A CONVERSATION WITH CAE’'S TEN YEAR REPORT WRITER

Veteran writer and editor Susan Jackson is in the final stages of the
most comprehensive archival project CAE has initiated to date — a ten
year report of the history of the organization, entitled The Center for
Arts Education: A Decade of Progress. Below are excerpts from her
recent conversation with Andrew Eastwick, Associate Director of
Development (and budding fiction writer himself), in which she
describes the experience of planning, researching and writing this
important document, which outlines not only CAE'’s inception and
growth, but also the changing state of the arts education field in the
New York City school system. The Center for Arts Education: A
Decade of Progress will be published in early 2007.

Photo: Susan Jackson interviewing a student at PS 7 in the Bronx in spring 2006.

AE: As you know, The Center for Arts Education initiated this project in
large part to commemorate our tenth anniversary — we wanted to take a
close look at our past as we plan for the next decade. But I'm curious
about what brought you to this project. Why did you decide to take on
what must have been a daunting task?

SJ: Well, when | first heard about the project last year, | was very
excited because it seemed to embody three long-term interests of
mine: writing and editing, education, and the arts. I've had a somewhat
varied career, but writing and editing has been a common thread
throughout. | began my career in journalism, and then | got a master’s
degree in education and did some work in educational research. But |
was drawn back to journalism and became an education reporter for a
while before doing a lot of other things, such as writing about business
and living abroad. Even as my projects and locations have changed,
I've continued to focus on education writing.

At the same time, | have always had a very strong interest in the arts. |
grew up in Allentown, Pennsylvania, where the arts offerings in the
public schools were very rich, even though the community wasn'’t
especially wealthy. That instilled a commitment to the arts early on, and
throughout my career I've done a lot of arts writing. | was the editor of
an international performing arts magazine and the classical music
editor at Time Out New York. | also worked for Lincoln Center Festival
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for a couple of years, writing about their family programs. So the ten year
report project seemed like a wonderful convergence of all of these
interests of mine.

AE: It definitely seems as though aspects of your own past and interests
relate strongly to this project, and | imagine that continued to take shape
throughout the process. What has the experience been like in general?

SJ: The experience has been wonderful — everyone at CAE has been
incredibly supportive and just a pleasure to work with, which is very
important. It has also been great to work with people in education again,
especially in the schools, because they are so dedicated, even though
they don’t get a lot of monetary rewards. The principals, teachers, and
teaching artists — some of whom have been working in the field for over
20 or 25 years...l admire so much the incredibly hard work that they do
with these kids. And the kids, too — it is always exciting working with
kids, which | was able to do to some extent on this project.

The reason I've always loved reporting and writing is that you really have
the chance to immerse yourself in a topic. | had already known quite a
bit about what had gone on the New York City schools from my graduate
studies, but | certainly got to approach it from a different perspective. It
was just fascinating to talk to the key players who were involved in what
were really monumental changes — Rudy Crew, who was the Chancellor
at the time of CAE’s inception, as well as Schuyler Chapin, the former
Commissioner of the Department of Cultural Affairs, who | had read
about and was thrilled to meet.

And closer to home as well...I really enjoyed talking to the original CAE
staff members who had all been there at the beginning and have seen
the organization grow over time. Your Chairman, Laurie Tisch, was
especially interesting to talk to about the early days. In speaking with
them all, | was able to put together a picture of how it all evolved, and |
got a sense of the excitement. You know, it began with this little idea to
put together an organization, which was followed by a huge, unexpected
outpouring of interest.

AE: So through oral histories you really saw how the organization took
shape from a variety of key perspectives. Was there anything that you
were surprised to learn about CAE’s story?

SJ: | would say | was surprised simply by the story — by the fact that
CAE started out as this scrappy little organization, born in a room at
Jackie Onassis High School, and it has turned into a thriving force in the
New York City school system. And | was impressed that very early on,
even though it was small and new, CAE was able to get the Board of
Education, the Mayor’s Office through the Department of Cultural Affairs,
the Teachers Union, the cultural organizations, and the schools to all
work together! That they were able to pull that off is pretty amazing.
(Interview continues on next page.)
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The unfortunate flip side is that | learned also about the many New York City public schools that
are still underserved. As is always the case, there’'s so much that still needs to be done. In
some ways, things are much better now, but in some ways, arts education is in a dicier position
than it was then, because now there’s this juggernaut emphasis on testing.

AE: Well, it's clear that you have seen a lot of aspects of the role of arts education in this city,
and you mentioned earlier that this project really allowed you to immerse yourself in the topic.
I'm curious about what the actual process was like — from planning to research to writing and
editing. How did it all unfold?

SJ: Well, | started about ten months ago, and we are winding up now, so the entire process will
take just under a year to complete. The bulk of the research was done in the spring, but as is
typical for all projects, large or small, questions continued to arise throughout. As | talked to
more and more people, my questions became increasingly pointed because | knew the missing
bits of information that | needed. | was able to interview the key people more than once —
sometimes over three times — which was very helpful. And now, many people have read the
manuscript and are continuing to give me feedback and comments that make it more and more
refined.

And as for the actual process of writing, | began by working with CAE staff to build a broad
outline for the whole book, then the chapter outlines. But what | found as | started writing was
that each of the original chapters seemed to stop naturally about half-way through, and so
interspersed among the chapters, | included a lot of different school stories and profiles. That
seemed to work well because each school’s story is so powerful on its own — they needed to be
given a little air, so to speak. From start to finish, the process has been pretty exciting.

AE: It sounds like this has been quite an experience for you. What would you say has been the
most fulfilling part of the whole thing?

SJ: Feeling as though I'm part of this whole move to get the arts back in the schools — that has
been very rewarding because it's something | really believe in. And it's also nice to create
something! We recently saw the designer’'s mock-ups for the book, which showed what things
like the cover will look like, and it was incredibly exciting. Seeing the tangible evidence of all
that work is really gratifying, especially when it has come together with the help of so many
people.

AE: Well we certainly couldn’t have done it without your hard work and expertise! On a final
note — | understand that you're a mom in addition to a writer and researcher. As a New York
City parent, has this project affected your plans for your son’s education at all?

SJ: Well it has! My son will be entering kindergarten in the public school system next year, and
we’'re in the process of looking at schools for him now. For a while, all of the choices were sort
of blurring together, but now | feel even more strongly about the presence of arts education in
his future school, and | feel much more knowledgeable about the system itself, which can be

guite overwhelming. We're really looking forward to finding a strong, arts-rich school for him.

Share your thoughts about this feature story by writing to 411 @cae-nyc.org.
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