A Conversation with Greg McCaslin, CAE’s Director of Programs
By Elyse Cogan, Program Consultant, Professional Development/Peer Exchange

Greg McCaslin has served as Director of Programs at The Center for Arts Education for the
past 10 years. This summer he will move from this position to a consulting role, offering him the
opportunity to broaden his experience as an educator, administrator and artist. We thought this
would be a good time to ask Greg to reflect on his travels in the field.

Elyse: Explain how you went from being an aspiring actor to one of the most respected and
influential people in arts education, “the Mayor of Arts in Education,” if you will?

Greg: That's a generous, one might say grandiose description of me. But accepting the
compliment, I'd have to say that | trace it back to being raised by artistic educators on Long
Island. My mother and father were both classroom teachers. My dad was a high school English
teacher and my mother taught first grade. My father could sing, dance, draw, and build things;
my mother had a lot of literary talent. She really encouraged me and my three brothers to
cultivate whatever artistic interests we had.

Elyse: When did you know you wanted to be an actor?

At 10, | tagged along with a group of high school kids my father took on a field trip to see “My
Fair Lady” on Broadway...the “original” production | might add. | decided there and then that |
wanted to work in musical theater.

I learned every musical theatre, standard and pop song | could, and | sang them over and
over...often in the backyard. | chose a college that had a theater conservatory program,
Webster College, in St. Louis, Missouri, where | majored in theater and English.

| paid for college as a musical comedy performer at Six Flags amusement parks near Dallas
and outside St. Louis. Don't laugh, but | was actually a Six Flags Scholar!

| finished undergraduate school and was offered a summer job with a theater company
associated with a community college in Santa Maria, California (The Pacific Conservatory of the
Performing Arts (PCPA)). | was able to perform and direct musical revues there. Other student
members of the Conservatory, included Robin Williams, Boyd Gaines, Jeff McCarthy, Mark
Harelik and Harry Groener — each of whom has gone on to achieve great success.

Elyse: | know that you spent some time teaching in NYC public schools as well. How did that
transition come about?



Greg: | made a friend doing summer stock at PCPA. His name is Bob Logan and he now works
at the NY Hall of Science in Queens. Back then he was a high school drama teacher at Las
Lomas High School in Walnut Creek, California. He invited me to work with his kids during
productions. | would come in and stage the musical numbers. When Bob was offered a
scholarship to get his masters, he suggested | cover for him at the high school since everyone
already knew me. | stepped into the role of arts educator and that's how | got into teaching
proper.

Eventually | realized | didn't want to wake up when | was 35 and wonder what would have
happened if | had pursued my theatrical career in NY. Plus, my family was in NY, so | decided
to move back east by way of Chicago, where | did two Off-Loop shows. When | got here, |
needed to do something serious about making money because everything in NY was
expensive. As depressing as it was, considering the unpleasant state of public education in
NYC in the late seventies, | decided | would see about getting a teaching license in NY. They
offered a drama license but weren’t actually hiring drama teachers because of the budget
constraints. Fortunately | had enough credits to get an English license. They were only offering
temporary assignments at the time. | taught in some very tough schools; some in Brooklyn,
some in Upper Manhattan. | learned the realities of being an urban classroom teacher. | also
came to appreciate the strengths and needs of kids whose backgrounds were very different
from mine.

As a teacher, | learned first-hand the good, the bad, and the ugly of NYC public schools. The
‘good’ was the potential | saw in the kids. The ‘bad’ was the bureaucracy, the “factory model”
approach to education, and the fundamental disrespect for educators. Especially educators
new to the “system.”

Along the way someone who knew my theatre work recommended me to Lincoln Center
Institute. | interviewed and was eventually invited to join their Teaching Artist roster. It felt good
to be associated with Lincoln Center and to be treated like a professional.

Around that time | was recruited to be a peer panelist to review grant proposals for the New
York Foundation of the Arts. By this time, | had begun to explore the possibility of working in
arts administration because | was confronting the reality that so many teaching artists face:
work as a teaching artist generates a subsistence income.

Elyse: Is this when the transition to arts administrator happened?

