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q chieving success in the

arts can be a matter
of grit, determination, pa-
tience, and talent. Unfortu-

nately, it can also be a matter of
money. To become a professional
dancer, for instance, requires years
of dance lessons, shoes, tights, and
leotards, all of which come with a
price tag. Students will also need to
get themselves to and from dance class,
which can be problematic if a family
lacks a car or lives beyond the reach of
public transportation. For children living
in low-income communities, these obstacles
often prove to be insurmountable.
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Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater's Antonio Douthit in Alvin Ailey’s Revelations. PHOTO BY GERT KRAUTBAUER




But in St. Louis, Missouri, the Center of Cre-
ative Arts (COCA) aims to level the playing field
for children who wish to pursue the arts. Found-
ed in 1986, COCA offers classes and in-school
workshops across all artistic disciplines, from
visual arts and theater to voice and writing. Al-
though sliding-scale financial aid is available for
recreational art classes, the center’s dance pro-
grams in particular are designed to ensure that
all students have access to professional path-
ways, regardless of their background.

“Many students that we’re working with
don’t have the opportunity to go beyond a ten-
block radius within their neighborhoods,” said
Kelly Pollock, executive director of COCA. “To
bring them into a community of intentional
learners who are passionate and have respect
and a sense of discipline opens their eyes that
they can be successful, that there arc more possi-
bilities than they thought imaginable, and that if
they work hard and commit themselves, they re-
ally can achieve whatever it is they want in life.”

When it comes to dance, this commitment be-
gins at an early age. The Talent Identified Pro-
gram (TIP) offers a rigorous trajectory for 9-11
year olds who have shown promise in dance
during COCA’ outreach work with underserved
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St. Louis public schools. Throughout the three-
year program, TIP students receive all classes
free-of-charge, and are also provided with dance-
wear and door-to-door van transportation.

At the age of 12, TIP participants are invited
to audition for COCA’s Honors Program, which
offers training at a pre-professional level to
roughly 50 students an academic year. Through-
out the years, the Honors Program has received
numerous NEA grants, as well as a 2003 Com-
ing Up Taller Award (now called the National
Arts and Humanities Youth Program Awards)
presented by then-First Lady Laura Bush. Al-
though the Honors Program is open to all income
levels, COCA provides scholarships, transporta-
tion, and dancewear as needed, in addition to
academic tutoring, ACT preparation, and assis-
tance with college applications and auditions. As
a result, 100 percent of Honors students have
gone on to post-sccondary study. Working with
the organization College Bound, the center has
extended its support throughout students’ college
careers to make sure they stay the course.

The Honors Program is directed by the end-
lessly enthusiastic Lee Nolting, who has taught
dance at COCA for 25 years and leads one of
the center’s three student dance companies.



