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ABSTRACT 

The Kansas City School District was unable to attain accreditation from 1955 until 2016, 

enduring high dropout rates, exceptionally low college entrance rates, and poor performances on 

standardized tests. At the district’s fine arts high school, students also experienced these low 

educational outcomes. But despite these educational setbacks, the fine arts training they received 

appears to have contributed to their successful long-term outcomes in adulthood. The purpose of 

this case study is to explore the factors that contributed to talent development and overall thriving 

among adult artists who attended the fine arts school in this low performing school district. The 

research questions include 1) How do the artists describe the experience of developing their 

talent while attending an unaccredited high school? 2) What factors do the artists identify that 

aided in the emergence and continual development of their artistic practice?  

I interviewed 8 adult artists (aged 34-37) who discussed experiences that catalyzed and 

contributed to the development of their artistic talent. I identify themes and interpret data using 

grounded theory.  

Based on existing research about talent development, this study might show that these 

students thrived because the fine arts school they attended prioritized talent development over 

core content standards. The focus on talent development appears to have cultivated certain 

intrapersonal traits—such as awareness, motivation, and perseverance—which may account for 

their success as adults. Such identifiable traits are relevant to the “21st century skills” that are 

emerging in the education community. By understanding these artists’ experiences through a 

case study, educators and policymakers may have a clearer picture of how talent development 

helps to cultivate 21st century skills in students. 
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PUBLIC ABSTRACT 

In this paper, I interview 8 adult artists in their mid 30’s. In the 1990’s, they attended an 

unaccredited public fine arts high school in Kansas City, MO during a time of desegregation 

funding. There was money for lavish facilities, buses to transport white students to the school 

from the suburbs, and dozens of fine arts instructors, many who were artists and performers 

themselves. Students had to audition for the school, choose a major area of study, and for the 

four years of high school, they were treated as if they were on a pre-conservatory track.  

 At this magnet program, academics were put on the back burner. Students spent 50-100% 

of their class time in arts-related classes. As a result, many students did not perform well on 

standardized tests or college entrance exams. Yet, there are many successful adult outcomes in 

adults who once attended this school. Out of the sample who interviewed, all are currently 

employed, and some have jobs for which they are not technically qualified. Almost all research 

participants pursued conservatory or college after graduation. There is also a strong social 

outcome in these individuals: most of them are deeply concerned about social issues, and donate 

their money and time to social causes. 

 In this case, American educational standards were completely sidestepped and an inner-

city school supported a population that typically gets neglected in the American school system: 

low-SES minorities. This paper explores how this school uniquely prepared its students for 

lifelong success and makes suggestions for alternatives to current standardized education. 
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INTRODUCTION 

What comes to mind when one thinks of an underperforming inner-city school? I can 

remember scenes from my substitute teaching days in schools in Kansas City that fit a 

stereotypical description; I picture metal detectors, and police officers in every hallway. I recall 

classrooms that lacked books, posters, and up-to-date equipment because—it was explained to 

me by a first-year AmeriCorps teacher from another state—those items “would just get stolen.” I 

remember that students did not seem to know why they were at school. During one math class I 

observed, the teacher occupied instruction time by sending kids to the cops in the hallway. When 

I think of an underperforming inner-city school, I picture mayhem, dysfunction, disconnection, 

even incarceration.  

 During my teenage years in the late 1990’s, I had the opposite experience of inner-city 

schools. I was a music student in a first-ring suburban school in the Kansas City area. For certain 

music competitions, I would compete against students from Paseo, the fine arts magnet school in 

the Kansas City, MO school district. Sometimes we would compete at Paseo high school, which 

was a nice facility itself, or in an historic building in Kansas City for an event that Paseo was 

hosting. Those inner-city kids, many coming from poverty, knew exactly why they were part of 

their school. They worked hard for their teachers and even harder for themselves. In fact, it was 

impossible to beat them.  

 More than the competition, I remember the feeling of walking into that school full of kids 

who respected themselves and their own artistic pursuits. It felt exciting. It felt like something 

real was happening, something far more legitimate than what was happening at my school. The 

Paseo students were always interested in meeting kids from other schools. I started spending 

more time with them than the kids at my own school. They had an open-minded way of seeing 
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things and they were fun and clever in their interactions. As a musician and a scholar, I was 

impressed and inspired by the people I met from this inner-city school.  

 Before this personal discovery of mine, I remember catching disapproving murmurs of 

discussion about inner-city schools while I was growing up. A bill passed when I was in 

preschool—1987—that would increase the Kansas City school district’s budget to 600 million 

for the subsequent 12 years. To put this into perspective, a district of a comparable size would 

normally have a budget of 200 million (Ciotti, 1998). The additional funds came from the state, 

so for those 12 years, other schools across the state of Missouri received less funding and 

support, and the money those Missourians paid in state taxes went to the Kansas City School 

District.  

 This additional funding was more than a lifeline to help a district fix its rundown 

buildings; the decision was a desegregation policy. Not only was it a push to help students in the 

mostly black district succeed, it was an experiment to see if white students would be enticed to 

stay in the district instead of attending private school. After the funding increased, the Kansas 

City school district encouraged white students to take buses from the suburbs to attend its 

various themed magnet schools. The money was used for many purposes, and the intention was 

to integrate students, but at the end of the day, test scores did not improve. Dropout rates 

increased. What has come to be known as “The Kansas City Schools Experiment” was perceived 

to be a failure because of such measures.  

 The challenge with creative giftedness is it is difficult to identify using traditional 

measures, such as an IQ test. This is where a talent development framework becomes helpful. 

Gagne’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (2008), for example, shows that a certain 

combination of timing and other factors—environmental supports, temperamental traits, 
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motivation, time investment—promote the development of talent. It takes a surplus of time, 

support, and chance opportunities for talent to flourish.  

Steps can be taken in the home environment to increase the probability that talent will 

emerge; one strategy is to increase resources such as time, support, and money. This helps 

explain why upper middle class students, who are more likely to be given the time and 

provisions needed, are more likely to develop creative gifts into talents (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). 

At home, these students are not needed to contribute financial resources or provide child-care, 

and there is more money for provisions such as musical instruments and private lessons. Students 

from less fortunate families are less likely to be given such opportunities, as their home 

environments tend to be more demanding or stressful.  

The talent development opportunities a student receives at school are also determined by 

the financial background of the student population. This relates to schools funding; on average, 

45 percent of school funding comes from local money (Turner, Khrais, Lloyd, Olgin, Isensee, 

Vevea, & Carsen, 2016). Between 62 percent and 75 percent of that amount comes from property 

taxation (Baker & Corcoran, 2012). In areas where people do not own much property, this 

significantly impacts school quality. At schools in low-SES areas, students attend typically 

underperform on standardized tests. Thus, they are less likely to receive talent development 

opportunities, because instruction time is spent catching students up with standards in the various 

core content areas.  

At Paseo, students had poor academic outcomes, but excelled in developing their gifts 

into talents. Many of their long-term outcomes contradict statistical projections, especially those 

related to crime, health, and employability. To more completely understand this phenomenon, I 

used case study method to understand whether and how a fine arts background supported 
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thriving in individuals who attended an unaccredited school with a high minority, low-SES 

student population. The sample size is 8 artists, aged 34-37, who once attended Paseo fine arts 

magnet school in the Kansas City, Missouri school district during a period of increased funding 

in the 1990’s. 

Research Questions  

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that contributed to talent development 

and overall thriving among adult artists who attended the fine arts school in the Kansas City, MO 

School District during a period of increased funding. 

1. How do the artists describe the experience of developing their talent while attending an 

unaccredited high school? 

2. What factors do the artists identify that aided in the emergence and continual development of 

their artistic practice and how do these responses compare to factors identified by other 

researchers? 

3. How do the artists in this cohort define thriving? 

Importance 

We know that those who develop artistic talents are typically individuals who come from 

an upper middle class background and who have been provisioned with time and resources. We 

know that individuals who grew up in low-SES environments are, as adults, less likely to go to 

college, and more likely to have health problems. But we know little about whether and how 

talent development in low-SES environments contributes to long term adult outcomes. To more 

fully understand the long-term effects of talent development, it is important to study a group of 

artists who were uniquely provisioned with a well-funded arts program and unlimited time with 

which to develop their talent, and who had few other factors or supports that could have 
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contributed to lifelong success. 

