 
non-verbal communication. Those with 
dementia may take a long time to say 
something, but the educators wait and 
encourage them—they do not want to 
ask caregivers to intercede at a significant, 
opportune moment!

After each tour, those serving as guides 
give everyone, caregivers and those with 
dementia, an evaluation form. They also 
hold focus group discussions. Getting 
direct feedback from people with dementia 
has been key to improving the program. 

The Museum’s robust Community 
and Access Programs are grant-funded. A 
two-year grant from the MetLife Founda-
tion funded training on the Alzheimer’s 
program for museums throughout the U.S., 
and included workshops, webinars, and 
conferences. Some museums had already 
created programs for those with Alzheim-
er’s, in which case the trainings helped 
them to expand and fine tune them. For 
example, some museums had incorporated 
art making, and MoMA has started experi-
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menting with adding this to their program. 
With another two-year MetLife Foun-

dation grant, MoMA is extending its 
influence globally. Its staff is conducting 
trainings with museums in Australia, Spain, 
Mexico, and Great Britain. A symposium at 
MoMA is scheduled for March 2011. 

The staff has found that the most 
effective way to link dementia patients 
with museums is by encouraging regional 
liaisons at Alzheimer’s chapters and other 
groups to contact local museums. MoMA 
is now enhancing its website to include 
modules and lesson plans for caregivers 
to use outside of the museum. The staff is 
continually seeking feedback within the 
community of practice about the useful-
ness of the website and how well the train-
ing materials are working.

Key Lessons:

•	 The Meet Me at MoMA program is a 
model for demonstrating the effective-
ness of partnerships that cross sectors, 
in this case the arts sector and a non-
profit health organization. 

•	 Meet Me at MoMA is also a model for 
creating, through partnerships, an 
incredibly innovative melding of knowl-
edge, experience, and understanding. 
It took the combined expertise, experi-
ence, and empathy of MoMA staff, Mt. 
Sinai Hospital, and Alzheimer’s Associa-
tion staff to develop a program that is 
now being replicated by many other arts 
institutions. 

•	 MoMA’s success has inspired others to 
work across sectors and it now serves as 
a resource nationally and internation-
ally. 

Queens Botanical Garden: Welcoming 
a Diverse Community
Best Practice: Build Trust, Relationships, 
and Partnerships

Queens Botanical Garden (QBG) has long 
made it a practice to promote consistent 
interaction with its neighboring ethnic com-
munities, including the Chinese, Filipino, 
Latino, and South Asian communities in and 
around Flushing. The Ambassador Program is 
one notable example: Through the program, 
QBG recruits and trains volunteers in vari-
ous ethnic groups to represent the Garden in 
their communities. But this is not something 
the Garden started from scratch. It happened 
after many years of community engagement, 
spearheaded by Susan Lacerte, the executive 
director of QBG.

Lacerte explains that the key is finding 
“the leader in each community. I noticed 
when I first became director that the diver-
sity of the borough was not reflected in our 
attendance. We’ve learned through trial 
and error. We first tried to be all things to 
all people. What we’ve learned is that you 
have to work with each community on its 
own terms.” 

“Every culture has its own social service 
network,” Lacerte notes. For Korean Ameri-
cans the church is central because it’s how 
they stay in touch with their culture. It’s 
not so important in Korea, but it is central 
here. You have to engage with different 
cultures in very different ways. The Korean 
American community looks inward. They 
like to observe you when they’re planning.”

According to Lacerte, when the Garden 
tried guided tours, they failed to attract 
additional visitors from the community. 
Communication with leaders in the com-
munity proved to be the best way to get a 
start on enticing residents into the Garden. 
Lacerte explains that, “The leaders com-
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municated what they wanted. We learned 
that the Chinese wanted to do Tai Chi. We 
started hosting a Tai Chi session on our 
grounds. Now 250 to 300 people are on our 
grounds doing Tai Chi each day, most of 
them Chinese.” 

To entice visitors from the many ethnic 
communities to the Garden, QBG drew 
them in by planting flowers and trees 
that they value. For example, the Chi-
nese community values tree peonies; the 
Korean community values orchids, and 
the national flower of Korea, the Rose of 
Sharon; and the Latino community shows 
value in a vibrant, diverse, and colorful 
garden. However, because of the Garden’s 
extensive outreach, it now will avoid partic-
ular colors in displays because they violate 
the sensitivities of certain cultures. 

When possible, the Garden piques 
the interest of the various cultures with 
special programs. The staff identified a 
Korean botanical leader who spoke to the 
audience in Korean. And with their South 
Asian neighbors, the Garden celebrated the 
Festival of Diwali. 

Describing a recent tour she was leading, 
Lacerte notes that of the 35 to 40 people, 
“There were a few Caucasians, some Chinese, 
South Asians, and Latinos. It really validated 
what we were doing. The people who come 
to our public events now are so much more 
diverse than 15 years ago. That’s how you 
know that your efforts are working.”

Community leaders form an informal 
sounding board for vetting proposals for 
changes in the Garden. As one example, 
recently the Garden started to charge an 
admission fee during peak months, though 
formerly admission had been free. The staff 
discussed this extensively with the surround-
ing communities beforehand and posted the 
new admissions policy in Spanish, Chinese, 
and Korean as well as English. The result 

was creation of a Community Access Pass, 
which was suggested by the Tai Chi leaders 
and other ethnic community leaders. The 
pass was sold for $20 for the first season and 
made available to community residents. The 
careful vetting and outreach has enabled the 
Garden to adopt this practice with the com-
munity’s understanding. 

The U.S. Census Bureau used QBG 
as a station where people could fill out 
the census form. As Lacerte comments, 
“Every community wants to have a place to 
gather.” The Garden is now recognized as 
an important community gathering place.

The Garden’s goal is to become a resource 
for cultural research that explores the unique 
connections between plants and people. The 
success of such research depends on a contin-
ued and open dialogue between the com-
munities of Queens and the Garden. Queens 
Botanical Garden is uniquely qualified to 
serve as a site in which individuals living in 
the very diverse community can enlighten 
Garden staff about their traditions and the 
role of plants in their cultures. 

Key Lessons:

•	 The Garden’s staff has developed and 
nurtured trusting relationships with the 
community that bring benefits to the 
Garden and its clientele. 

•	 QBG leadership, with Board, staff, and 
others, identified various ethnic leaders 
and their strong social networks as a key 
asset for spreading the word about QBG. 

•	 QBG has also used its relationship with 
leaders of the community to garner  
support for changes in the Garden.

