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The U.S. El Sistema movement came together in Los 
Angeles last week for the YOLA National Festival and 
Symposium.  Two Festival ensembles of students 
chosen from Sistema programs across the country 
spent an intense week rehearsing and performing 
together, while the Symposium brought program 
leaders and teaching artists together for dialogue.

When I got the call to be a part of the YOLA National 
Cello Faculty, I was excited and also 
curious.  I had already been long 
involved in the Paterson Music 
Project, my El Sistema program in 
New Jersey.  I was familiar with what 
Sistema programs could look like 
in the U.S.  But I had no idea what 
a national festival would look like.  
Having experienced it, I can say 
that this festival prepares students 
with personal and professional 
strategies to be leaders of the next 
generation of classical musicians.

The Los Angeles Philharmonic did an outstanding 
job finding great teachers and performers from 
around the world to be on the faculty.  Their job was 
critical, because they spent at least eight hours a day 
for almost two weeks teaching and mentoring the 
students.  From the Berlin Philharmonic member to 
local YOLA teaching artists, the teachers were diverse, 
knowledgable, and relevant, and they did the best 
student-centered teaching I’ve ever seen.

As amazing as the faculty was, the students were 
even more incredible.  For their auditions, they had to 
prepare musical excerpts plus a personal statement, 
which weighed heavily in the selection process.  So 
these students could not only play well but also 
articulate the importance of music in their lives, and 
their desire to use that to heal themselves and others.

The Festival Symphony Orchestra was comprised of 
100 students performing symphonic repertoire; the 
Chamber Orchestra was a 45-member string ensemble 
of students aged 12-14.  Every day, the students had 
orchestra rehearsals, sectionals, and chamber music.  
They also had activities every night; for example, we 
took a festival-wide trip to see the new Lion King 
movie.  Three of our faculty members had played on 
the soundtrack, so we used this as an opportunity to 
engage in a “talk back” afterwards with them and also 
with two musicians who had worked on Black Panther.

The conversation was initially about being freelance 
musicians and playing for the movies, but it shifted 

to more personal topics:  what it’s like being a person 
of color in the classical music scene, why it’s so 
important to celebrate your own individuality, and the 
importance of safe spaces wherever you go.  Students 
shared stories about their own challenges being 
musicans of color and how these challenges have 
affected them.  It was a deeply intimate conversation 
in a completely safe space, where tears were shed both 
by teachers on stage and by students in the audience. 

At this moment, I began to understand 
how important this festival is.  Students 
had role models here who were not 
only helping them play passages in 
their music, but also empowering them 
to create their own spaces for culture-
changing conversations.  Along with 

learning how to communicate in an  
effective manner, we were all learning  
how to create spaces where we could 
be our authentic selves.  We talked 

about how our music making is affected by our past 
musical and non-musical experiences, making us all 
valuable in unique ways.  I wish so much that I had 
had the opportunity to have role models to look up to 
when I was a kid; at the same time, I feel so fortunate 
to be a part of an amazing team that is molding the 
next generation into accomplished, caring, and aware 
musicians.

Throughout the Festival, the YOLA National students 
got to work with world-class conductors.  Soo Han 
conducted the Chamber Orchestra, and the Symphony 
Orchestra duties were shared between Jeffrey Grogan, 
Roderick Cox, and Gustavo Dudamel.  Final concert 
repertoire included works by African-American and 
Latinx composers as well as Berlioz, Saint-Saens, and 
Brahms; there was also some improvisation, some 
“Hamilton,” and a special guest appearance by two 
Venezuelan folk music virtuosi.

Dudamel truly is classical music’s rock star, and the 
students know it.  Just his presence with us brought 
out a whole new level of music making.  At the 
concert, he spoke from his heart to the players.  “When 
I see you, I remember why I’m here.  As long as you 
work hard and love what you do, the impossible is 
completely possible.”

He talked about the “man with the crazy dream” who 
inspired us all, José Antonio Abreu.  The YOLA National 
Festival showed me that although El Sistema in the U.S. 
might look different in some ways from the Venezuelan 
Sistema, the Maestro’s vision is alive and strong here.

Impressions from the YOLA National Festival
by Terrence Thornhill, YOLA National Cello Faculty; Teaching Artist, Paterson Music Project

YOLA National Chamber Orchestra 
Faculty selfie; Terrence back right. 