 Typically, individuals who grow up in low-SES environments are more likely to have 

physical and mental health problems as adults. They are less likely to have attained higher 

education, be upwardly mobile, or receive an adequate income (Luo & Waite, 2005). During the 

years that this cohort attended KCSD, students were twice as likely to drop out of school and half 

as likely to attend 2 or 4-year college than the average student in Missouri (Missouri Department 

of Education). The artists in this cohort, in addition to performing in the top 10% of their peers 

using Gagne’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent, appear to be thriving in their adult 

lives, despite having once attended school in such a district. 

A focus on talent development appears to have cultivated certain intrapersonal traits—

such as awareness, motivation, and perseverance—in these individuals, which may account for 

their success as adults. Such traits are needed to develop the “21st century skills” that have been 

recently emerging in the education community. These are skills that go beyond the core content 

subjects and prepare students for a quickly changing economy. Because these artists exhibit 

qualities that our current school system does not know how to cultivate, it is critical to 

investigate how these artists thrived, despite attending school in a district that, on paper, failed its 

students. By understanding these artists’ experiences through a case study, educators and 

policymakers may have a clearer picture of how talent development helps to cultivate 21st 

century skills in students and, in turn, contributes to lifelong thriving. 

  At this point, schools have not made a full transition into being structured in a way that 

supports the 21st century framework of skills. So far in this process, however, some parts of 

traditional education are beginning to peel away. Naturally, it is important that learning needs to 

be of high quality, and some teachers successfully meet traditional academic standards through 
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alternative means. In the interest of meeting the 21st century framework, there has been an 

insurgence of project-based learning, STEAM, theme-based units, and collaborative learning. It 

is possible that talent development factors have a place in this new framework as well. 

Organization 

 In Chapter 2, I will describe research that influences current understanding about talent 

development. Chapter 3 provides an overview of the Methods. In it, I describe my participants 

and provide a rationale for using a case study method. Chapter 4 presents the Results. This 

section is organized by themes that came out during interviews. Finally, in Chapter 5, I 

summarize and discuss results, describe study limitations, and make recommendations for 

alternative measures to determine student success. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In Chapter 2, I begin by giving more background information regarding the Kansas City 

School district spending. Then I will report what other researchers say about long term student 

outcomes that result from school desegregation spending. The remainder of the Literature review 

will be framed using the catalyst and developmental process factors from Gagne’s Differentiated 

Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT). I describe the DMGT, in detail, because it will provide 

the framework for understanding talent development factors in my sample and for developing 

interview questions. I use the framework to tie together other theories and writings from various 

talent development researchers.  

The Kansas City School District 

The Kansas City School District’s struggle started after 1954, when the Brown vs. Board 

ruling to integrate schools had a dramatic effect on the Kansas City School District. The District, 

which had once kept its white schools and black schools separate, was suddenly integrated and 

funded by shared property taxes. White families made shifts to prevent their property taxes from 

being spent on these shared schools; typically, they moved to the suburbs or placed their children 

in private schools (Ciotti, 1998). Meanwhile, white people still encompassed 75% of Kansas 

City’s population. They used their majority vote to dramatically decrease tax money spent on 

Kansas City’s schools. 

The decline in student population and funds had a detrimental effect on the schools. In 

1985, after many years of being frustrated by the deteriorating schools, eight students from 

Kansas City Public Schools took the case to federal court (Green & Baker, 2006). Federal 

District judge Robert Clark ruled for the district to receive triple its previous budget from the 

state of Missouri for the subsequent 12 years. This contentious ruling was meant to create 
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improvements that would entice white students back to the district (Ciotti, 1998) and improve the 

performance of minority students (Chapman, 1995).  

During and after the 12-year period of increased funding, test scores did not improve, not 

even marginally, and dropout rates had increased (Ciotti, 1998; Chapman, 1995). By 1995, the 

year some of the research participants were entering high school, 60% of high school freshmen 

were not finishing high school (Chapman, 1995). The experiment has since been written off as a 

failure, and taxpayers throughout the state are still resentful. Whenever educators bring up the 

possibility that increasing funding might potentially help improve school quality, the Kansas 

City School District is cited as a reason why money is not the solution to the education inequality 

problem (Chapman, 1995; Green & Baker, 2006). 

By critics, Kansas City was considered a high spending metropolitan school district, but 

in a study conducted by Green and Baker in 2006, little or no evidence was found that KCMSD 

outspent other metropolitan districts during those years of desegregation funding. When adjusted 

for poverty related need, KCMSD had only 83% of average current expenditures and only 76% 

of average instructional expenditures among large districts in its metropolitan area. Green and 

Baker also point out that it was unfair to judge the Kansas City desegregation experiment as a 

failure based on test scores, as the original goal was to desegregate the district, not to raise test 

scores. Because the district remained predominantly black after the plan implementation, there is 

no way of knowing if scores would have improved had racial integration been achieved. 

Furthermore, if the goal was to improve test scores, the federal judge ruling over the plan could 

have targeted strategies which may have had a better chance of improving minority outcomes, 

such as reducing class sizes in grades K-3 and improving teacher quality. 
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Desegregation Spending: Post Graduation Outcomes 

 Research shows that integrated education improves minority performance and post high 

school outcomes, and integrated education appears to have little change on the outcomes for non-

minorities and the non-poor (Dawkins & Braddock, 1994; Rucker, 2014). The increase in 

performance is attributed to peer effects, school quality, or a combination of the two. Higher 

white enrollment improves various outcomes for black students, including: years of school 

completed, occupational achievement, the probabilities of attending college and working in an 

integrated environment, and wages (Boozer, Krueger, & Woldon, 1992; Rivkin, 2000). A study 

by Crain reveals that northern black male graduates of integrated high schools held higher status 

jobs and earned higher incomes than did their counterparts from segregated schools (1970).  

Rucker Johnson and others, who examined data on a representative sample of 8,258 

American adults born between 1945 and 1968, found that black Americans who attended schools 

integrated by court order were more likely to graduate, go on to college, and earn a degree than 

black Americans who attended segregated schools. Five years of integrated schooling increased 

the earnings of black adults by 15 percent, incarceration rates were lower, and health outcomes 

were higher (Jackson, Johnson, & Persico, 2015).  

Talent Development                                                                                         

In America’s shifting educational landscape, talent development is a revelatory concept. 

Our future society will need all types of experts who are competent in multiple domains, some 

currently undiscovered ones (Chilcott, Birtel, Guggenheim, 2010). The switch to a talent 

development model indicates an important conceptual shift in thinking among leaders in the field 

of gifted education and those who study exceptional ability (Olszewski-Kubilius, 2009). The 
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unique value of talent development, compared with gifted education, is that it considers the 

talented individual in the context of the lifespan (Horowitz, 2009).  

The shift away from a focus on ‘gifted education’ to one on ‘talent development’ reflects 

a growing realization that using a measure of general intellectual ability as a sole predictor of 

achievement is not adequate (Brody, 2009). A review by Subotnik and Calderon (2008) 

suggested that when viewed from the perspective of talent development rather than gifted 

education, actual performance in writing, conducting scientific experiments, and mathematical 

problem solving are more content-valid alternatives to psychometric evaluation. These strategies 

focus on high performance in specific domains rather than standardized tests, and could increase 

domain diversity of those identified as gifted and talented.  

Certain talents are easier to recognize than others. Rule governed domains, like 

mathematics and classical music, in which it is clear what needs to be mastered and how 

excellence can be recognized, are prototypical examples. Identifying gifted children in areas like 

leadership, interpersonal understanding, or self-awareness is a less clear process. This does not 

mean they do not exist; we just do not know how to find them (Winner, 1996). 

Thinking about giftedness in terms of talent development takes away the static label of 

giftedness (Horowitz, 2009; Simonton, 2001) and increases the probability that an individual can 

explore their potential. Traditionally, gifted students are those who have an IQ score that is two 

standard deviations above the average IQ. This translates to roughly 3% of the population 

(Tannenbaum, 2003). A talent development framework might measure excellence in up to six 

domains, with only one of those being intellectual, and Gagne includes the top 10% of 

individuals in his model. If 10% of people in each domain are revealed to be exceptional, a 
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higher percentage of the population might be identified and supported to operate at their highest 

potential. 

This is not to say that every individual has the potential to be exceptionally talented. 