•	 Meaningful relationships take time; they 
don’t happen overnight and they don’t 
happen without considerable effort and 
careful thought. 
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The Queens Museum of Art: Breaking  
Barriers, Re-Defining Access to the 
Arts
Best Practice: Step Outside the Walls

The Queens Museum of Art, housed in the 
iconic World’s Fair building of 1939, is set 
in the nation’s most diverse neighborhood 
that is home to more than 200 spoken lan-
guages: Queens, New York. The Museum’s 
mission, “to present the highest quality 
visual arts and educational programming 
for people in the New York metropolitan 
area, and particularly for the residents of 
Queens, a uniquely diverse ethnic, cultural 
and international community,” rings true 
to its invaluable presence in the commu-
nity. Since 2005, the Museum has re-
dedicated its programming to reflect and 
engage the local community, “attempting to 
exert the same sort of imagination, experi-
mentation, and resources to community 
engagement as in the galleries87,” through 
a museum department titled The Queens 
Museum of Art in the Community.

The Queens Museum works tirelessly 
to engage the community outside its four 
walls. Not only does the Museum have a 
full-time community organizer on staff 
working actively in the immediate Corona 
neighborhood of Queens, a position cur-

rently unmatched by any other art museum 
in the country88, but it provides numerous, 
ongoing partnerships to community orga-
nizations specifically within the immigrant 
and older adult communities. Catering 
to the diverse immigrant populations of 
Queens, the Museum hosts Passport Fri-
days, sponsored events showcasing a differ-
ent country every week from South Korea 
to Colombia to India. 

The Queens Museum of Art with the 
Queens Public Library, one of the largest 
urban library systems in the world con-
taining 66 branches, created the New New 
Yorkers (NNY) program—education classes 
to meet the needs of immigrant adults. 
The program hosts ESOL classes that teach 
English as a second language, and provides 
myriad multi-lingual research tools, citi-
zenship materials, and arts publications. 

The Museum operates as one of its fea-
ture community engagement programs: El 
Corazón de Corona or The Heart of Corona 
Initiative, a project that “aims to address 
the health of residents and to activate and 
beautify Corona’s public space.”89 The Ini-
tiative boasts several cross-sector projects 
created in collaboration with local health, 
business, and elected leaders: Beautification 
and Clean-Up, a Healthy Taste of Corona 
cook book, and numerous public arts proj-

“Museums need to be engaged if they want to remain vital institutions. With the 21st 

century, artists became open to the possibility of the viewer being a shaping element, and 

even a generator of their artwork; consequently, much of 21st century artwork is about 

relationships [e.g. between people and objects]. The public expects a similar approach 

from arts organizations, [but] museums have been slower to catch-up: their mandate is 

to acquire first, preserve second, and educate third. Our program is a way to break those 

strict divisions and roles, and to make sure artists see the sharing of their work as an inte-

gral part of their careers.” José E. Rodríguez, Manager of NNY, The Queens Museum of Art
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ects as well as popular street festivals such 
as the recent 107th Corona Block Party, My 
Street My Home.

The Corona neighborhood is an historic 
hub of ethnic diversity, home to such 
legends as Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, 
and Malcolm X. In the last three decades, 
Corona has experienced major demo-
graphic shifts aligned with national trends; 
the neighborhood has become home to 
a steady increase of immigrant popula-
tions. As a premiere institution located in 
the heart of Corona, the Queens Museum 
of Art engages as a primary stake holder 
in the community to serve as a vehicle for 
community revitalization. With high-
quality public engagement programs, the 
Museum promotes such unique initiatives 
as: The Immigrants & Parks Collaborative, 
immigrant-led civic engagement programs 
in public parks; and The Corona Studio, 
which curates new works of community-
engaged public art to traditionally under-
served audiences.

Beyond providing ample community 
engagement and recreational events, the 
Museum strives to meet many of the social 
challenges facing neighborhood residents 
through the umbrella art therapy program, 

Art Access which serves community mem-
bers with special needs. An award-winning 
program recognized by the Institute of 
Museum and Library Services for exem-
plary leadership and community partner-
ship, Art Access was launched in 1983 with 
a mission to “promote exploration through 
the arts and to highlight the creativity that 
exists in all people.” Originally, the pro-
gram was created to provide art educa-
tion for the visually impaired; today, Art 
Access has widely expanded its mission and 
capacity to serve over 5,000 New York City 
school children enrolled in special educa-
tion programs each year. The program pri-
marily staffs therapists trained in creative 
art therapies who are able to adapt their 
expertise to meet community needs. 

Acclaimed programming within Art 
Access includes: The Autism Initiative, Gal-
lery Gatherings, in-house programming for 
families hosting children in the foster care 
system, the Multi-Sensory Tour Kit, Sign 
Language Tours, and more. This extensive, 
diverse programming proves the Queens 
Museum’s priority in maintaining an acces-
sible institution beyond the parameters of 
what most consider eliminating barriers to 
access: The Museum goes above and beyond 
opening its doors to simply pave the path 
for all patrons to first get to the door step.

The Queens Museum of Art, through 
incredible outreach programming designed 
for the older adult and immigrant popula-
tions, as well as those with diverse special 
needs, proves itself as an institution which 
extends far beyond its four walls to not 
only conduct programming in community 
venues but to also bring back residents to 
the Museum for engaged learning. The 
Museum today acts as a good leader and 
role model for all institutions attempting to 
break down barriers to access and to reach-
out to all community residents.

The Queens Museum  
of Art
Volunteers from the  
Corazón de Corona project 
take a break during the 
clean up and beautification 
of public space near the 
Museum.
Image courtesy of The 
Queens Museum of Art
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Key Lessons:

•	 The Queens Museum of Art breaks down 
traditional ideas of a museum and its 
relations to the surrounding community, 
and rather presents the institution as 
community-based, structuring a majority 
of its programming based on community 
needs and outside of its four walls.

•	 The Museum uses a community orga-
nizer to expand beyond the institution to 
engage the community in places and with 
methods meaningful to the residents.

•	 Access to the arts is considered an inher-
ent right for all residents, especially for 
those experiencing barriers to access in 
their daily lives. The Museum provides 
programming for all specialized popula-
tions: immigrants, older adults, and 
those with disabilities.

Pregones Theater: Inextricably  
Bound to the Community
Best Practice: Assess the Organization 
From the Inside
 
Pregones Theater in the Bronx, or Teatro 
Pregones, states as its purpose the creation 
and performance of “original musical 
theater and plays rooted in Puerto Rican/
Latino cultures,” and presentation of other 
performing artists “who share our twin 
commitment to the arts and civic enrich-
ment.” Very committed to its mission, the 
Theater describes itself as “the incubator of 
new works and a leader in arts-based com-
munity development.” 

Alvan Colón Lespier, the associate 
artistic director of the Theater, believes 
that theater arts in general are an integral 
component of the development of com-
munities, and in that context, Pregones 
Theater strives to engage all sectors of the 
community. From Colón Lespier’s vantage 
point, the Theater makes an important 
connection to the history of the Latino 
and Puerto Rican community in the Bronx 
and beyond, and brings it to life through 
dramatizing it in very compelling ways. 

Colón Lespier explains that Pregones 
was created in 1979, when “a group of 
like-minded Puerto Rican actors thought 
to group in the fashion of Caribbean and 
Latin American ‘colectivos’, or performing 
ensembles.” It was first a touring company, 
performing original works in Spanish 
throughout New York City, the greater tri-
state metropolitan area, Philadelphia, and 
Boston. 