FROM THE EDITOR
Dr. Bettina Love, the author and cultural phi-

losopher whose riveting keynote speech kicked 

off last week’s YOLA National Symposium in Los 

Angeles, teaches her education students at the 

University of Georgia a course called “Black and 

Brown Excellence.”

“My students know all about the ‘issues’ of the 

kids they’re going to teach,” she told us.  “What 

they don’t know about is the beauty and the bril-

liance and the excellence of the kids.”

Dr. Love’s speech was a passionate, generous, and 

far-ranging meditation on this theme.  Her core 

message was that educators often view students 

of color through a lens of deficiency, and assume 

it’s their job to remedy students’ deficiencies by 

supplying what’s missing.  “But a lot of what we 

keep saying we want kids to have,” she said, “in 

fact, they already have, within the context of their 

own cultures and traditions.”

She wasn’t implying that we have nothing valu-

able to offer our students.  She was simply enjoin-

ing us to know and value the rich array of skills 

they already have – to meet them where they are, 

and help them widen and expand those skills.

The symposium’s overarching theme was 

“Empowering Youth, Building Community,” and 

that theme was reflected in the widely diverse 

and highly energetic group of attendees, who 

included MAT students and YOLA students as 

well as leaders, teaching artists, and students in 

El Sistema-inspired programs across the U.S.  In 

addition to discussion sessions, workshops, and 

concerts, a joint project – the creation of a book 

about music learning and shared power – en-

gaged them all in ongoing collective action.

Throughout our three-day inquiry, Bettina Love’s 

words stayed in our heads and hearts.  Music, 

she declared, is civics education.  But “empower-

ing youth” isn’t about teachers giving students 

power.  It’s about teachers honoring and helping 

students to catalyze the power they already have.

Most important of all, we need to help our 

students to become confident in their knowledge 

of who they are.  “That’s the work,” she said.  “Con-

fidence in the knowledge of who you are.”

Tricia Tunstall

“A teacher in search of their own freedom may be the only kind of teacher who can arouse young persons to 
go in search of their own.” - Maxine Greene, philosopher and author  

https://www.laphil.com/education/national-programs/yola-national-festival/
https://www.laphil.com/education/national-programs/yola-national-symposium/
https://whartonarts.org/pmp/administrative/
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 An American in Gothenburg
by Emily Kubitskey, Teaching Artist/Conductor

Often, when we think about the word ‘culture,’ we 
think about the qualities of a community—its shared 
music, food, or religion.  However, the word is derived 
from the Latin word ‘colere,’ which means to tend or 
cultivate; so when we take a more active perspective, 
we can define culture as ‘the medium for growth.’

Every year for the last five years, the Gothenburg 
Symphony, with the city of Gothenburg, creates Side 
by Side by El Sistema Sweden, a summer solstice 
festival for thousands of students and teachers 
to come together and create a culture of musical 
community.  This year, students from other countries 
in Europe and Latin America were welcomed as well.

A team of faculty from around the world has been 
fortunate enough to be asked back year after year.  
(My position is to rehearse and conduct the various 
wind ensembles.)  While the specific product of 
this work is a series of final concerts put on by the 
students and the Gothenburg Symphony, one of the 
most magical things that happens throughout the 
week is the behind-the-scenes growth of the team of 
teachers, chaperones, and volunteers.

The festival is run by the GSO Education Director, 
Petra Kloo Vik, Project Manager Johan Andersson, 
and Artistic Advisor Ron Davis Alvarez.  While they 
make sure the focus of the festival stays constantly 
on the children, they also have a profound influence 
on the faculty and teaching artists, simply through 
leading by example.  For instance, they never hesitate 
to do whatever needs doing at the moment; they 
simply pitch in and do it.  The entire faculty follows 
suit, stepping forward to contribute in any way 
needed—because we see that happening quietly at 
the top.  Our leaders are also able to give direction 
while still providing space and trust for each staff 
member to meet the collective goals in our own 
style.  This leadership style is passed all the way down 
to the thousands of students.  Every member of the 
faculty, and every student, contributes to the creation 
of a culture of inspiration, trust, and growth that is 
palpable to all members of the festival.

The week at Side by Side in June was a wonderful 
reminder that when we change our perspective on 
culture from a fixed mindset of qualities to one that 
is more about growth and development of a group 
of people, we can really create and see change within 
communities.