Research that considers talent to be developed through nurture and not nature has been based on 

a simple conception of what talent entails and implies that with lots of hard work, anyone can be 

talented. It turns out that talent, as with giftedness, is far more complex. “Rather than involving a 

unidimensional, additive, and static genetic process, talent may instead emerge from a 

multidimensional, multiplicative, and dynamic process (Simonton, 2001).” A nuanced 

combination of chance factors adds up to supporting the development of talent. 

It is important to differentiate the terms “gifts” and “talents”. It is not uncommon for the 

two words to be used interchangeably in gifted literature or as synonyms. The Differentiated 

Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT) was created to become the basis for differentiated 

definitions of these two terms (Gagne 2008). The term giftedness indicates possession of 

outstanding aptitudes in at least one domain. The term talent designates the outstanding mastery 

of systematically developed abilities in at least one field. Talent development corresponds to the 

progressive transformation of gifts into talents. 
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Figure 1. Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent

Reproduced with permission from Francoys Gagne 
 

Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT) 

Gagne’s model differentiates gifts and talents, and illustrates the process of transforming 

gifts into talents, or, talent development. The catalyst and developmental process factors from 

Gagne’s DMGT can be found contained within the center column in the figure above. The 

columns flanking the center column are used to identify gifts (on the left) and talents (on the 

right). The framework is designed to fit multiple domains, but here the model will be used to 

organize and explore research about artistic talent, so it will be assumed that gifts are drawn from 
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the creative domain in the first column, and talents will take on the form of artistic competencies 

in the final column.  

The chance factor surrounds the first two columns as a grey background shape. While 

chance is an indirect factor in the development of talent, it is necessary to mention because it 

indicates the unique set of circumstances that coalesce to support talent. Innate gifts cannot be 

controlled or planned, such as genetic endowment. External influences and timing in the family 

and social environment cannot often be helped but to a certain extent. Chance represents the 

degree of control that talented individual had over environmental influences (Gagne 2008) and 

permeates both the “nature” and the “nurture” influences of talent development.  

Environmental Catalysts. 

 Environmental Catalysts that support the transformation of gifts into talents take the form 

of the cultural or socioeconomic milieu, influential individuals, provisions in the form of talent 

development services and programs. We typically find that the artistically outstanding children 

come from families which had given them encouragement and extra financial support, even 

when the parents are not involved in music or fine art (Freeman, 1984). Other amplification 

variables include higher levels of socioeconomic status and economic security, more years of 

parental education, someone taking a special interest in a child or teenager, family stability, and 

living in advantaged neighborhoods. But, not much is known about the mechanisms by which 

these influences do their work except in the most general sense that the provision of highly 

stimulating environments increases the probability that those affected will be increasingly “at 

promise” for exceptional achievements (Horowitz, 2000).  
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Intrapersonal Catalysts. 

Many researchers have explored intrapersonal catalysts that appear to be present in 

individuals who develop their artistic gifts into talents. These qualities take the form of physical 

and mental traits, and goal management traits, such as awareness, motivation, and volition. 

Physical Traits. 

Visual artists view, hear, and sense the world with acuity and a special awareness. 

Metaperception can be defined as the artistic parallel to metacognition, a term used to describe 

mental monitoring in cognitive thinking (Haroutounian, 1995). This refers to artistic knowing, 

thinking with an aesthetic sense, qualitative responsiveness, or qualitative intelligence. 

Metaperception can be understood as the internal manipulation and monitoring of the acute 

senses, perceptions, and emotions.  

Mental Traits. 

Just as educators know about the intellectual capabilities of the intellectually gifted, some 

scholars have researched the intelligence quotient of gifted artists. Generally, artists who operate 

at high performing levels have an IQ of around 125-130 (Andreasen, 2005).  

The distinct type of intelligence artists has been identified as well. Children who are 

artistically gifted draw realistically at an above-average level and differ in their perceptual 

abilities and the ability to focus on parts rather than the whole (Drake & Winner 2012). For those 

who are artistically gifted, the how seems to be more important than the what, when they are 

engaging with their creative pursuit. 

Temperament, Personality and Resilience. 

Gifted artists are highly driven and interested in their pursuit. This level of drive and 

interest in children with high ability is referred to as a “rage to master” by Ellen Winner (2009). 
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These gifted children work for hours with no parental pressure or external reinforcement. As 

they work, they pose challenges for themselves. Such children also differ from ordinary children 

in the way they learn. They make discoveries on their own, and much of the time they appear to 

teach themselves (Winner, 2009). 

Staying engaged, for artists, is more than simply staying interested. The capacity to focus 

intensely, to disassociate, and to realize an apparently remote and transcendent ‘pace’ is one of 

the hallmarks of the creative process (Andreasen, 2006). Another word for this next level 

concentration has been conceptualized as a state called “flow”, made popular by 

Csikzentmahalyi (1996). Flow is a phenomenon that occurs in anyone who is performing at a 

high level, regardless of domain. During a flow state, awareness shifts to an effortless focus on a 

task, the relationship with linear time disappears, and the nature of the work has a quality of ease 

and productiveness.  

Gifted artists have a capacity to be comfortable with discomfort or the unknown. This 

openness often permits creative people to observe things that others cannot, because they do not 

wear the blinders of conventionality when they look around them. Openness is accompanied by a 

tolerance for ambiguity (Andreasen, 2006).  

 With the amount of trial and error required to succeed in any creative pursuit, it makes 

sense that gifted artists have a resilience that allows them to stay with the challenges they face. 

There is not a good understanding of the forces of resilience through which an individual learns 

to deal with adversity and acquires the drive to succeed (Horowitz, 2009). 
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Goal-Management. 

Awareness of Self and Others. 

Most students are found to be aware of their art talent, interested in improving their 

abilities, and introspective about the role of art in their lives (Clark & Zimmerman, 2004). In a 

study conducted by Rostan, it was found that the efforts of talented young artists require unique 

cognitive abilities, such as planning, monitoring ongoing activity, learning from experience and 

from other models, persistence, and evaluating one’s own work (2003). 

There are stereotypes that artists are hermits and misanthropes who only care about their 

creative pursuits. However, if anything, it seems that the curiosity and commitment that drive 

these people to break new ground in their respective fields also direct them to confront the social 

and political problems that the rest of us are all too content to leave alone (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1996). One study from the National Endowment for the Arts (Catteral & Dumais, 2012) showed 

that young adults who had intensive arts experiences in high school were more likely to show 

civic-minded behavior than young adults who did not. They took an interest in current affairs, as 

evidenced by comparatively high levels of volunteering, voting, and engagement with local or 

school politics. In many cases, this difference appeared in both low-and high-SES groups. 

Motivation. 

Outstanding artists are motivated by curiosity, ambitious goals, and a rage to master. 

Creative people tend to be intensely curious. Once absorbed in an idea or topic, they pursue it 

with a dogged intensity (Andreasen, 2006). The loftier the goal, the more difficulties talented 

will encounter in their efforts to reach it. Long-term goals placed at a very high level will require 

an intense dedication, as well as daily acts of willpower to maintain practice through obstacles, 

boredom, and occasional failure (Gagne, 2008).  
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Attention is a limited resource and often determines whether talents will develop or not 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). In a study of art students, Getezels and Csikszentmihalyi (1976) found 

that the art students who went on to become recognized as creative artists did not differ from 

their art student peers in technical skill. Where they stood out was in their tendency and ability to 

find challenging problems. In 1996, Csikszentmihalyi observed that the talented individuals 

valued challenge because the deep concentration from challenging work prompted flow states. 

The flow states, in and of themselves, were an additional source of motivation for the young 

artists (1996). 

Winner describes the passion needed for exceptional talent as “rage to master”. Gifted 

children in all domains display a rage to master in their area of high ability. Per Winner, “This 

kind of passion and motivation is not something that can be learned and, without it, children are 

not willing to put in the kinds of hours that high achievement requires (2009).” A rage to master 

is likely a correlate of high ability. The intense motivation is innate, and possibly biological. The 

motivation manifests itself in gifted individuals at a very early age, as stated in the anecdotal 

reports from parents who are baffled as to the origin of the child’s passion (Winner, 1996; 2009). 

Volition. 

In evaluations of students, athletes and employees, the researchers have found that the 

perception of autonomy predicts the energy with which individuals pursue a goal (Yuhas, 2012). 