At the outset, Pregones was one of the 
few professional arts organizations offering 
both Spanish and English performances for 
low-income residents in the community. 
Colón Lespier says that it was the “deep 
connection to a growing and diverse Latino 
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population” that inspired the decision to 
establish a resident theater in the Bronx.” 
As a powerful symbol of its permanence, 
the Theater opened a new performing arts 
facility in 2005, which was funded by the 
government, foundations and individual 
contributions. 

Colón Lespier’s evident pride in 
Pregones is clearly associated with both 
the artistic rigor reflected in its flagship 
programs and the profound connection 
it has to the community. Pregones has 
been the recipient of many awards, and 
Colón Lespier explains that the Theater 
has matured “through meaningful inter-
action with the local community of the 
South Bronx, many of them Latinos, both 
longtime U.S. residents and more recent 
immigrants.” 

Colón Lespier reports that the Theater’s 
artists, managers, and volunteers, for more 
than 30 years, have succeeded “in building 
and growing a performing arts audience 
where others said there was none.” The 
Theater, Colón Lespier adds, proudly iden-
tifies itself as a community-based profes-
sional theater. 

Many of the productions performed at 
the intimate Pregones Theater, with its 130 
seats, are inspired by or make reference to 
historical events of profound importance 
to the Puerto Rican/Latino community. 
The Theater has nearly 70 premieres to its 
credit, representing a repertory of original 
plays and musicals in Spanish, English or 
both, including workshops, forum theater 
plays, and full-scale productions. 

A recent production, The Harlem 
Hellfighters On A Latin Beat, portrayed 
the collaboration during World War I of 
16 Puerto Ricans with the all-Black 369th 
Infantry Regiment. When the 369th was 
asked to form a regimental band, it was 
found that reed musicians were scarce. 

James Reese Europe, a prominent Black 
composer, conductor, and a Lieutenant in 
the 369th, requested to be sent to Puerto 
Rico to recruit reed instrument players to 
complete the band. After Europe recruited 
the musicians and led the band, the co-
mingling of the Puerto Rican and Harlem 
sounds was heard in Europe, and a demand 
for jazz, then in its infancy, grew world-
wide. 

For Colón Lespier, when a play like this 
“recaptures memories” and the commu-
nity’s heritage is explored and celebrated, 
Pregones Theater builds social capital and 
tightens its bonds with the community. 
After some performances, the Theater 
staff engages the audience in conversations 
about the plays, to reinforce the connection 
between those on the stage and the audi-
ence—and the community. Through these 
conversations and in many other innova-
tions, this Theater constantly seeks new 
ways to exploit the power of the dramatic 
arts to enrich the lives of the community. 

The Theater also uses the power of 
drama to educate everyone from school 
children to older adults in the commu-
nity. From school classrooms to senior 
centers, Pregones actors have dramatized 
the dangers of AIDS, teen dating violence, 
text-based bullying, domestic violence, and 
other threats to health and safety. 

For young students, a dramatic presen-
tation that makes them think about their 
world and the decisions they will make is 
a powerful way to learn. And the students 
also learn another great life lesson—that 
theater arts are relevant to their own lives. 

As a way to draw in older adults to the 
world of theater, the staff meets them at 
senior centers and helps them to develop 
their life stories as performances. Every 
year this activity culminates in a full day 
at Pregones, when all of the older adults 
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perform their stories for a very apprecia-
tive audience of their peers. For some, this 
exposure to the Theater piques their inter-
est, and they return again and again.

As Cólon Lespier defines it, “We have a 
long-term aesthetic, cultural, and organi-
zational investment in the Bronx and the 
greater Latino community.” In celebrating 
the Puerto Rican and Latino art and cul-
tural heritage, Colón Lespier says that the 
Theater “provides a tool for understand-
ing who we are.” He adds that, “When you 
are able to identify cultural traits that are 
unique, it’s great.” 

Colón Lespier also emphasizes the con-
tribution the Theater makes to economic 
development of the neighborhood where 
the Theater is located. As a major attraction 
in the burgeoning South Bronx cultural 
corridor since 2005, the Theater draws a 
diverse audience from across the City. 

Pregones also reaches beyond the Bronx 
and New York City to partner with other 
artists throughout the U.S. and interna-
tionally. For nearly 20 years, the Theater 
has collaborated with Roadside Theater in 
the Appalachian mountains of Kentucky, 
the Yuyachkani collective in Peru and the 
Worldwide Virtual Theater Carrousel 
cohort in Peru, Belgium, South Africa, and 
Slovakia, among others.

Key Lessons: 

•	 The goal of Pregones, to offer “original 
musical theater and plays rooted in 
Puerto Rican/Latino cultures,” has been 
achieved as a result of the Theater’s 
great care in choosing and executing 
programming that is focused on the 
culture and history of the community. 

•	 Its investment in major performances 
celebrating Puerto Rican and Latino 

culture and history reflects the Theater’s 
longstanding commitment to building 
social capital in the community. 

•	 Throughout its existence, the Theater’s 
staff, artistic directors and artists have 
focused collectively on their stake in 
enriching the lives of the residents of the 
Bronx community where it is located. 

•	 Its bilingual presentations and conversa-
tions between those on stage and the 
audience also reinforce connections 
with the community.

•	 As part of its support of the community, 
the Theater schedules workshops and 
public dialogues and other opportuni-
ties for learning. The Theater also serves 
as a model for multi-cultural, national, 
and international collaboration, and for 
Latino theater management.
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ASU Gammage 
ASU Gammage Older Adult 
Volunteers attend a Cultural 
Participation event in their 
honor. ASU Gammage Cultural 
Participation programs create 
access for older adult and 
diverse audiences to com-
munity arts programs, world-
class artists, and innovative 
academic learning tools and 
initiatives.
Image courtesy of ASU  
Gammage
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With its prime location in the heart 
of the Western Sunbelt Region, 
Phoenix has become one of the 

nation’s fastest growing cities. Given that 
both the city’s retiree population and 
immigrant populations continue to grow, 
Phoenix has become increasingly diverse, 
allowing it an opportunity to test new 
ideas and serve as a bellwether for other 
communities facing similar growth in the 
West. As the city continues to expand, it 
garners a national reputation as a regional 
metropolis, similar to Los Angeles and 
other western cities.

The city’s status as a far flung region can 
at times obscure its economic growth and 
urban density. Phoenix boasts a diverse 
downtown consisting of commercial, tech-
nology, and service sectors. The region is 
relatively young and will continue to grow 
in population. Indeed, Maricopa County, 
which comprises Phoenix and the city’s 
immediate surroundings, was the fastest 
growing county in the United States from 
2000 until 2006, adding an impressive 
696,000 residents. With this upward trend 
in population growth, the city is expected 
to add another 2.2 million between now 
and 2030—larger than the entire popula-
tion of metropolitan San Francisco. In 
addition to its expanding Hispanic popula-
tion, the state of Arizona has the third 

highest number of Native Americans in the 
country, positioning the state to become a 
“minority-majority.” The diversity of Phoe-
nix has long been established, however. The 
roots of many Latinos in Phoenix date back 
numerous generations. 