Greg: Yes, after working as a peer panelist, | was hired as the Associate Director, Artists in
Residence at The New York Foundation for the Arts (NYFA). | stayed for 10 years and went on
to become the Director of Education and Information. That's when | started to be known as ‘the
arts in ed guy.’ In fact, my very first email moniker, given to me by an associate at NYFA, was
“artsinedguy.”

Elyse: Giving up your theatrical ambitions must have been hard. Did you feel that you had to
give up a lot?

Greg: Yes. But | made a very conscious choice. | thought some of my skills might be
transferable to an administrative setting. Nonetheless, | was very skeptical of administrators. |
considered them to be “middle men.” Previously | had been on the front lines as an artist and
teacher.



To deal with my head trip about becoming a "middle man,” | decided that | would always commit
a percentage of my income to purchasing contemporary art. I've been doing so since 1987 and
have a pretty eclectic collection to show for it.

It took me years to learn how to become an administrator, but | was lucky, | had a good mentor,
Cynthia Ries, then Director of Planning at NYFA. She is the friend who recruited me to NYFA,
first as a panelist, then as a staff member. Cynthia was very generous and shared everything
she knew. We still work together as instructors at the New School.

I have come to respect the role of intermediary organizations. Both NYFA and CAE, where I've
worked for the past 10 years, are multi-disciplinary service organizations and intermediaries.

Elyse: What other lessons have you learned from working in the arts education field?

Greg: I'm a big believer in the importance of context.

| have also come to appreciate how leadership must be “distributed.” The notion of command
and control or top down management is one that I am not comfortable with. | certainly don't
think it fits in the educational realm.

I've also learned to respect point of view.

| try to be compassionate to myself and to others. | went through a period of time, like a lot of
people in the arts, where | was very judgmental. As a dear friend, Paula Kascel from Lincoln
Center once said, “Sometimes we are harder on each other in the arts than we would be on war
criminals.” | think some might say that I've lost my edge or discrimination. That is a criticism I'm
comfortable with.

Elyse: What do you look forward to in your career and life?

Greg: | look forward to continuing my relationships with the incredible people I've met. I've
always felt that folks who are committed to arts in education have a very special mix of passion
for arts, people and learning.

I look forward to having the opportunity to grow, even when it means feeling uncomfortable.

It will also be nice not having the responsibility of showing up every day to a particular
job...having a little bit of open space.

And I'm also looking forward to having fun.
Elyse: How do you think other people see you?

Greg: Some have referred to me as a perfectionist. | always think things can be better. When
you work in the theatre, after ever rehearsal or performance, what do you do? You give notes.



This CAE questionnaire is “loosely” adapted from the ten questions that James Lipton asks
every guest on Inside the Actor’s Studio, which are based on questions by Bernard Pivot, a
French Journalist and TV host who originally got the idea form a questionnaire that Marcel
Proust took at age 13 during a party game. The CAE newsletter keeps company with Vanity
Fair who has also adapted the Proustian questionnaire for its back page.

1. What is your favorite Arts Education buzz word/phrase?
Partnership

2. What is your least favorite buzz word/phrase?
Partnership

3. What turns you on about Arts Education?
The possibilities

4. What turns you off? Or as originally stated in Proust’s questionnaire: What do you
regard as the lowest depth of misery in Arts education?
Facile judgment

5. What sound or noise do you love in the CAE office?
Laughter in the conference room and students in the hallway during their interviews for the arts
internships

6. What sound or noise do you hate?
The heating ducts and the air conditioner

7. What is your favorite bird?
The Baltimore Oriole

8. What's your favorite flower?
Roses

9. What's your favorite cereal?
| don’t have one

10. Who is your favorite Broadway Diva/Leading Man?
Elaine Stritch

11. Who is your favorite matinee idol?
Cary Grant

12. Who is your favorite art star?
Richard Serra or Gerhard Richter

13. What talent would you like to have?
To be able to fly and to dance very well. I've known that since | was a kid.

14. What is your present state of mind?
Optimistic



15. What is your motto?
Know thyself (Socrates)

16. If heaven exists, what would you like to hear God say when you arrive at the pearly
gates?
Make yourself at home.



