
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Parents As Arts Partners on the Ground Floor:  
How Four Brooklyn Schools Are Using the 2006-2007 PAAP Grant 

 
By Sarah Keh, Program Associate, Grantmaking 

 
 
For the past nine years, The Center for Arts Education’s (CAE) Parents As Arts Partners (PAAP) 
grant program has funded innovative arts programs for New York City public schools, allowing them to 
work in partnership with both nationally renowned and locally focused cultural organizations to engage 
parents and families in school arts activities.  Through PAAP grant experiences, parents get the 
opportunity to become artists in a range of mediums – from mural painting to songwriting, and they 
learn how arts programs connect to and enhance their child’s total education.  Since the inception of 
the grant, CAE has awarded over 1000 grants to over 400 schools, totaling nearly $3.5 million in 
funding.   
 
On February 1, 2007, CAE celebrated the awarding of the 2006-2007 PAAP grants to 150 NYC public 
schools. The programs these grants are designed by the schools’ own parents and faculties and are 
therefore tailored and customized to each school’s specific needs and goals.   
 
The following featured stories, written after interviews with representatives from four schools in 
Brooklyn, only touch the surface of the tremendous work that is being done all 150 PAAP schools this 
year.   
 
PS 12 in the Ocean Hill-Brownsville section of Brooklyn has partnered with TADA! Youth Theatre and 
Young Audiences New York to receive its first PAAP grant.  Unfortunately, the building is located in a 
very desolate and economically depressed area, surrounded by abandoned buildings.  The population 
is about 90% African American and many of the school’s students are homeless.  In addition, PS 12 is 
currently on the New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE)’s School Under Registration 
Review (SURR) list, which equates to low academic performance and low self-esteem from their 
students.  They also have a very low parent participation rate – many of the parents have never even 
ventured outside of the neighborhood.  
 
Norene Lieberman, the Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) Coordinator and PAAP program 
coordinator, is new to the school this year.  She came to PS 12 from PS 346 in East New York, 
another depressed area, where she had helped that school receive CAE’s Partnership Grant, former 
Curriculum Development & Access Grant and multiple PAAP grants.  Quite familiar with CAE’s 
programs, Norene decided the PAAP grant would be the first step in building relationships with the 
parents at PS 12, which might also lead to improvement in the school’s other areas of need.  She 
helped the school put together what was their first successful application to any CAE grant program.   
 
PS 12’s PAAP program will involve four activities: two in the school building focusing on theater and 
dance workshops and two trips to outside cultural organizations, The Brooklyn Museum and Carnegie 
Hall, to reinforce the accessibility of community cultural resources.  During the school workshops, 
parents and students will learn Argentine dance, Gato folk dance, and Mexican dance, which connect 
to PS 12’s social studies curriculum areas “Communities around the World” and “Latin America.”      



 
Norene and other school faculty members hope that parents will feel more comfortable with the 
school’s new administration as they participate in these PAAP activities.  In addition, they hope the 
program will expose parents to the importance of arts education and its potential to improve the 
students’ academic performance and self-esteem.  The ultimate goal for PS 12’s PAAP program is to 
engage parents in their child’s education and to increase attendance at school events, including the 
Parent Teacher Conferences and Back-to-School nights. 
 
PS 39: Henry Bristow School in the heart of Park Slope is a five-time PAAP grantee and is 
partnering again with Making Books Sing, Inc. to provide socially conscious arts programming for their 
parents and students.  A small school with fewer than 500 students, PS 39 was one of the first 20 
school buildings built in New York City with railroad style rooms and no hallways.  Because PS 39 has 
a very culturally, racially and socio-economically diverse population, the goal of the PAAP program 
and the school as a whole is to increase sensitivity to the social issues surrounding their community 
and beyond.   
 
Their program will begin with a performance of “A Shelter In Our Car”, a musical that addresses 
immigration, family values and homelessness.  In their literacy classes, students in PreK -2nd grade 
will read literature about homelessness and different social issues, while 3rd – 5th graders will focus on 
studying the life and work of Jacob Lawrence, a Harlem Renaissance visual artist who also dealt with 
social issues in his work.  Parents and their children will then gather in a series of evening workshops 
to use music, drama and visual artwork to respond to the social and cultural themes presented in the 
play, books, and artwork. 
.  
June Crane, Science Cluster and Project Arts Liaison and PAAP program coordinator, has worked at 
PS 39 for 20 years now.  Before she began teaching at the school, she was the PTA President during 
her daughter’s time there.  Anita de Paz has also been at the school since she was a little girl.  She 
came back to teach, then rose to Assistant Principal, and is now the Principal there.  As June fondly 
describes it, PS 39 is a “neighborhood school.”   
 