The region also has a large and grow-
ing first-generation population. According 
to the Phoenix-based Morrison Institute, 
“the growing proportion of Hispanic and 
foreign-born residents—from 7.3 percent 
to 14.1 percent between 1990 and 2000—
has marked the region as a new immigrant 
gateway. In keeping with that trend, a siz-
able proportion (11.5 percent) of Phoenix’s 
population reports not speaking English 

Phoenix: Expanding Access  
to the Arts

Phoenix: An Immigrant Gateway

•	 The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that the population of Maricopa 
County in 2009 was 4.02 million people. 

•	 In Maricopa County, which includes Phoenix, 31.8% of residents 
are Hispanic.

•	 One in every seven residents is foreign-born. 
•	 One in every five residents age five and above speaks a language 

other than English as the first language at home. 
•	 Phoenix is the county seat of Maricopa County and capital of the 

state. Its population, estimated in 2009 was 1.59 million. 
•	 The estimated 2009 Hispanic and Latino population of Phoenix, 

according to the U.S. Census American Community Survey, was 
over 644,000 or 43.2%.90  
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well.” From the standpoint of the Institute, 
“A more diverse, more Hispanic, popula-
tion calls for institutions and programs to 
change to remain in tune with the region’s 
residents.”91

The Brookings Institute concludes 
that, “Because nearly 60 percent of the 
city’s foreign-born residents arrived in the 
country in the last [17] years, Phoenix may 
face unique challenges in connecting these 
newcomers to the economic, political, and 
educational mainstream. Only one-fifth of 
the city’s foreign-born are naturalized U.S. 
citizens.”92

At the same time that the area continues 
to develop into an economic hub of the 
West, the Phoenix region remains a top 
destination for older adults and retirees 
relocating from throughout the country. In 
1960, the newly created Del Webb Corpo-
ration developed its first “active adults” 
retirement community, Sun City, a short 
distance west of Phoenix. Since then, the 
Phoenix metropolitan region has become 
nationally known as a Sunbelt destination 
for older adults. With the increasing num-
bers of residents who are aging and those 
newly relocated to the area, Phoenix has 
an opportunity to enlist the expertise of 
its older population in support of arts and 
culture in the region. 

New arts and cultural venues have been 
opening in Phoenix and Maricopa County, 

and over 300 more local performances, 
festivals, and programs add to the richness 
and cultural diversity of the area. Maricopa 
County can claim the Phoenix Symphony, 
the Phoenix Art Museum, the Heard 
Museum, the Arizona Theater Company, 
the Arizona Science Center, Taliesin West, 
and very importantly, the many contribu-
tions to the arts of the Herberger College 
of Fine Arts and Arizona State Univer-
sity’s (ASU) Public Events. The Morrison 
Institute states that, “The many venues, 
companies, programs, and events—more 
than 1,000 annually—under the univer-
sity umbrella make it not just the largest 
presenting organization in the county, but 
also a substantial leader in cutting-edge 
programming, education, and outreach. 
For example, ASU Public Events seem to 
have mastered the balance of mass mar-
ket, audience-friendly series—such as the 
Broadway Series—with avant-garde events 
that help to expand and diversify arts audi-
ences.”95 n

Phoenix Art Museum: Including  
Locals Only
Best Practice: Develop Intentional  
and Inclusive Programming

When the Phoenix Art Museum (PAM) 
hosted an exhibit from the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art (LACMA) in 2009, 
the Museum decided to use this as an 
opportunity to simultaneously showcase 
local Latino artists. Phantom Sightings: Art 
after the Chicano Movement, the exhibit 
from Los Angeles, was paired with a Locals 
Only exhibit comprising the work of 12 
Latino artists currently living and working 
in metropolitan Phoenix. These included 
a graffiti artist and several artists born in 
Mexico, such as the muralist Claudio Dico-

Older Adults in Maricopa County

•	 Some of the older adult population in Maricopa County is concen-
trated in retirement communities. Sun City’s population is 47,901, 
its median age 75.93 

•	 The population 65 and over in Maricopa County is over 449,000, 
or 11.2%.

•	 The percentage of the population 65 and over in the city of Phoenix 
is 7.5%.94  
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chea and the sculptor, fashion designer, and 
toy maker Roy Wasson Valle.

Two key decisions influenced the 
character of the exhibit. The Museum staff 
chose to display a broad range of local art, 
including “high” art as well as art forms 
such as clothing and graffiti that reflected 
everyday experiences of Latino youth, 
whether native Arizonan or immigrant. 
It was also determined that, instead of 
exhibiting Locals Only in a separate space, 
PAM would weave the exhibit throughout 
the Museum’s permanent collection, thus 
enabling visitors to make connections 
between the local artists’ work and other 
parts of the collection. Those who attended 
the exhibit numbered over 34,000 people, 
including 900 schoolchildren. 

The PAM Latin American and Mexican 
art collection is robust, with 32 exhibits to 
its credit on Latin American and Mexican 
art since 1959, but it had never developed 
an exhibit focused on Chicano art. Phan-
tom Sightings included very few artists 
from Arizona or nearby New Mexico. Sara 
Cochran, PAM’s curator, and PAM’s leader-
ship recognized that it would be problem-
atic to host the exhibit without offering 
art that more closely reflected the local art 
scene and the work of local artists.

For Cochran, curating Locals Only “was 
a great excuse to go into a lot of local art-
ists’ studios and see their work.” It was a 
way of getting to know the artists and to 
showcase their work.

One sign of the focus on Locals Only was 
the presence of locally relevant and popular 
art related to the lowrider (cars with very 
low suspension) culture studded through-
out the exhibit. Because Phoenix has a very 
strong lowrider culture, PAM’s marketing 
director reached out to Lowrider Car Clubs 
and made a key connection with the editor 
of Lowrider Magazine. PAM encouraged 
the lowrider car clubs to bring their motor-
cycles and cars into the Sculpture Garden, 
and one artist outfitted a lowrider car as 
a mobile gallery. Though one event was a 
Kids’ Day, the exhibit also gave a nod to the 
macho and bikini aura of lowrider culture 
that is a major reference point in many of 
the artists’ work.

The director of PAM and its board 
supported Cochran every step of the way, 
and the exhibit was sponsored by the local 
utility company. A major art collector also 
supported the exhibit. All told, it took 
just six months between the conception 
of Locals Only and its launch. The result, 
Cochran says, is a sense of belonging [at 
the Museum] that was not there before.” 

Key Lessons: 
 
•	 To be as broadly inclusive as possible, 

the Phoenix Art Museum intentionally 
mixed “high” and “low” art to engage its 
local artists and the Chicano commu-
nity with the Museum and involve them 
on a more permanent basis as patrons. 