This could explain the persistence that seems inevitable in gifted artists. Visually gifted children 

stay with an artistic problem longer than others because they both derive creative pleasure from 

it and see more possibilities in it (Gaither, 2008). Gifted artists tend to approach problems in a 

self-directed and complex way. In the process of creating, artists visualize and set goals to find 

and define a problem, choose techniques to collect data, reflect on their work consider alternative 
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points of view, evaluate and revise the problem solution, try out changes, and begin the cycle of 

revision again (Cukierkorn, 2008). 

Developmental Process. 

 “Abilities do not mature of their own accord and the promise of great achievement can be 

easily squandered (Lohman, 1993),” which makes it important that appropriate educational 

resources are provided at the appropriate time. In addition to the external inspirations and 

supports, in addition to the internal qualities or traits, researchers pay special attention to the 

process of developing a gift into a talent. The talentee must have access to activities, which is 

more typical in children whose families have a higher socioeconomic status, as parents of gifted 

teens typically have money for lessons and need less support in the form of chores and 

supplementary income (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).  

The process requires time, money, and energy to invest into the pursuit. Many researchers 

have argued that exceptional achievement can be boiled down simply to hard work—about 

10,000 hours of it (Drake & Winner, 2012; Gladwell, 2008). Ericsson’s research (2006) and 

construct of deliberate practice acknowledges that for some talentees, how the practice is 

achieved is more important than how much has occurred, as some individuals work smarter, not 

harder. 

Turning Points. 
 

The long-term developmental course of a talented individual will be marked by a series 

of turning points which impact the developmental process (Gagne, 2008). Gifted children tend to 

develop an early internal locus of control, which tends to awaken this clarity (Freeman, 1999). 

The themes of the turning points change as the artist grows in eminence. In early stages of talent 

development, turning points help to solidify the student’s self-concept and come from external 
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sources. As artists make the leap into adult creativity, making work that is more innovative than 

technical (Winner & Martino, 2002), turning points take on a more internal influence as the artist 

has more confidence in knowing which sacrifices to make, and which risks to take. 

These turning points, identified by Freeman as “crystallizing experiences” could be 

useful in gaining more insight into what students find intrinsically motivating. More important, 

the crystallizing experience may reveal potential areas of giftedness in certain domains that 

would have gone unnoticed in more traditional settings (1999).  
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METHODS 

Design 

The design that I used was qualitative research using a case study method. Making the 

invisible more visible is one of the major goals of this type of qualitative research (Denzin, 

2010). Case studies allow insights into nuances of art education practice that might be missed by 

other types of research (Davenport & O’Connor). Utilizing a case study method allowed me to 

illuminate and give voice to individuals who flourished because of a unique situation.  

Participants 

The participants of this research needed to meet specific selection criteria. The 8 

participants fell within the ages of 34-37, attended Paseo high school during the years of inflated 

funding in the Kansas City, MO school district, and can be identified as a talented artist using 

Gagne’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent. In a case study, a sample size of 7-12 is 

considered appropriate because to achieve adequate saturation, the study needs enough 

participants to achieve redundancy in information. But if the sample is too large, the study will 

not be able to accommodate deeper case oriented analysis (Sandelowski, 1995). 

I was interested in researching artists in their mid-thirties, because many of them are no 

longer classified as emergent artists; many have transitioned to status as mid-career artists 

(Horowitz, Subotnik, & Matthews, 2009). This career endurance brought a certain amount of 

establishment and introspection from each participant, a depth of reflection that gave me clearer 

insight into the phenomena of talent development at the school they once attended. 
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Sample Characteristics 

What follows is a brief description of sample characteristics. The overview of each 

participant will include their pseudonym, followed by age, race, gender, current location, type of 

employment, type of primary artistic interest, and major area of study at Paseo.  

Dancer01, 34, African American, Male, Kansas City, MO, security guard and self-defense 

instructor, dancer, theater tech major 

Pianist01, 34, African American, Male, Austin, TX, substitute teacher and freelance musician, 

pianist, piano major 

Vis00, 35, White, Male, Minneapolis, MN, Head of IT for a credit union, comic book artist, 

visual arts major  

Film00, 35, White, Male, Los Angeles, CA, QA for Disney and freelance video game designer, 

interactive narrative content and film artist, visual arts major 

Sculptor99, 36, White, Male, Detroit, MI, Adjunct Art Instructor, Installation Artist, visual arts 

major 

Singer98, 37, White, Male, Baltimore, MD, Director of Maryland Symphony Orchestra, singer 

and actor, voice major 

Comic00, 35, African American, Male, Minneapolis, MN, Teen Specialist for Minneapolis Public 

Libraries, comic and digital artist, visual arts major 

Actor99, 36, African American, Male, Urbana, IL, Graduate Assistant, singer and actor, theater 

major 
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Figure 2. Current Location of Participants 

 

Data Collection Procedure 

 After receiving approval from the University of Iowa Institutional Review Board, I 

contacted 16 people from my personal contacts who fit the selection criteria for the study. We 

attended neighboring high schools and have maintained contact for around 20 years. Of these 16 

people, 5 people participated in the case study and 3 people contributed an additional 18 

contacts. From those additional contacts, 3 more people participated. Of the total 34 people who 

were approached, 8 participated. More people than these 8 agreed to participate. With some, 

scheduling did not work out. There were others whom I had to turn away, to keep the sample 

reflective of the original student population.  
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 There were certain racial and gender considerations I had to make when compiling the 

sample of individuals for the study. Since the racial makeup of the school was so integral to the 

increased funding and the talent development phenomenon at the time, I spent more time 

considering racial diversity in the sample over gender diversity. The original student population 

was roughly 70% African American and 30% white.  

I was hoping for a sample that more closely represented the racial makeup of the original 

student population, but over the course of the 6-week interview request period, African 

American interview candidates were less likely to respond or follow up with scheduling requests. 

I was also unsuccessful in finding women who would agree to participate into the sample. White 

male visual arts majors were the most likely to give availability for interviews. I had to turn 

down four for this project. The final sample included 4 white men and 4 black men. With a larger 

overall sample size and a shorter interview commitment, it might have been easier to get a more 

accurate race and gender spread. 

 Part of the racial considerations had to do with the desegregation aspect of the school 

funding, and the intent the school had to entice white minority students to join the school from 

the suburbs. In my sample, two of the white individuals represent the “desegregation” intentions 

of the school. The other two white individuals were students from the neighborhood who the 

district was trying to retain.  

 Finally, in this performing art high school, students chose “major” areas of study. In my 

sample, I tried to include people who had majors in visual artists, music, theater, and dance. 

Aside from dance, which was a smaller program, I interviewed people from every major.  

 There are a variety of reasons why people chose to not participate in the study. Some felt 

that they did identify enough as an artist, others did not have time to spare, others were 
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concerned about their privacy, and some, musicians particularly, were difficult to schedule, 

because of touring schedules or time zone differences. The 2018 Grammys were happening at 

the time of my interviews, and because of the bustle with event preparations, 3 members of the 

pool withdrew from participating. 

Once I obtained consent from each participant, I began my research. To protect the 

privacy of the participants, pseudonyms were used for the analysis. Each pseudonym represents 

the participant’s artistic interests, and the year they graduated high school. I conducted the 

interviews during a 6-week period between December 28, 2017, February 3, 2018. 2 interviews 

were in person and 6 interviews took place online using Zoom, a recordable video conference 

application.  

Measures 

To collect data, I interviewed participants. Interviews were recorded and transcribed.  

The interview questions correlated with the research questions as well as the DGMT 

talent development framework.  

Interview Questions 

Interview questions that corresponded with the first research question, “How do the artists 

describe the experience of developing their talent while attending an unaccredited high school?”  

• Why did you choose to attend Paseo? 

• Describe the preparation and facilities in your major area of study. 

• Do you believe that your high school experience prepared you academically? 

 Interview questions that corresponded with the second research question, “What factors 

do the artists identify that aided in the emergence and continual development of their artistic 

practice and how do these responses compare to factors identified by other researchers?” 
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• What inspired you to start your artistic practice? 

• What was your childhood home(s) and neighborhood(s) like? Who did you live and interact 

with?  

• Looking back, were there moments that solidified your identity as an artist? 

• How often do you practice your artistic medium? How often did you in the past? 