News Notes
Harmony Project Phoenix (HPP) and the International 
Rescue Committee (IRC) are joining forces and 
working toward the creation of a pilot program to 
serve asylum-seeking migrant families waiting for 
their cases to be judged in Phoenix.  The program 
will consist of a wellness/trauma relief curriculum 
offered to the parents by the IRC, and a music 
curriculum from HPP for their children.  Complexities 
of the migrants’ situation present some hurdles to 
overcome, but the IRC and the HPP are committed to 
continuing the partnership and designing a program 
that can overcome the hurdles.  The partnership is 
also discussing ways to bring a short-term stress 
relief music program to the shelter.

Giving USA 2019 released its report on the state of 
charitable giving in 2018.  In spite of a strong year 
for the national economy, total charitable giving 
dropped 1.7%, individual giving dropped 3.4%, and 
arts/culture/humanities giving dropped 2.1%, when 
adjusted for inflation.  The drop in giving may well be 
attributable to a decrease in the number of taxpayers 
eligible to itemize deductions under the new tax law, 
as was feared.  Conversely, the Bureau of Economic 
Analysis finds that the arts/culture sector of the U.S. 
economy is now at a record high of 4.3% – which is 
a larger share than that of the construction industry, 
the transportation/warehousing industry, or the 
travel/tourism industry.

Resources
Would it benefit your program and local arts 
learning ecosystem to host a convening around 
Socio-Emotional Learning?  Education First, with 
the NoVo Foundation, is accepting applications 
for the Regional Social and Emotional Learning 
(SEL) Convening Grants program, to help create a 
convening that builds educators’ and other adults’ 
capacity to meet students’ social, emotional, and 
academic needs with an equity lens.  Education First 
will award two to four grants of $50,000 to $100,000 
to design and host a convening in their region by 
the end of the 2020 calendar year.  Maybe you match 
the grant guidelines.  https://tinyurl.com/yx9gye5c  
Letters of intent are due September 6, 2019.  To 
review the Request for Letters of Intent: https://
tinyurl.com/y3xeyd2o

Having a black teacher makes a big difference to 
black students.  The April 2019 issue of Educational 
Leadership, entitled Separate and Still Unequal: Race 
in America’s Schools, reports findings in an article 
from the National Bureau of Economic Research and 
the IZA Institute of Labor Economics.  Researchers 
report a strong conclusion about the longterm 
effect:  low-income black male students who have 
had a black teacher in 4th or 5th grade increase their 
chances of completing of high school by 39 percent.  
The whole issue is filled with pertinent articles on 
education and race.

Are you taking full advantage of the many offerings 
of The Sphinx Organization for your students?  
Check out the list of programs Sphinx offers, and 
this page for applying: https://app.getacceptd.com/
sphinxmusic

Rey Ramirez, the Program Director of Soundscapes 
in Newport News, VA, has launched a new blog 
called SistemaTools.  It has been years in the 
making; he developed it as he consulted with many 
Sistema programs in the U.S.  The blogs address 
the most common Sistema program challenges 
he has encountered in multiple program sites.  
You’ll find blogs on teambuilding, partnering, and 
effective time management.  Also, you will find the 
organizational tool he has devised over nine years, 
called The SistemaTools Program Management (for 
purchase).  Subscribe to his blog at SistemaTools.
com/blog, and write him at: sistematools@gmail.com

The Equity Literacy Institute (“Learning to be a threat 
to inequity in our spheres of influence”) provides 
workshops, consulting, professional development, 
and coaching.  They have published an excellent 
one-page resource that is recommended for Sistema 
leaders and programs to use, to advance their 
understandings and practices.  Equity Literacy for 
Educators: Definition and Abilities.  https://docs.
wixstatic.com/ugd/38199c_8d07da3e4cea48c1bcf21
882694048ab.pdf

Action for the Month:  Learn about, talk about, presidential candidates’ arts policies 
In the podcast ArtsVote 2020 (from Americans for the Arts) singer/songwriter Ben Folds interviews the presidential candidates. 
Listen to the arts thinking of your favorite candidates, so that you can always include their positions on arts issues in talking about 
them.  (Maybe candidates you don’t yet support will impress you.)  This Action brings arts policy issues forward in the political dia-
logue, where they are usually absent.  Candidates respond to interest!  ArtsActionFund.org/podcast  Find out more here.
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