“Looking at your community and seeing where the unrealized 

strengths are is a tremendous thing to do and that’s what museums 

should be doing. They lead to dialogues that are really fulfilling and 

exciting. There is a world of opportunity out there and it’s a matter 

of finding it.” Sara Cochran, Curator, Phoenix Art Museum
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•	 The Museum drew on its pool of artists 
in the community and interweaved 
their works with those of a less relevant 
exhibit in order to build relationships 
with the artists and with prospective 
visitors from the community. 

•	 Its leadership committed itself to pro-
viding an exhibit that Chicanos would 
find very relevant and thereby rein-
forced its relationship with the Chicano 
community. 

•	 The Museum took advantage of market-
ing opportunities and targeted lowrider 
leaders and related media to reach a 
broader audience that may have felt 
excluded before this exhibit. 

ASU Gammage: Cultural  
Participation and Programming
Best Practice: Eliminate Barriers:  
Door-to-Door Access and Beyond

Housed in a stunning building designed by 
Frank Lloyd Wright, ASU Gammage, one 
of the largest university-based theaters in 
the world, at Arizona State University, has 
been broadening its audience for many 
years, and its outreach extends to both 
immigrant and older adult audiences. 
Widely recognized for its work in Phoenix, 
ASU Gammage’s commitment is evident 
in the role of one of its staff members: 
Michael Reed is the Senior Director of Cul-

tural Participation and Programming and 
is responsible for developing and oversee-
ing an astonishing array of performances, 
explorations of theater arts for all ages, and 
programs highlighting the arts of various 
cultures. 

The commitment to accommodating 
older adults, for example, was demonstrated 
while The Phantom of the Opera was at the 
theater for a four-week run. To better suit 
the preferences of older adult audiences, 
some performances were scheduled as 
matinees. Reed also explains that the house 
staff is very experienced in working with 
older adults and those who are frail or have 
disabilities. The staff works with ARTabil-
ity, an Arizona organization that promotes 
accessibility to the arts for those with dis-
abilities. Before each season begins, the staff 
reviews issues related to the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA), though Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s design, while handsome, has made 
retrofitting ASU Gammage to meet the 
requirements of the ADA, and other evolv-
ing audience needs, quite difficult. 

ASU Gammage’s desire to prioritize 
outreach which promotes cultural diversity 
is reflected in its programming for school 
children in Phoenix. Reed explains that, 
“The Phoenix Elementary School Distrisct 
has up to 90 percent of Latino students in 
many of its schools,” and he seeks to give 
them the chance to benefit from exposure 
to diverse arts and culture. Through a “bus-

“The Cultural Participation programs are the heart of ASU Gammage’s 

mission of ‘connecting communities.’ The programs take the artist’s voice, 

community identities and the innovation of ASU to create a shared 

cultural place; uniquely inspiring and bringing thousands of Arizonans 

together for extraordinary shared experiences that create community 

and foster learning.”96 



Best Practices: Phoenix • 81

ing” scholarship funded by the Nationwide 
Foundation, students and teachers, for 
$3.00 each, are transported to ASU Gam-
mage for one-hour performances through-
out the school year. To support teach-
ers, the Cultural Participation program 
provides a complementary guide filled with 
interactive lesson plans.

In 2010, performances included Danc-
ing Earth, recommended for grades six to 
twelve, in which an indigenous contempo-
rary ensemble presented a symbolic dance 
program. The program, according to ASU 
Gammage’s description, imparted “sto-
ries of creation, bio-diversity, history, and 
sustainability, to bring to young audiences 
a revitalized understanding of humans in 
relationship with the planet.” 

Another was Step Afrika!, suggested for 
grades three through twelve, that featured a 
touring company whose “stepping” reflects 
African traditions in dance. According to 
the description of the performance, the 
artists demonstrated the “ties between step-
ping, college life, and academic achieve-
ment, while introducing the concepts of 
team work, discipline, and commitment. 
The performers incorporated world tradi-
tions, demonstrated through the lively 
South African gumboot dance.”

Reed says that “We’re flexible and we 
try to really understand what’s happening 
in our community. And we try to make 
our programs reflective of what’s needed.” 
He notes that strong leadership explains 
Gammage’s success: Colleen Jennings-
Roggensack, Executive Director, is very 
community-oriented and the senior staff 
has been working together for some time. 
Connecting communities is their mission. 

Jennings-Roggensack is a prominent 
local personality, and is frequently on 
morning talk shows and Reed is also inter-
viewed on television and radio. This gives 

them the chance to share their vision for 
the theater with the community. 

Reed adds that ASU Gammage has 
made inroads in attracting individual 
donors; cultural participation is a strong 
draw for Gammage donors and funders. 
The number of individuals restrict-
ing donations to cultural participation 
programs has increased, and funding is 
also available from the Arizona Lottery for 
these programs. Reed explains that, “When 
donors find out they do this broader pro-
gramming, they are impressed.”

Key Lessons:

•	 ASU Gammage eliminates major barri-
ers to access and responds to the needs 
of the community through specialized 
hours of performances, accessibility 
of the venue by meeting ADA require-
ments, and reduced ticket costs.

•	 ASU Gammage’s concern for making 
its building accessible to older adult 
patrons, and for those with disabilities 
is demonstrated by its willingness to 
schedule matinees and to routinely 
review compliance with ADA require-
ments.

•	 ASU Gammage prioritized outreach to 
the Phoenix Elementary School District 
by providing transportation to perfor-
mances developed specifically for the 
students.
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Arizona Science Center: Engaging the 
Community and Volunteers 
Best Practice: Value Audiences  
and Volunteers

The Arizona Science Center has long engaged 
adult volunteers age 50+ as docents, and in 
other conventional volunteer roles, but only 
recently the Center began to tap volunteers’ 
science and technology skills to enhance 
its programs. Jan Stonebraker, the Science 
Center volunteer coordinator of four years, 
entered the position as the Center launched a 
large traveling exhibition titled Body Worlds 3, 
an exploration of biology and anatomy. 

Stonebraker identified  knowledgeable 
volunteers to help staff the exhibition. At 
around the same time, the Virginia G. Piper 
Charitable Trust funded a leadership grant 
program, through the National Council on 
Aging (NCOA), to engage adult volunteers 
age 50+ in leadership roles. The Science 
Center development staff and Stonebraker 
developed a program that would qualify for 
a grant. 

Stonebraker found that many volun-
teers were retired mechanical and electrical 
engineers, information technology specialists, 
and science teachers who wanted to help the 
Center—it made eminent sense to use their 
skills to enhance educational programs. A 
proposal was submitted to NCOA to create a 
new role for the Science Center’s volunteers 
that would encourage the use of their experi-
ences and skills on the Center’s behalf. The 
Science Center was awarded $43,000 over 
a two-year period, to become the seed for 
Friends of Science and Technology Educa-
tion (FOSTE). Since the grant has ended, 
FOSTE has become self-sustaining. The adult 
volunteers age 50+ with science backgrounds 
now serve as a FOSTE advisory council, and 
are an integral part of the everyday operation 
and activity of the Science Center.