• How do you handle setbacks? 

 Interview questions that corresponded with the third research question, “How do the 

artists in this cohort define thriving?” 

• What does a person need to thrive? Are you thriving? 

• Where are you employed now? How did you get into that field? 

• What are your interests outside of your job? What activities and/or events do you engage in 

to explore those interests? 

Data Analysis Procedure 

 To analyze the data from the interview transcripts, I used grounded theory. The 

procedures of grounded theory are designed to develop a well-integrated set of concepts that 

provide a thorough theoretical explanation of social phenomena under study (Corbin & Strauss, 

1990). I used grounded theory to analyze my transcriptions, coding words and phrases to identify 

key themes. 
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RESULTS 

 In this next section, I will summarize the qualitative results of this study. The purpose of 

the study is to explore the factors that contributed to talent development and overall thriving 

among adult artists who attended the fine arts school in the Kansas City, MO School District 

during a period of increased funding. Those factors are organized by themes that arose from the 

research questions. 

Research Question 1: How do the artists describe the experience of developing their talent 

while attending an unaccredited high school?”  

Corresponding Interview Questions: 

• Why did you choose to attend Paseo? 

• Describe the preparation and facilities in your major area of study. 

• Do you believe that your high school experience prepared you academically?  

 Each participant expressed enthusiasm and gratitude for their unique high school 

experience. There was a sense that they felt set apart by the experience of attending a fine arts 

school that happened to be unaccredited; they especially spoke to the diversity in the student 

body, the sense of community brought by having shared motivation among the students, and the 

support they received in the form of time, faculty, professional opportunities, and facilities. 

Participants attributed these components to a sense of confidence and accomplishment in 

adulthood.  

Choosing Paseo  

The decision to attend Paseo was an important memory for each participant. Three people 

wanted to attend because they looked up to older siblings or family members who attended, one 

person saw a local commercial on television advertising the program, one person attended a 
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magnet school showcase and learned about the school, one attended the fine arts elementary by 

happenstance and stayed with the arts from there, one had parents who attended the school 

before it was a fine arts magnet and also had a strong interest in the performing arts, one was 

transferred in from another high school when the funding changed in the district. All students 

remember being excited that they would be attending school with other students who loved 

visual or performing arts, like themselves. 

 A crucial aspect of choosing Paseo was the audition process. It seemed that the audition 

process prompted a feeling of self-respect and respect for the program, right from the start. Many 

had never done such a thing and remember being intimidated, but excited about how official the 

process felt. Actor99 shared, “I didn’t really even know what an audition was at first! I had never 

done anything like that! I remember feeling like I had gotten into an Ivy League school (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018)).” And from Vis00,  

I had never sat on a drawing horse before. I had to keep my composure and act like I had 

done this before. And then having to draw a still life and meeting with two teachers who 

critiqued my work...that was a big deal. A big sigh of relief when I got in (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018). 

One person, Comic00, was talented enough to get into the program but did not take the 

audition seriously enough the first time, and was turned away. He was accepted the second time, 

when he took the experience more seriously. That made a lasting impression. From then on, he 

thought of himself as “an artist, not just a guy who was good at drawing (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018).”  

 For further remarks from the participants about choosing Paseo and the audition process, 

please refer to appendix A. 
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Art Training and Facilities 

 Paseo students received extended training in their major area of study. By senior year, 

students would take 75%-100% of courses in their major area. To support this, there were 

upwards of 7 or 8 teachers in each major area of study (Former Paseo teacher KM, personal 

communication, February 18, 2018), and specialized classes such as music theory, sound 

recording, piano class, senior portfolio review, advanced studio arts classes, Shakespeare, Black 

Theater, and Costume Design.  

There were facilities to support these diverse course offerings as well. Multiple visual arts 

display spaces, a theater with an orchestra, a backstage area, and a sound recording booth, piano 

keyboards equipped for digital recording, art rooms filled with drawing horses, kilns, a full dark 

room, computers with graphic design software installed, multiple rehearsal spaces, a mirrored 

dance studio. 

 Because the facilities were nice and the teachers were professional artists, there was a 

certain rigor that students were expected to uphold. Actor99 stated,  

The environment and having teachers who were working actors made it feel legitimate. It 

was cool to have an environment of people doing what we wanted to do. It was easier for 

them to believe in us and it was also easier for us to believe in ourselves in that 

environment (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

Sculptor99 described his teachers as demanding: “They were demanding, and that was 

cool. They would say, ‘Do that again’, or, ‘erase your drawing’. It felt like I was being treated 

like an adult (personal communication, January 28, 2018).”  

Any existing intrinsic motivation was developed in students in this environment Vis00 

describes the motivation that was supported in this rigorous fine arts environment: “I would work 



	 29	

on assignments through lunch. I already had all day to work for it. That’s crazy. Kids don’t do 

that (personal communication, January 28, 2018).” Singer98 describes how the specialized 

courses brought out his intrinsic motivation: “I’ve always been self-motivated and self-driven, so 

I produced some things. I directed a couple of plays that were through one of the directing class 

we had. So I also started self-producing (personal communication, February 1, 2018).” 

 For further remarks from the participants regarding art training and facilities, please refer 

to appendix B. 

Pride and Professionalism 

 In addition to having adequate support from teachers and facilities, participants spoke to a 

sense of pride and professionalism that came from attending the program. Actor99 recalled, 

I remember telling someone from another school, ‘Yeah, my major in high school is 

acting!’ And they were like, ‘Major?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, y’all don’t have majors?’ And I 

felt like we were at college already. We felt set apart (personal communication, February 

3, 2018).  

Vis00 remembers that the pride and professionalism made them feel like they could 

compete with student from even the wealthiest school districts. “Kids from Johnson County 

would look at us and make fun of us, then we’d come through and take all the awards (personal 

communication January 28, 2018).” 

This professionalism was firstly mirrored by the teachers, who themselves were 

practicing artists outside of their teaching. The students wanted to work harder for these teachers, 

because they were taking the art forms seriously, and not just doing the job for the paycheck. 

Secondly, the teachers found opportunities and gave permission to students to take on 
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professional jobs in the community. Students regularly had gigs playing music, acting, dancing, 

singing, or showing visual art, to the point that Paseo was almost handled as a vocational school.  

The experience of being treated as a professional gave even more value to the talent 

development experience that was promoted at the school. Participants talked about learning 

professional demeanors, getting paid, and working with teachers during and after school hours. 

According to Pianist01,  

It got me prepared for real life. For what it’s going to be like to be part of a play, 

part of an orchestra, how to learn how to fix something with power tools. On the music 

side, learning how to practice, learning how to read music, how to be on time, how to 

dress appropriately, how to speak to people as an entertainer. Some people don’t know 

stage and crowd etiquette. I was taught so many aspects of that over the years (personal 

communication, January 26, 2018).  

Singer98 took time out of school to go work professionally, doing plays for the American 

Heartland Theater. He said, “I was not the only kid doing this (personal communication, 

February 1, 2018).” 

 For further remarks from the participants regarding professionalism, please refer to 

appendix C. 

The Role of Confidence 

 “I have never been to another place where we could be so confident in who we were 

(Actor99, personal communication, February 3, 2018).” Much like the sense of pride that came 

from professionalism, each participant had something to say about the feeling of confidence 

prompted by the atmosphere of diversity and hard work. The confidence and fearlessness was 

attributed to being in an atmosphere where critiques were the norm and where the standard for 
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achievement was high. Participants seemed to feel that because they survived through critique 

processes and still loved art and their school, there was a sense of fearlessness they stepped into 

that accompanied them throughout their entire life.  

In one case, the sense of confidence lent to a warped view for Film00, who found out 

over time that talent is not the only thing that leads to success in life. He said,  

It’s not like I can go to job interviews and say, ‘My teachers think I’m awesome!’ It’s 

something I’ve had to get over—to not define my self-worth on the praise of others or the 

opportunities others have gotten with less talent (personal communication, December 28, 

2017). 

For others, the confidence affirmed their willingness to work diligently in their pursuits. 

Dancer01 says, “That group of kids that I came out with, we all had the confidence to tear 

anything up. And they (those friends) reaffirm those qualities in me (personal communication, 

December 28, 2017).” Singer98 remarked, “I may not be on paper the smartest person in the 

room, but I will work 27 times harder to get there (personal communication, February 1, 2018).” 