PS 39 has been fortunate to have very high parental involvement, especially in the arts.  Parents have 
become arts advocates and often volunteer their personal time to administer after-school arts 
programs.  The PTA and the School Leadership Team (SLT) have deemed the expansion of arts 
instruction as their goal for this year.  Principal de Paz has also expressed her commitment to 
increasing arts education at the school.   
 
The PAAP program has enriched PS 39’s parental involvement in the arts by “increasing the 
communication between the diverse communities” over the past five years because the activities have 
focused on different social and cultural issues.  Parents, who may have never interacted before, 
gather to participate and collaborate with each other in these successful workshops.   
 
MS 61: Dr. Gladstone H. Atwell Middle School in Crown Heights, a first-time grantee, is partnering 
with The Centre for Culture – The Afrikan Poetry Theatre, Inc. with the clear objective to bring back 
the arts to their school.  In the summer/fall of 2006, MS 61’s arts education curriculum was 
unexpectedly cut when the visual arts, drama, and dance teachers all resigned to pursue their own 
professional interests.   
 
Rhonda Morman, the Project Arts Liaison and PAAP program coordinator, who has been with the 
school for the last 20 years, knew something had to be done.  Rhonda was familiar with the PAAP 
Program because she was the Parent Association President at her daughter’s high school, which had 
received the grant last year.  Her first step was attending the PAAP Pre-Application Seminar in 
October 2006, where she met the representative from the school’s current cultural partner, Amadoma 
Bediako at The Afrikan Poetry Theatre, Inc. 



 
Together, Rhonda and Amadoma decided to focus their activities on the autobiographical slave 
narratives of the 1930s and 1940s created by the Federal Writers Project that the students would be 
studying in their American history class.  This direct tie-in to the school’s curriculum was laid out to 
entice and prepare parents to assist their children in their social studies homework.  The PAAP 
program will unfold in four after-school workshops that involve elements of storytelling, drama, and 
artwork that responds to the slave narratives and other cultural history content.   In addition to their 
participation in these workshops, parents will be provided with related books and literature for home 
use as part of the PAAP program. 
 
Unfortunately, because the arts teachers stepped down at the beginning of this school year, many 
parents are still unaware that their children are no longer receiving the arts education at MS 61 they 
once had.  Rhonda hopes the PAAP program will rally the parents to advocate for the return of 
continuous arts instruction in their school.   
 
In December 2006, the NYCDOE announced the closure of five high schools, including Samuel J. 
Tilden High School in East Flatbush.  In the same month, Tilden High School received its first-ever 
PAAP grant for the 2006-07 school year.   
 
Joseph Cook, Project Arts Liaison and PAAP program coordinator, said he applied for the grant for a 
very specific reason.  As the high school is currently being phased out, smaller academies will soon 
take its place by September 2007, one of which will be entirely focused on the arts.  This arts 
academy will have an integrated arts curriculum where every school subject and project will involve 
the arts.  Joseph is hoping to use the PAAP program to recruit interest and advocates for this 
Academy.   
 
Similar to the program at MS 61, there is a direct link between Tilden High School’s PAAP program 
and its classroom curriculum.  Partnering organizations, the Brooklyn Arts Council and The Brooklyn 
Museum, will be providing arts programming in the school to personalize the study of American 
history for the parents and students, including a number of the school’s at-risk and special-needs 
students.  Since the majority of the school’s students and their families are Caribbean immigrants, the 
PAAP program will focus on reinforcing their personal relationship with American history and culture. 
 
First, the parents and students will visit The Brooklyn Museum to analyze objects from 18th and 19th 
century American art, reflecting on the objects’ personal significance to the people who made them.  
In two follow-up workshops, parents and students will work with teaching artists from the Brooklyn 
Arts Council to explore 18th and 19th century music and then make paintings about their own daily 
lives, drawing on the museum and music experiences to inspire reflection on their own experiences as 
American immigrants.  Although Tilden has a low parent participation rate, Joseph hopes the PAAP 
program will draw the parents into the building and create supporters for the new Arts Academy. 
 
Like all of this year’s PAAP grantees, each of these Brooklyn schools has its own unique culture 
within their building and, more broadly, within their community.  Some are challenged by low parental 
participation, while others are dealing with a lack of arts opportunities in the school and the need for 
arts education advocates. The programs featured are examples of New York City schools’ ambitious 
uses of a relatively modest grant, which can make a great impact on schools in need.  The PAAP 
grant program is just one way CAE hopes to help improve the quality of New York City public school 
education through the arts. 
 
To learn more about CAE’s Parents As Arts Partners grant program, visit http://www.cae-
nyc.org/programs/parents.htm.  


