
Discussion Guide:
Transformative Power of Performing Arts



Becoming  
‘Champions of Arts Education’ 
A Community Discussion Guide

Arts education isn’t something we add on after we’ve achieved other priorities like raising test scores 
and getting kids into college. It’s actually critical for achieving those priorities in the first place.

—Michelle Obama

Spark a conversation about the performing arts!
—usually a book so memorable that the details of  its first appearance in our life are indelible. Often, 

thThis Discussion Guide is an open invitation to gather a circle in your community to talk about the 
“Transformative Power of  the Performing Arts.” This circle might be as small as your family and friends. 
You might invite co-workers at your company, because many corporations already encourage regional 
arts programs and are supportive of  such efforts. Think about contacting other interested parents at your 
children’s school. If  you are part of  a congregation, remember that there is a long history of  religious 
groups supporting the fine arts. Librarians may welcome the formation of  such a circle and provide 
space at your local library for your group. Many libraries have specialists who can showcase multimedia 
resources on the fine arts. Have you still got an independent bookstore in your community? Many indie 
bookstore owners host local discussion groups. Explore a broad range of  local resources. You will be 
surprised at the possibilities.

The first step is yours! So, be bold and others will join you. Clearly, something has sparked your 
own interest in looking at this Discussion Guide, and exploring the book titled, Living Arts’ Detroit 
Wolf  Trap: Empowering Early Learners, their Teachers, and Families through the Performing Arts. The book is 
available in paperback and eBook via online booksellers, including: https://www.amazon.com/
Living-Arts-Detroit-Wolf-Trap/dp/194201161X/

We’ve got inspiring true stories to share!
Start by telling people about what we are presenting to readers in our book—in this case, stories about 

Wolf  Trap-trained artists transforming early childhood learning. Show them the actual book. People 
will look at the colorful cover, featuring some of  our artists. They will flip through the pages and smile at 
the colorful photos inside. Encourage them to explore. Say something like this: “Can we talk about the 
fresh ideas I’ve discovered that are part of  this Wolf  Trap program? Kids love it—and they respond in 
amazing ways. We should learn more about this. We could use these ideas in our community.”

Your general invitation to talk about the arts becomes tangible as people discover the stories in this 
book. It’s one thing to talk about the abstract idea of  an arts-infused education; it’s another to thing 
entirely to share a story like Roberta Lucas’s “Bees in the Hive at 3, 4 & 5” on page 50 of  our book. Or, 
your friends are sure to be moved by “Then, from a silent corner …,” a story by Audra Kubat on page 
65—or “The Boy Who Jumped” by Ramona Burns on page 71. 

Reactions from your friends are likely to be: “Wow! Look at what these artists are doing in Detroit. 
Did you read the story by …”



Tap into this book’s rich resources!
 We organized this book to give you a wide array of  resources. If  you are interested in promoting 

the performing arts as a part of  the educational programs in your community educational programs—
especially in early learning—then you will find dozens of  inspiring stories, like the ones just mentioned, 
as well as compelling quotations you can share to help draw allies around you. 

In addition to the artists’ stories, you will find many pages packed with useful, shareable information: 
On page 5, you’ll find this quotable line from the National Endowment for the Arts: “Over the past four 
decades, budget pressures and an increasing focus on ‘just reading and math’ have crowded the arts out 
of  too many school days.” That NEA quote is a quick way of  sharing the urgency of  this work in our 
communities. Read on and you’ll find polling data about the widespread support among parents for arts 
as a part of  a well-rounded education. This kind of  data underlines your growing interest in this work. 
In this book’s pages, you’ll find an array of  quotes you could lift out and pass around to motivate friends 
and colleagues to talk about this issue.

When You First Meet

 The first time you gather, plan ahead to arrange the kind of  hospitality that will make this a 
memorable, comfortable experience. Think about refreshments, assuming your location allows food and 
drink. Then, welcome your friends and, as a good group leader, ensure that they have as much time to 
share their own stories as you take to present your ideas.

 As you go around the circle, this first time, offer an open-ended invitation, such as: “Can you 
remember the first opportunities you had to experience the professional performing arts with your 
parents or a teacher or through your school? Perhaps it was a play you attended, an arts festival you 
visited, a concert—either close to home or as part of  a trip. Let’s go around the room, and listen as each 
of  us describes an early experience of  the performing arts that sticks with you to this day.”