Confidence came into play when these individuals went to compete against students from 

other schools, when they went to audition for college conservatories, when they went on to live 

in new surroundings. Confidence also affected how the students felt safe to be their authentic 

selves. The school was diverse in terms of race, sexual orientation, and self-expression. It 

seemed that openness and confidence allowed students to “create an environment together to 

bring out the unexpected in each other (Actor99, personal communication, February 3, 2018).” 

For further remarks from the participants regarding confidence, please refer to appendix 

D. 
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Community 

The community felt strong to participants because the school was a manageable size 

(500-600 in its heyday), and because of the motivation shared by students. The other aspect that 

lent to a sense of community was the closeness in the cohorts in the major areas of study. 

Students would work long hours rehearsing or creating, which led to tightly bonded friendships, 

many that exist to this day. The community of caring teachers and likeminded peers made this 

environment different from others these adults had encountered. Many of them described the 

community in a way that felt ideal and unattainable, even in elite fine arts college programs. 

Some students relied on the community at Paseo to take a familial role.  

I loved the unity in the music department—how we stuck together, practiced together, 

learned stuff with each other. We looked out for each other and I needed that. I think I 

used music and the people I was around to be my family, to get what I wasn’t getting at 

home (Pianist01, personal communication, January 26, 2018).  

For Actor99, paseo friends were “more like family than my family was (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018).”  

 For further remarks from the participants regarding community, please refer to appendix 

E. 

Academic Preparedness 

“Standardized test scores. What a ridiculous idea that is. I don’t think I ever did well on a 

standardized test. But I’m not uninformed or unintelligent. People learn in different ways (Vis00, 

personal communication, January 28, 2018).” 

Each time the participants were questioned about their own academic preparedness, the 

participant would laugh, especially those who graduated in 2000 or 2001. Students from 
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graduating classes 1998 and 1999 seemed to feel that the academics were more demanding, 

especially if one sought out challenging teachers. They spoke about AP classes and college 

classes that they would commute to access. As the funding and student body shifted, it was 

harder to retain qualified teachers and the academics started to resemble a typical inner-city 

school. Students would spend weeks or sometimes entire semesters with permanent substitutes or 

instructors who lacked teaching certification.  

Sometimes a teacher wouldn’t show up. Sometimes we would have substitutes for weeks 

at a time. I felt like I understood things like math but no one put pressure on me to work. 

There are certain basic skills that I am still not confident about, like my grammar is 

terrible (Film00, personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Despite the variety in experiences, no one participant thought of themselves as “the 

smartest” person, or the most academically prepared person, but they each seemed confident that 

they have gone through life equipped to accomplish whatever they wish, even landing job 

positions for which they lacked the training and education required. “I think I learned just as 

much about language and grammar in my theater classes that I would have gotten from an 

academic English class. And I think that was the point. All of this is learning (Singer98, personal 

communication, February 1, 2018).” 

Participants asserted that because of the persistence and confidence they gained from 

their fine arts training, and because of the interpersonal skills they gained from being in a diverse 

and collaborative environment, they have the tools to learn what they need to learn in any 

professional environment. “We had great education in things that I think were way more 

valuable (Sculptor99, personal communication, January 28, 2018).” 
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 For further remarks from the participants regarding academic preparedness, please refer 

to appendix F. 

Diversity 

I will say this, and there’s a lot to say about this...I would not be where I’m at today and 

more importantly than that, I would not have the worldview that I have and the values 

that I have were it not for attending Paseo, because I went to a mostly homogeneous, 

predominantly overwhelmingly white suburban school district (beforehand), and I would 

have never had the experience of creating real friendships and relationships and artistic 

collaboration with people that were very different from me. Kids of color, kids that were 

wealthier, kids that were poorer, kids that were in single parent households that were 

growing up around gun violence, kids that were gay, straight, trans... I suddenly was 

placed in this incredible creative environment with this wild cross section of kids. It was 

exhilarating. It was nuts. It makes me sad to think that it doesn’t exist today the way that 

it did then. My ease in being able to form relationships with people that are very different 

from me came especially from that time (Singer98, personal communication, February 1, 

2018). 

While discussing academics at Paseo, participants typically diverged the conversation to 

the importance of diversity in their high school program. While participants did not seem 

worried about being academically deficient, they did seem to think that their experience in a 

school that was racially and economically diverse gave them a unique upper hand. The 

community, aside from being made up of supportive teachers and likeminded peers, was 

unusually diverse. Sculptor99 addressed this in regards to the increased funding: “The money 

they spent wasn’t really geared toward raising test scores, it was actually something I find far 
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greater, which is improving quality of life, and giving students a new chance to find meaning in 

high school (personal communication, January 28, 2018).” 

Two participants spoke about diversity from the point of view of minorities who are often 

relegated to high poverty, low diversity environments. Actor99 remembers, “We were black 

students, coming into this school, and being treated like we were worthy of being in the room. It 

was a sense of newness for us (personal communication, February 3, 2018).” Comic00 said, “I 

remember specifically wanting to go to Paseo because I wanted more diversity. I remember 

specifically wanting to make friends outside of my race. My previous high school was 99% 

black. Paseo was more like 70% black (personal communication, February 3, 2018).” 

Many participants spoke specifically about diversity of race, sexual orientation, and class 

as benefiting the school environment. Sculptor99 remembers, “In this collaborative environment, 

we were forced to reckon with each other (personal communication, January 28, 2018).” Some 

felt that the diversity at Paseo served as a ‘gold standard’ that they have not since encountered. 

They especially expressed concern for the country in its current state of divisiveness, and feel 

that they have a different perspective about people because they grew up in an integrated school. 

They valued the experience of having their reality challenged.  

I met people who were openly gay. It was a new experience for me. And getting over 

it...in the black community, that’s never really been okay to be out about. I started seeing 

the stigma as something that was not okay. You don’t really know something until you 

experience it (Comic00, personal communication, February 3, 2018). 

Many stressed to me that being in a genuinely diverse environment was, by far, the most 

formative element of their school experience. 

For further remarks from the participants regarding diversity, please refer to appendix G. 
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When the Funding Stopped 

As participants described their experience of attending the school, many brought up and 

spoke bitterly about the year that the desegregation funding stopped (around 1999). The school 

added sports and ROTC, the school population doubled, and the school district threatened to take 

away the fine arts focus of the school. This was memorable because the participants valued the 

school experience and the community that they had worked to form. Taking away the focus and 

community of the school made it lose its meaning. “When ROTC came to the school, we were 

suffering from that. My last two years were the hardest. The kids who came in didn’t audition. 

They didn’t earn their way in. Our auditions went in vain (Actor99, personal communication, 

February 3, 2018).” 

At one point, students spearheaded a protest.  

The district tried to take our arts program away. My junior year, we protested. That’s the 

same year I didn’t have an acting teacher. When the school population changed, that’s 

memorable. A lot of assemblies were cancelled, because of rowdiness at the school. We 

were not used to that (Actor99, personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

“I remember we protested when they were threatening to shut down the arts program at 

Paseo. That caught their attention. We got on TV (Vis00, personal communication, January 28, 

2018).” 

For further remarks from the participants about when the funding stopped, please refer to 

appendix H. 

Research Question 2: What factors do the artists identify that aided in the emergence and 

continual development of their artistic practice and how do these responses compare to factors 

identified by other researchers? 
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Corresponding Interview Questions: 

• What was your childhood home(s) and neighborhood(s) like? Who did you live and interact 

with?  

• What inspired you to start your artistic practice? 

• Looking back, were there moments that solidified your identity as an artist? 

• How often do you practice your artistic medium? How often did you in the past? 

• How do you handle setbacks? 

Home Environment  

Of the 8 participants, 5 grew up in single parent households. 5 lived in poverty, 2 were 

lower middle class, and 1 was middle class. All 8 were supported by their parents in their choice 

to attend Paseo. 6 attended a prestigious conservatory or art school after high school. 1 received 

an associate’s degree, and 1 did not pursue education after high school graduation. No one 

attended traditional 4-year college. 3 have either already completed or are on track to complete 

master’s degrees. 

