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Janasia Johnson, ¥, and Jairo Ontiveros, the Arsht Center Arts education director, display the 20% National
Arts and Humanities Youth Program Award after meeting first lady Michelle Obama at the White House,

THE ARTS

Teenager accepts
award at White House
for AileyCamp Miami

M Janasia Johnson, 14, visited the White House and met first lady
Michelle Obama on Tuesday on behalf of AileyCamp Miami, a
program that works with local middle schoolers and which received

a national award for its work.

BY JESSICA CAMPISI

WASHINGTON

While other kids ber age were
leaming new vocabulary words
and basic math skills, Janasia
Johnson was leaming bow to live
without her mother.

Al age B, Janasia's mother was
convicted of second-degree mur-
der and sent to prison, leaving
the now-14-year-old to live with
her three siblings, grandmother,
aunt and two cousins.,

"1 grew up without a dad, and
my mother was incarcerated; |
didn’t know how 1o express my-
self,” Johnson said. "1 was always

angry.”

Last summer, Johnson attend-
ed AileyCamp Miami, a six-week
summer program that works with
middle school students, teaching
them Lo express themselves
through dance, writing and the
arts rather than verbal alterca-
tions. The camp, now i its
eighth year, is run by the
Adrienne Arsht Center for the
Performing Arts and the Alvin
Ailey American Dance Theater —
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headed by Liberty City
native Robert Battle.

Johnson represented
AileyCamp at the White
House on Tuesday as the
arganization received the
2016 Narional Arts and
Humanitics Youth Program
Award, along with 11 other
programs nationwide. First
lady Michelle Obama con-
gratulated Johnson, an
cighth grader from North
Miami Beach.

"We believe every single
child has boundless prom-
ise, no matter who they
arc, where they come from

or how much money their
parents have,” Obama
said. “These kids represent
the very best of America.”

Being honored at the
ceremony and meeting
Obama was very exciting,
Johnson said, adding she
hopes to be as “open-heart-
ed” as the first lady.

“It was very exciting; it
showed me that there's
maore out there," Johnson
said. “I can be anyonc |
want to be."”

Obama praised the youth
program leaders for giving
students a chance to suc-
cced, even though many
kids “think that placces like
this are not for them.”

“Through our programs,
students have become
poets and dancers and
filmmakers and photog-
raphers, but more impor-
tantly, they've become
leaders in their communi-
tics,” Obama said. “To-
gether, they've learned the
power of discipline, of hard
work and teamwork.”

At AileyCamp, students
learn about West African
drumming, jazz, modern
and ballet dancing, while
taking classes in conflict
resolution, drug preven-
tion, creative communi-
cation and other arcas of
personal development.

Johnson has uscd a spe-
cific creative outlet - poet-
ry - since she was 8 1o
express her feelings. In
particular, there's one
quote, which came from
author Robert T'ew, which
she said she’d always re-
member:

“Don’t ket negative and
toxic people rent a space in
your mind,” she said.
“Raise the rent and kick
them out.™