Stonebraker describes a volunteer who 
serves as testament to the impact of FOSTE 
volunteers on the Center and its visitors. 
One FOSTE volunteer is a science teacher 
who created a new activity for the museum: 
dissecting a sheep’s brain in the Science 
Center’s theater. Described as a born teacher, 
the volunteer can talk to five-year-olds and 
Ph.D.s with equal facility; after finishing 
the dissection of the brain, she completed 
the same procedure with a sheep’s heart. 
Stonebraker says that the teacher creates so 
much enthusiasm, she literally gets people 
jumping up and down in excitement about 
learning. Additionally, the volunteer’s work 
is so impressive that she was asked to present 
her Human Brain demonstration at Alan 
Alda’s preview of the PBS documentary, The 
Human Spark.

The FOSTE volunteers manage to accom-
plish a great deal with very little. Referring to 
several of them, Stonebraker comments that, 
“These folks are from the old school, where 
you build a crystal skull out of what’s in the 
dumpster.”  

Prior to the start of a new program, a 
volunteer orientation serves to employ the 
professional skills of all volunteers, as Stone-
braker learns the volunteers’ backgrounds 
and assigns them roles to comport with their 
skills and preferences. Volunteers always have 
a long, and diverse list of activities, to which 
they can be assigned, and additionally are 
encouraged to suggest their own ideas—today 
volunteers have created over 50 new activities. 

Lastly, the advisory council has also cre-
ated a training and mentoring program for 
student volunteers, and today works closely 
with the senior managers at the Science 
Center. In the midst of a major construction 
project at the Center, the advisory council has 
been working with staff on devising methods 
to keep patrons comfortable in the midst of 
construction and demolition. 
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The Arizona Science Center is truly a hub 
for volunteer activism, marking professional 
skills and experiences within a corps of vol-
unteers as an enormous asset. This creates a 
truly reciprocal relationship, with the Center 
benefitting from services at no charge, and 
adult volunteers age 50+ filling more open 
schedules with truly meaningful and fulfilling 
work.  

Key Lessons: 

•	 The Science Center ensures that adult vol-
unteers age 50+ are offered opportunities 
that fit their skills and knowledge.

•	 In enlisting adult volunteers age 50+ in 
important work, the Center deepens its 
relationship to the community and its 
older residents, and fulfills the need for 
older adults’ engagement with community 
institutions. 

•	 The volunteers with science backgrounds 
have created new activities that broaden 
the scope of the Science Center’s work 
and increase its value as a resource for the 
community.

•	 The lives of the FOSTE volunteers have 
been enriched by their involvement with 
the Center, and the Center is clearly 
enriched by the volunteers—a truly recip-
rocal relationship.

The Arizona Science Center
The Arizona Science Center 50+ volunteer Nikii Johnston 
trains student volunteers on her SCAT tabletop activity.
Image courtesy of The Arizona Science Center
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Life Enrichment Center 
The “Koehlers” attend a Life 
Enrichment Center art class at 
one of the Center’s numerous 
art courses offered for older 
adults.
Image courtesy of the Life 
Enrichment Center
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Situated on the picturesque Tampa Bay, 
the City of Tampa takes a great deal 
of pride in its location. The Port of 

Tampa, one of the largest and busiest ports 
in the United States, serves both commer-
cial and tourist needs year round. Tampa 
boasts many miles of beautiful coastline 
and an abundance of sunshine, which sup-
port a strong tourist industry. Tampa also 
boasts many colleges and universities, such 
as the main campus of the University of 
Southern Florida and the private University 
of Tampa, as well as liberal arts schools and 
the Hillsborough Community College. 

Often described as one of the most 
diverse cities in the country, Tampa’s local 
leaders have collaborated to create the 
Tampa Bay Your Way! Multicultural Visi-
tors’ Guide. The city’s deliberate focus on 
the multiplicity of its cultures and ethnic 
groups testifies to its appreciation of diver-
sity and the welcome it extends to all who 
visit. The guide, which was developed as an 
incentive to attract tourists and convention 
business, traces some of Tampa’s history 
and highlights the arrival and the impact 
of the varied racial and ethnic groups that 
comprise the Tampa we know today. 

As the guide reports, Native American 
tribes originally lived in the Tampa area, 
but their numbers were decimated follow-
ing the arrival of Spanish and other Euro-

pean explorers in the 16th century. Some 
African Americans, after being freed from 
slavery, settled close to Tampa and helped 
to build the city. They were also employed 
as longshoremen at Tampa’s port or as 
porters on the trains that passed through 
Tampa. 

Tampa Bay Your Way! traces later 
immigration waves to the establishment of 
hundreds of cigar factories in Tampa. Afro-
Cubans came to Tampa to work in these fac-
tories, where they labored “side-by-side with 
the Spanish, Italians and white Cubans,” for 
the most part in cigar factories.

Asian Americans did not settle in any 
great numbers in Tampa until the 1970s, 

Tampa: Innovations  
in Arts and Culture

Multicultural Tampa Metro Area

•	 The Tampa area encompasses all of Hillsborough County, about 
80% of which is unincorporated, as well as the City of Tampa. 

•	 In 2009, the population of Hillsborough County was estimated to 
be 1,195,317. 

•	 The white population totaled 77.3%; African Americans were 
16.9% of the County’s population; 3% were Asians. Hispanic or 
Latino persons were 23.4%.

•	 20.9% of the population spoke a language other than English. 
•	 In the city of Tampa, the U.S. Census estimate in 2009 indicated 

a total population of 343,879. White persons were 45.6% of the 
population; Blacks or African Americans were 29.4%; and Hispanic 
or Latino persons were 24% of the total population.97  
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when Tampa’s universities attracted Viet-
namese students and still others who came 
to escape war and political turmoil. Tampa 
Bay Your Way! reports that the approxi-
mately 55,000 Asians now settled in Tampa 
are from China, Taiwan, Korea, Japan, 
Vietnam, Sri Lanka, Laos, Thailand, Myan-
mar, Cambodia, the Phillipines, Malaysia, 
Pakistan, and Indonesia.

Though Spanish explorers arrived in 
1528 and 1539, the Hispanic role in Tampa 
did not become central to its history until 
1885. Vicente Martinez Ybor, whose name 
survives in historic Ybor City, established 
his hugely successful cigar business in 
Tampa. The industry collapsed in the 1930s 
as machines replaced workers, but they and 
many of their descendants stayed in the 
city. By the beginning of the 21st century, 
the Hispanic population had tripled, 
as many relocated from Latin America, 
Mexico, and other states in the U.S. 

Designated by Florida’s Department 
of Elder Affairs as a “Community for a 

Lifetime,” Hillsborough County has taken 
many steps to make it a good place to live 
for those who are aging. The county is 
committed to supporting its older resi-
dents’ desire to stay in their homes and 
communities, as most wish to do. 