In the modest households that these individuals were raised, parental support was by no 

means lavish, but parents did what they could to support the gifts in their children. Parents, aunts, 

and grandmothers supplied gifts to support these artists as they could: one participant received a 

drawing desk, another received a Casio keyboard from a department store, and many received 

sketchbooks. One participant from a lower middle class family, Singer98, had the opportunity to 

pursue acting and singing lessons before attending Paseo. He attributed those opportunities to 

being the youngest child, and to the presence of performers in his family—his grandparents ran a 

dance studio in California. He also mentioned that the recession was over, and had his older 

siblings wanted lessons, his parents would not have afforded them. Each participant felt that their 
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parents wanted to support them. No one spoke about being pressured to perform or discouraged 

from pursuing their interests. 

When describing initial interest in the arts, participants were more likely to describe 

influences that came from pop culture—music, comic books, media—and the inspiration from 

friends in the neighborhood. Participants, less frequently, cited a family member as an artistic 

inspiration. The physical environment of the school was part of the milieu, and the surrounding 

neighborhoods were for one participant, Dancer01.  

 

Table 1. Childhood SES, Parental Provisions, Highest Education Attained 

 
Participant Childhood SES Parental Provisions Highest Education Attained 

Dancer01 Poverty None HS Diploma 

Pianist01 Poverty Casio Keyboard Associates Degree 

Vis00 Low middle class sketchbooks Art School 

Film00 Poverty sketchbooks Art School 

Sculptor99 Middle class None mentioned Art School  

Comic00 Poverty Sketchbooks, a drawing desk Art School 

Actor99 Poverty Concert attendance Music Conservatory 

Singer98 Low middle class Singing and acting lessons Music Conservatory 

 

Turning Points 

Several of the artists had a very strong memory or memories of the moment(s) that 

solidified them on their path of becoming an artist. What Gagne would call a turning point, and 

what Freeman would call a crystallizing moment was evident in many of the participants. 

Generally, the crystallizing moments took the form of external recognition: skill being 



	 39	

recognized by a peer or teacher. One participant, Actor99, felt a spark while watching a Janet 

Jackson concert and from there he felt solidified in his mission to become a performer. “I saw 

that performance, Janet Jackson and the Rhythm Nation, and it changed my life. I was 9, and it 

was decided. I was going to be a performer (personal communication, February 3, 2018).” 

One participant, Film00, did not resonate with the concept of a crystallizing or solidifying 

moment and attributed his path to dedication and hard work, not a mystical moment (personal 

communication, December 28, 2017). 

For Sculptor99, the turning point was a memory of when his drive to create became more 

internally motivated. 

I spent all of Christmas break, my senior year, working on a life-sized self-portrait made 

out of chicken wire, with the head modeled after Constantine, and I took all of my 

homework from the past few years of school, and paper mached the entire sculpture with 

it. It was completely uncalled for. It wasn’t for anything. I started clocking extra hours for 

my art that wasn’t for a grade (personal communication, January 28, 2018). 

For others, the turning point came when people recognized their skills by compensating 

them with money. 

I remember I was in school and drawing pictures of Wolverine. That was the first time 

that I can remember where someone liked something that I did. These kids liked my 

picture and would pay me for it. They’d give me $2, and I thought, “That’s like a free 

happy meal!” That was the first time I felt I was good at something (Comic00, personal 

communication, February 3, 2018). 

In middle school, my mom’s job hired us for a band performance. We made a little 

money, and I thought that was cool. Back then, I knew, hey I love it. I don’t know if I’ll 
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be big, but I love it and so far, everything’s gone okay (Pianist01, personal 

communication, January 26, 2018).  

For further remarks from the participants about childhood inspiration and turning points, 

please refer to appendix I.  

Current Artistic Practice 

In terms of current practice, many participants did not consider themselves to be active in 

the practice-heavy portion of their artistic development. Each participant agreed that at a more 

emergent part in their career, they applied at least 10,000 practice hours toward their creative 

pursuit. 2 participants are currently spending 100% of their time pursuing their creative career. 2 

participants have a full-time job in an art related field and use free time for artistic projects as 

they come up. 3 participants have full time jobs that are not related to the arts and they maintain 

an artistic practice in their spare time. 1 person has a full-time job that is not related to the arts 

and in his spare time he pursues music gigs almost every night of the week. 

The conversation about current practice brought up themes that are common to artists in 

mid-career. Many participants spoke more about how they negotiate how to spend their time, and 

how they balance art, lifestyle, and happiness. For some, it was not worth it to pursue an art-

related career, because the type of work they made didn’t make sense for the market, or because 

of moral reasons. Vis00 remarked, “I pretty quickly made peace with the fact that people don’t 

want to pay me to make what I make. So then I had to be cool with getting a consistent paycheck 

and insurance. I have a 9-5 with a great organization (personal communication, January 28, 

2018).” Sculptor99 does not take as many financial risks at this point in his career. “One reason 

why I only do 3-5 shows a year is I know I need to stay within my means (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018).” 
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 One person who pursues an artistic field full-time, Actor99, spoke about the riskiness and 

isolation of his endeavor:  

I am the only one who left Kansas City (out of my friend group), and probably the only 

one still doing the arts. It’s a lonely journey, dream doing. Because you expect your 

friends to be alongside you chasing the dreams. Sometimes I’m surprised that I’m still 

doing what I did in high school and middle school (personal communication, February 3, 

2018). 

Others found an art-related field that ended up being something they felt more passion for 

than the art itself. Singer98 says, “My work in the non-profit sector is based on the idea that art 

as a tool for social justice/change—rooted in a belief I have that art is a fundamental right 

(personal communication, February 1, 2018).” 

Others found that their perspective about art has changed over the years. On this topic, 

Dancer01 says,  

My art has gotten more philosophical, more relational. Dealing with people in a way that 

they leave better after being with me than they were before me. I’m shedding those layers 

of who I thought I was supposed to be...and in the end, I am who I was supposed to be 

(personal communication, December 28, 2017). 

For further remarks from the participants regarding their mid-career perspectives, please 

refer to appendix J.  
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Table 2. Current Artistic Practice and Employment 
 
 
 Art-Related Job 

Art as Hobby 
Day Job 

Art as Hobby 
Day Job 

Art as Job 
Art as Job 
No Hobby 

Dancer01  X   

Pianist01   X  

Vis00  X   

Film00    X 

Sculptor99 X    

Comic00  X   

Actor99   X X 

Singer98 X    
 
Setbacks 

One attribute to an artist being classified as being in their mid-career relates to their 

experience with taking risks and their changing perspective to risk. Additionally, one of the 

volitional qualities required for someone to transform a gift into a talent is resilience (Gagne, 

2008). To hear more about the artists’ perspectives on their own resilience as it has played out 

over the years, I asked them about their own setbacks. Many of the participants spoke about 

setbacks with gratitude. The setbacks helped them realize that no matter what might fall apart, 

their relationship with their creative pursuit is reliable. This has kept the artists producing work 

through family deaths, family emergencies, tough financial times, joblessness, and even internal 

setbacks.  

My desire to do the arts has sustained even through tragedy. My mother died, my 

grandmother died, and my brother was murdered, all within the span of four years. And I 

still wanted to do this. As much as there were times where I didn’t want to, it just kept 
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coming back around. In some way, it helped me with my grief. In some way, it saved my 

life (Actor99, personal communication, February 3, 2018). 

Gagne’s self-awareness component was especially evident in the mid-career and setbacks 

segment of questions. Each participant seemed to have a fair view of themselves, recognizing 

their strengths and weaknesses. Comic00, for example, could speak to his experience with 

setbacks with self-awareness. He stated, “I don’t do well when I’m jobless, or if I’m trying for 

something that means a lot to me. But I have other aspects, like socially, where I’m very 

confident with setbacks (personal communication, February 3, 2018).” 

Some participants connected their willingness to move through setbacks with their 

persistence in their creative pursuits. Singer98 talks about the process of trial and error of 

rehearsing in regards to setbacks: “I have experienced, and will continue to experience in the 

future, lots of setbacks and failures and if there’s anything that working as a creative person and 

performer teaches you, it’s like, ‘Well, there it was and now we try again (personal 

communication, February 1, 2018).’” Dancer01 spoke about that creative mindset more in terms 

of lifelong learning: “There’s always another level to evolve to. You have to be ready for the 

next level after that, and not settle. I love taking self-inventory. I love learning (personal 

communication, December 28, 2017). 