 That kind of  evocative question is likely to summon vivid memories.
 If  you find that people have had no personal access to the performing arts, you might adapt the 

question: “If  you could go see any performing artist—all expenses paid—who would you want to go see? 
And why?”

 If  you are fortunate enough to have friends in your circle who already participate in local arts 
programs, ask them to talk about why they participate in these programs.

 Most importantly, everyone should share a personal association with the performing arts.
 And, because our particular goal is highlighting the arts in early learning, ask your friends to 

talk about their concerns for children in your community. What do they think is most important in early 
learning? You’re likely to hear answers that are addressed in the pages of  our book. Yes, the performing 
arts can be used to help boost literacy, encourage social-emotional development and even begin to 
understand STEM concepts that will carry them throughout their school-age years and beyond.

Learn more and download at: 
www.TalkAboutEarlyLearning.org



Taking Action

 Once you gather a friendly, interested group, there are many steps you can take to support early 
childhood education and the performing arts—the major goals we share in our work at Living Arts’ 
Detroit Wolf  Trap. Here are three possible ways you could turn your discussion circle into a Call to 
Action:

1.) Learn about local arts and early learning programs in your community.
This is fun! Do this on your own or ask your friends in your new discussion group to help you. Report 

back to each other on what you find.
Even if  you think you have a general awareness of  arts and education programs in your part of  the 

U.S., you’ll almost certainly be surprised at what you will discover. Ask about programs at your local 
schools, libraries, newspaper or civic center. If  you have a regional newspaper or magazine, you’re likely 
to get a warm response if  you express interest in local resources in a friendly email to the journalists who 
cover the local arts scene or local school systems. Do you have a local theater or performance venue? 
Contact staff members at those institutions to learn more about the range of  local arts programs. And, 
don’t overlook important institutions such as hospitals and congregations. Many of  these organizations 
are regular supporters of  either the arts or local educational programs—or both.

Of  course, we are eager to promote awareness of  the fine work of  Wolf  Trap’s Institute for Early 
Learning through the Arts. Visit the national website for our program: http://www.wolftrap.org/
education/institute-for-early-learning-through-the-arts/building-national-network.aspx. You may be 
startled to learn how many cities coast to coast have organizations that are part of  our network.

2.) Turn your discussion group into a visiting group.
Even more fun!
If  you have gathered friends around you who share your interests, you’ll certainly want to find more 

things you can do together. So, organize a schedule of  visits to local venues that celebrate the performing 
arts. You’ve spent time investigating the wide range of  arts resources in your region. Now, make a plan 
with your friends to show up and experience what you have discovered.

You may be surprised at how much of  a difference you can make as a small group that intentionally 
shows up, buys tickets and spreads excitement across social media about local events.

3.) Actively support the performing arts and early learning programs in your region.
Turn your growing interest into strategic support.
If  you have taken these earlier steps, then the natural extension is to add your support to local 

organizations that promote the performing arts and early learning programs. Perhaps your friends 
are able to make a collective donation. If  you don’t have financial resources, then consider that most 
nonprofits are eager to enlist volunteers. Everyone can make time for volunteerism, if  only occasionally.

Channel your growing energy into active support. You will find many new friends welcoming and 
encouraging your efforts.

Learn more and download at: 
www.TalkAboutEarlyLearning.org



Expanding the Conversation

If  you get involved, you can have an ever-expanding impact on promoting arts education. You can 
become a true Champion of  Arts Education. 

Now more than ever, Americans need to be reminded of  the challenges we face in continuing to 
fund early childhood education and the performing arts. With funding cuts and shifting public priorities 
nationwide, assistance from community-based nonprofits will be urgently needed. You can help meet 
these needs by letting others know about your personal interest—and the potential of  group efforts. 
Many men and women feel isolated in their concerns for the welfare of  young children and for the 
performing arts. Simply letting other people know of  your concern can help to touch off a growing 
community-wide awareness. This kind of  activism is self-empowering and downright fun!

One way you can expand the conversation is by visiting the book’s Amazon page and adding a review 
of  the book. Of  course, we hope you’ve found this book helpful, so we welcome Amazon reviews that 
may prompt others to pick up a copy and extend the discussion.

But that’s not all! Share your thoughts on Facebook or in your own newsletters. (Note: You are free 
to quote from our book. You could include an excerpt of  our book in a blog post or column you might write about your 
experiences in reading and discussing the book. We hope you will share these important ideas far and wide.)
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