One of the hosts for the 12 workshops 
held across the country as part of the Aging 
in Place Initiative, Hillsborough County’s 
meeting focused on Aging with a Com-
prehensive Approach: Developing a Livable 
Tampa Bay Region for All Ages. As sponsors, 
Partners for Livable Communities and the 
National Association of Area Agencies on 
Aging (with funding from MetLife Founda-
tion) recognized the county’s groundbreak-
ing leadership in developing a comprehen-
sive master plan to enhance the livability of 
Hillsborough County for older adults and 
all others. The county’s arts and cultural 
institutions are also doing their share to 
attract older arts patrons, with many inno-
vative programs that meet a range of needs 
and interests. 

Many major arts institutions add 
immeasurably to the character and appear-
ance of the city. The Tampa Museum of 
Art opened a new facility in 2010, located 
in the Curtis Hixon Downtown Waterfront 
Park, which will also be the site of the 
Glazer Children’s Museum. The imposing 
Straz Center for the Performing Arts, situ-
ated on the River Walk (the Hillsborough 
River bisects the city), boasts five theaters 
and is known for its Broadway series, grand 
opera performed by Opera Tampa, con-
certs, dance, drama, and cabaret. 

Restaurants that reflect the diversity of 
its cultures dot the city. The cuisines rep-
resented include Spanish, Middle Eastern, 
Asian, Indian, Caribbean, and Japanese. 
Several cultural centers that date back 
to the earlier influxes of immigrants are 
important city features. n

Aging in the Tampa Metro Area

•	 The U.S Census estimated that, in 2008, those 65 years of age and 
older in the city of Tampa numbered 36,848 and were 11.3% of the 
population. 

•	 The 2009 U.S. Census estimates for Hillsborough County indicated 
that 11.8% were 65 and over.98  

•	 Nearly 20% are expected to be 65 or over by 2030. 
•	 60% of those 65 and above will be African American or Hispanic.99  

Country Music and Button-down Oxfords

Tampa residents describe their city as the cultural midpoint between 
Charleston, S.C., and Miami. It is a sprawling city of around 333,000 
people, where car radios twang with country music, and the button-
down oxford seems to be the dress code for football games, church 
and barbecue stands.100  
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Life Enrichment Center: Hands On 
Engagement With the Arts 
Best Practice: Develop an  
Asset-Based Model 

The Life Enrichment Center describes itself 
as the “only private, non-profit commu-
nity-based center for adults in the Tampa 
Bay area and one of the few of its kind 
nationwide. It is the only agency providing 
classes specifically for active adults, from 
the baby boom generation and older.”101

The Center involves older adults directly 
in the arts, as artists themselves rather than 
observers. It offers classes in contemporary 
dance, painting, digital photography, and 
creative writing. The Center also offers 
Spanish language courses and fitness and 
computer classes. In close touch with older 
adults, the Center understands their aspira-
tions. Its programs recognize the need and 
desire of older adults for creative outlets. 

The Center ensures that the influence 
of older adult artists is felt all over the city. 
Paintings by Center members hang in local 
libraries and many other locations. The 
dance company, comprised of 10 to 15 
dancers, performs in a variety of com-
munity venues. It has performed several 
times at the University of South Florida. 
The company was created through a small 
grant by The Arts Council of Hillsborough 
County, which also provided a choreogra-
pher. 

The choreographer guided the dance 
company in mastering a variety of dances, 
from hip-hop to flamenco. The executive 
director of the Center, Ronna Metcalf, 

describes the dancers as doing “a little bit 
of everything.” 

A drawing class typifies the Center’s 
technique for supporting adult learning in 
as inclusive a manner as possible. Students 
start with the basics, such as perspective, 
and the creation of three dimensional 
effects through the use of fundamental 
shapes: cubes, cones, cylinders, and spheres. 
Tim Gibbons, a highly experienced artist 
and teacher, stresses the “five rules of draw-
ing, contour lines, tone, shading, shadow-
ing.” 

Gibbons has been teaching art for more 
than 25 years. He emphasizes the role of 
creativity in art, and describes art as “10 
percent skill, which any student can learn, 
no matter what their age, and 90 percent 
creativity.” According to the announcement 
for the class his goal is “to provide students 
with the techniques, skills, and inspiration 
to further appreciate and create a lifelong 
love and understanding of art in their 
everyday life.” 

Written by those in the life writing class, 
an anthology of pieces on life experiences 
has been published by the Center. Metcalf 
describes the anthology, Pages of My Life, as 
a “beautiful book.” It is available to mem-
bers, grantors, and others. 

On the back cover of the book, Paula 
Stahel, the writing teacher, has written: “In 
the winter of 2010, a group of people came 
together to write at the Life Enrichment 
Center. A few had experience working 
with words, others none. Each had stories 
to tell, and all were powerful writers. In 
voices that range from vividly straightfor-

The Life Enrichment Center involves older adults 

directly in the arts, as artists themselves rather 

than observers.
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ward to incorporating creative non-fiction 
techniques, all shared stories that resonate. 
Stories about life, love, laughter, sadness. 
All revealing fascinating individual, yet uni-
versal, journeys.”

For many older adults, the time for 
reflection that writing permits might have 
eluded them when they were younger. 
They can now plumb the depths of their 
experiences, shape and share them. And 
an important bonus in all of the Center’s 
classes is the many friendships formed by 
the students. 

Classes are offered weekdays, evenings, 
and weekends. Professionals in the busi-
ness or academic communities or certified 
instructors teach the classes. According to 
Metcalf, the Center is always open to sug-
gestions for new classes and prospective 
instructors. 

The Center is funded by private donors, 
corporate sponsors, civic groups, and 
fundraising events. Metcalf says that the 
Center is a model for communities around 
the country, but keeping all the programs 
adequately funded can be a struggle. The 
budget for the Center is tight and fundrais-
ing a continuing challenge. 

Key Lessons: 

•	 Though not a conventional arts or cul-
ture venue, the Life Enrichment Center 
is an educational organization with 
classes and programs reflect the Center’s 
clear understanding of older adults as 
a community asset. While its mission is 
focused on older adults, the Center is 
inclusive in its provision of a range of 
options relevant to the interests of many 
older adults in hands-on engagement 
with the arts. 

•	 The Center draws on the talents of local 
artists, performers, and writers, and 
in so doing develops new classes and 
attracts new members to the Center and 
broadens engagement with the larger 
community. 

•	 The Center makes the work of older 
adults visible throughout the Tampa 
region, reinforcing their relationship to 
the community.

