VIGNETTE: An Artist-Teacher-Scholar as an Agent of Change

Looking forward to my final year as a graduate student, I approached the beginning of the school year with excitement and the knowledge that I already had plenty to do. I was already enlisted to manage our Outreach Opera and was on my way to completing my MIE concentration with this task as my final internship. I had no idea that my involvement in the MIE program was about to increase exponentially. How could I have known that I would soon be enlisted as an agent of change in education?

When I was approached by Dr. Larry Scripp at the beginning of the year about a potential teaching job at the Atrium School, I was extremely hesitant to pursue the opportunity. My head was telling me, “Jessica…don’t get yourself into something you are not prepared for! You have plenty to do already! You have never been a general music teacher, and you are still a student. You can’t possibly do this!” Of course, these thoughts turned into a challenge…and when someone tells me I cannot do something, I try and prove that person wrong. One side of me was thinking realistically: I had never developed a brand new general music program before. What would it look like for someone like me to go into a school and start a program from scratch? However, the other side of me recognized this wonderful opportunity. I was ready to take a leap of faith.

Now, this leap of faith was not just on my part. Our MIE program took a leap of faith in recommending me to the Atrium School, and consequently the Atrium School took a leap of faith in considering a graduate student for the position. 
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Dr. Scripp guided me in compiling an interview package for the school, which began with examining my persona and my philosophy on teaching and learning. I remember discovering that, although my teaching experience was rather limited, I was already being shaped to assume the role of a music program director long before this point. During my first year at New England Conservatory, I received a fellowship to start an after-school choir at a Boston Public School. With this, I spent four months teaching choir to a difficult group of elementary school students. When school ended, I went to Africa to work with children in the poverty-stricken squatter camps. These kids ranged from two years old to sixteen years old and spoke at least five different languages. Most of them had been abandoned or abused, and there were severe social and emotional barriers amongst them. With music, I was successfully able to break these barriers down and build community in a place completely foreign, where no one spoke the same language.


Once I understood that I had taken huge risks before and that I was able to use music in an environment with such extreme adversity, I realized that this job at Atrium was something I was prepared for. My view was no longer that of an inexperienced teacher attempting to take on the impossible, but rather that I was an entrepreneur, aiming to be an agent of change. I saw myself capable of being an artist-teacher-scholar, and was ready to portray this in my interview.

The administrators at the Atrium School were eager to hear about what a new music program might look like if they decided to partner with me and New England Conservatory. Although I was a young teacher, I had the support of a highly-esteemed institution and was willing to be more than a music director. The faculty would get professional development, I would have the supervision of our MIE department, all parties would have the benefit of a guided intern coming in to be a documentation specialist, and we would have extra interns coming into the school to do special units with the students. Layered guidance became the largest incentive for adopting this new music program. It was time for the Atrium School to take a leap of faith, too. They hired me and so began NEC’s involvement in the school. Little did I know that I would be managing interns within six weeks!

Looking back on it now, although a leap of faith was needed to dive into this experience, we had all the tools and conditions to bring success. I was not alone in the endeavor. We have layered guidance and multi-tasking teamwork happening in every aspect of the pilot program. Teambuilding, scholarship, and research go hand-in-hand with this project. Now, as I reflect on my initial perspective on the job opportunity, I recall my thought, “Jessica…don’t get yourself into something you are not prepared for!” True, I may have been inexperienced. However, I realize that as an agent of change, preparation is not the key factor. It is being willing to venture into the unknown, supported by a team of other entrepreneurs and guided by the ambition to make a difference. 