•	 Older adults treasure their life experi-
ences, and the Center views these expe-
riences as assets to be shared with others 
through the arts, and connect with their 
peers and the community. 
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Patel Conservatory at the Straz  
Performing Arts Center: Taking the 
Show on the Road
Best Practice: Step Outside the Walls

The 45,000 square foot Patel Conserva-
tory, the educational arm of the Straz 
Performing Arts Center, offers more than 
100 performing arts classes. The Conserva-
tory describes the arts that are included 
as “dance, theater and music for students 
of all ages and experience levels. Our 
instructors are passionate, working artists 
with extensive experience in their specific 
disciplines.”102

The Conservatory’s artists do not con-
fine their work to their facility—instead 
they share their artistry by taking their 
show on the road. They teach dances to 
migrant students and perform operas for 
older adults. The Conservatory’s dancers 
also assist Parkinson’s disease patients by 
demonstrating movements that can ease 
their rigidity, a debilitating symptom of the 
disease. 

RCMA Academy, located in Wimauma 
in southeastern Hillsborough County, is 
a charter school directed by the Redlands 
Christian Migrant Association. Students 
from the Academy relish the two hours 
each week when a resident artist from the 
Patel Conservatory travels to the Academy 
to lead the students in song and dance. 
The artist immerses the students in the 

music and dances of their Latino culture. 
The focus varies, from ballet to jazz, salsa, 
meringue, and hip-hop. Tina James, the 
Center’s education programs coordinator, 
says, “The kids love it.”

Established as a school for children of 
migrants, RCMA Academy’s students are 
pre-kindergarten through fifth grade. The 
purpose of the Academy is to educate chil-
dren of migrants in a supportive environ-
ment that encourages a resilient bond with 
their families and their heritage. For RCMA 
Academy students and Patel Conservatory 
educators, however, the two hours together 
connect both to a wider world. The joys 
of music and dance can be widely shared 
across cultural, language, and geographic 
boundaries and enrich everyone who 
participates—and in this case, for both 
students and the Patel Conservatory artists, 
these differences temporarily collapse. 

Patel Conservatory artists also share 
their talents through partnerships with an 
assisted living facility and with the Hills-
borough County Department of Aging Ser-
vices. Members of Opera Tampa, the resi-
dent Opera Company at the Straz Center, 
meet older adults where they congregate 
in assisted living facilities or senior centers. 
Though the Conservatory originally varied 
its programs, its staff found that older 
adults in the county love opera—so it is 
not surprising that Opera Tampa now per-
forms mini-concerts on location. 

“For many people, a visit to the Straz Center is impossible. We meet this 

challenge by ‘taking the show on the road!’ Through our Educational 

Outreach programs, we provide unique opportunities by opening our 

doors and sending faculty, staff and visiting performing artists to reach 

individuals and organizations in the community and teach them how to 

dream, reach, discover and create.”103
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A very creative Conservatory dance 
teacher has devised ways to use the move-
ments and exercises of dancers to improve 
the function of patients of the University 
of South Florida’s Parkinson’s Disease and 
Movement Disorder Center. With accom-
panying music from the 1950s and 1960s, 
Conservatory dance teachers demonstrate 
breathing techniques, voice warm-ups, 
exercise, and the basic movements and 
touch that can enhance the ability of the 
Center’s patients to move with greater ease. 

Key Lessons: 

•	 The Conservatory steps outside its four 
walls by taking its “show on the road.” 

•	 Patel Conservatory artists provide access 
to audiences in their own facilities, such 
as in senior citizen centers or assisted 
living facilities, who would have previ-
ously not been able to attend.

•	 By expanding beyond its four walls, the 
Conservatory promotes dance as a truly 
accessible medium to all ages.

Tampa Museum of Science &  
Industry: Commitment to Tampa’s 
Immigrants
Best Practice: Value Audiences  
and Volunteers

Its IMAX Theater, special exhibits, and 
collections are impressive, but the Museum 
of Science & Industry (MOSI) serves a 
more unique role in Tampa: as the opera-
tor of a school half of whose students are 
immigrants. MOSI also offers a Head Start 
program that has served 600 children in the 
last 20 years and the YES! program (Youth 
Enriched by Science) serving at-risk youth 
to enhance self-confidence, and improve 
communication and leadership skills.

More than 200 students have par-
ticipated in the YES! program since it was 
launched in 1992. Serving as museum 
docents and mentors to other students, the 
youth in YES! are given the opportunity 
to prove their capabilities and perform in 
responsible roles. A current YES! program 
coordinator, Vivian Santiago, is an alumna 
of the program who entered the program 
as a 14 year-old; 90 percent of YES! partici-
pants continue on to college, the military, 
or technical trade schools. 

Founded along the banks of the Hills-
borough River in 1962, MOSI has grown 
to a 74-acre campus that includes a back 
woods nature preserve and the nation’s 
largest children’s science center. MOSI’s 
Kids in Charge! is just one of several pro-
grams that exemplify MOSI’s community-
oriented approach. When community 
surveys revealed a strong desire for a chil-
dren’s science center, MOSI developed Kids 
in Charge! and assembled a youth advi-
sory board to oversee it. Advisory board 
members, ranging from ages 9 to 17, do 
everything that an adult board would do—
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audience research, planning and organizing 
events, and fundraising.

In 2009, the Institute for Museum and 
Library Services (IMLS) awarded its presti-
gious National Medal for Museum Service 
to MOSI for its many programs dedicated 
to serving a very diverse Tampa. MOSI’s 
Meet the Scientist Day, held annually in 
conjunction with the National Hispanic 
Scientist of the Year Award event, provides 
access to more than 1,000 public school 
students, a majority from underserved 
communities, to over 450 MOSI hands-on 
exhibits. 

Meet the Scientist Day was created to 
enable students to hear about the lives 
of some of America’s most important 
Hispanic scientists, who succeeded after 
overcoming poverty and hardship. Speakers 
have included Fernando “Frank” Calde-
iro, NASA astronaut; Dr. Antonio Coello 
Novello, U.S. Surgeon General from 1990 
to 1993; and Dr. Mario Molina, Nobel Lau-
reate in Chemistry. Many of the students 
are children of farmworkers; the program 
gives them a glimpse of alternate career 
paths. 

This event is but one example of the 
Museum’s dedication to creating unique 
opportunities for Hispanic residents and 
was one of the programs that the IMLS 
cited in granting its National Medal. 

Key Lessons:

•	 MOSI truly values its audience and vol-
unteers, particularly focusing on at-risk 
youth, and children of immigrants in 
several innovative programs. 

•	 Volunteers, who contributed 100,000 
hours over three years, help to sustain 
MOSI’s community-oriented agenda. 

•	 MOSI listens to the community: Its 
development of the Kids in Charge! chil-
dren’s science center followed a survey 
that demonstrated its strong appeal to 
the community.

“The Museum’s sustainability is grounded in its dedication to listening 

to the community and is ensured through a commitment to research and 

evaluation. With more than 100,000 volunteer hours over the past three 

years and deeply rooted community partnerships, MOSI provides an 

outstanding example of bringing community service to life.”104 

Tampa Museum of Science & Industry
The YES! (Youth Enriched by Science) project is a career and educational enrichment 
program designed to help at-risk youth, between the ages of 13 and 17, develop and 
progress in a supportive peer-group environment.
Image courtesy of Tampa Museum of Science & Industry
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