Sculptor99 talked about his views on setbacks in relation to evidence he sees of grit in the 

world around him: 

We artists create value out of nothing, or where there’s a lack of something, there’s an 

ingenuity there, and I think the same of poor people. Being in Detroit, people are so 

resourceful, and sometimes it’s criminal. There’s such a lack of resources here, but the 
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biggest lesson I’ve learned from Detroit is, people aren’t going to sit around and die. The 

spirit of this place motivates me (personal communication, January 28, 2018). 

For further remarks from the participants regarding setbacks, please refer to appendix K.  

Social Awareness 

There is a strong social outcome in these individuals: many of them are deeply concerned 

about social issues, and even donate their money and time to social causes. Vis00 has one 

explanation for this phenomenon: 

A lot of artists come from less. They become the big dreamers because they don’t have a 

lot to go on initially. People who come from less, they’re thinking about how to better 

their situation. Because of that they are more likely to meet new people, people they 

wouldn’t have met otherwise. They think differently. The thought process is more 

communal and about bringing new things to the world (personal communication, January 

28, 2018).  

Sculptor99 describes it more in terms of a creative problem solving problem. He states,  

It’s not that I want to be seen in an activist way, it’s just that there is so much wrong in 

Detroit, so much wrong in higher education. So, I’m trying to find ways that are organic 

opportunities to improve classroom experience, in particular with issues of diversity, with 

equity, with inclusion (January 28, 2018).  

For further remarks from the participants regarding interests outside of work, please refer to 

appendix N. 

Summary of Question 2 Results 

In looking at factors that aided in the emergence and continual development of their 

artistic practice, the process aligns with Gagne’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent. 
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The artists in this sample were more likely to describe the environmental catalysts—the 

community of peers, cultural milieu, influential teachers, grouping, and acceleration—as 

contributors to their success. They were less likely to describe parental pressure, practice hours, 

private lessons, or a sense of isolation that came from having exceptional talent. While the 

participants did not speak directly to intrapersonal qualities, they did speak to motivation, 

passion, and perseverance, and I inferred from their responses that they seemed extremely self-

aware of both strengths and weaknesses and many have a strong social awareness.  

Research Question 3: How do the artists in this cohort define thriving? 

Corresponding Interview Questions: 

• What does a person need to thrive? Are you thriving? 

• Where are you employed now? How did you get into that field? 

• What are your interests outside of your job? What activities and/or events do you engage in 

to explore those interests? 

Thriving 

In discussing thriving, artists had varying definitions and degrees as to what actual 

thriving entails, but they all seemed to think they were thriving more than their peers from their 

neighborhoods or more than they would have been had it not been for attending Paseo.  

I’m blessed. I’ll be 35 next month, I’m single, I have no children, none on the way, I’ve 

never been to jail, at all, I have no warrants, none of that. I’m not where I want to be 

financially, spiritually, mentally, or physically, but I don’t have none of that going on. 

And I could have, because of the displacement and family situation I grew up in. But 

music kept me away from a lot of stuff (Pianist01, personal communication, January 26, 

2018). 
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Compared to other people I graduated with, I think yes. I left my hometown, I didn’t 

settle down, I’m still pushing myself to obtain my goals. And I think a lot of that is 

because of opportunities I got in KC, but am I personally thriving? I’m hard on myself. I 

compare myself with other people in my field, and I feel like I should be much further 

along, considering my age (Film00, personal communication, December 28, 2017). 

 
Do I believe I’m thriving? Most definitely. Because I’m at a point where I’m 

understanding the knowledge of self in ways that I’ve either ignored or didn’t know were 

there (Dancer01, personal communication, December 28, 2017). 

 
I may not be on the Oscars yet, or I might even be in the game a little late, but I’m doing 

what I love. I got to see life outside of Kansas City. I got to create some new legacies. 

I’m going to be the first in my family to get a master’s degree. I’m the first that got a BA 

(Actor99, personal communication, February 3, 2018). 

 
That varies from person to person, what they need to thrive. I don’t think I’m thriving, I 

think I’m making it, getting by. Which is better than it was. A couple of years ago I was 

barely getting by. My money isn’t as tight now (Comic00, personal communication, 

February 3, 2018). 

 

Thriving? How would one define that term? The world can be unfriendly and there aren’t 

many supports for people in creative fields. I am a happy person, in terms of my life 

choices, and my current quality of life (Sculptor99, personal communication, January 28, 

2018). 
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For further remarks from the participants regarding thriving, please refer to appendix L. 

Without Paseo 

Regardless of socioeconomic background, each participant mentioned that they were 

better off having attended Paseo. Comments on this topic ranged, from “Without Paseo, I would 

have just been another statistic, doing something I shouldn’t be doing (Dancer01, Personal 

Communication, December 28, 2017),” to “I can’t imagine who that (person) would be. The one 

who didn’t attend Paseo (Actor99, personal communication, February 3, 2018),” to “If not for 

Paseo, I am fairly certain I would have joined the military (Comic00, personal communication, 

February 3, 2018).” Pianist01 said, “Without Paseo, I don’t know what I would have done for an 

outlet, for family, for counseling, all of it. Because they were more than just teachers. I called 

Mr. Smith Dad. To think about that is rough (personal communication, January 26, 2018).”  

Desegregation programs are often described as benefiting people of color, but white 

students who were transferred from the suburbs spoke to benefitting from the inner-city school 

experience, just as much as the adults who came from lower income, minority families. 

Sculptor99’s comments illuminate what this inquiry could look like to a person who did not 

grow up in poverty: 

It was in 1999 when the Columbine shootings happened, when that happened, I had a 

stark thought that came to my mind, because I was an outcast in elementary school. There 

was a part of me that imagined that if I had stayed in the Raytown public school system... 

I was spooked because there was a part of me that speculated that if I had stayed in that 

system, not that I would be a perpetrator, but I would have been one of those kids, like 

the “trench coat mafia” outcast kids who would’ve like despised being in that institution. 

I felt lucky that I ended up at Paseo. As much as suburban folks wanted to talk about 
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“You’ve got guns and drugs at your school. You’ve got metal detectors? Don’t you feel 

unsafe?” And then when Columbine happened, I was like, “I’m in the safe place 

(personal communication, January 28, 2018).” 

For further remarks from the participants on the topic “If not for Paseo,” please refer to 

appendix O. 

Current Employment 

One way that this study gauged the artists’ self-perception of thriving was to hear what 

they had to say about their current employment. The paths these individuals have taken to 

negotiate their creative background with the adult world took on three variations. Three 

participants—Actor99, Sculptor99, and Pianist01— continue to do their artistic practice in its 

pure form and for their income, they teach. Two participants, Singer98 and Film00, have found 

arts related jobs that fulfill their sense of creativity and purpose. Three participants—Dancer01, 

Comic00, and Vis00—work day jobs for companies they respect, and enjoy their artistic practice 

at a more leisurely pace. Regardless of the path they chose, each participant discussed the 

complexity of how they had to make sense of their creative interests and the requirements of the 

adult world. 

For further remarks from the participants about their current employment, please refer to 

appendix M.  

Conclusion 

Overall, responses illuminated factors that contributed to talent development and thriving 

in the 8 participants interviewed. In describing their experience of developing talent while 

attending an unaccredited high school, some results were not surprising, especially when it came 

to the audition process (appendix A), the training facilities (appendix B), and the level of 
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academics offered (appendix F). In regards to this research question, unexpected results came up: 

Professionalism (appendix C), confidence (appendix D), community (appendix E), and diversity 

(appendix G). Unexpected results will be addressed further in the next chapter. 

The experience of the participants’ talent development was not typical. Participants had 

more time and provisions, and less money than someone who might typically fit Gagne’s talent 

development model. Despite this, there was space within Gagne’s talent development model and 

within the theories of other talent development researchers to account for the unique experience 

of the participants in the sample. 

 The discussion about thriving was personal to each participant, but overall, each 

participant considered themselves to be in a better place compared with had they not attended 

Paseo. 
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DISCUSSION 

In Chapter 5, I will summarize and discuss results, describe study limitations, and make 

recommendations for alternative measures for determining student success. 

The participants had strong positive feelings about how their high school experience 

equipped and prepared them for adult life. Because of the school’s emphasis on community, 

diversity, professionalism, and confidence, each participant felt uniquely prepared to make 

complex career decisions and sustain meaningful relationships into adulthood. In lieu of a strong 

academic program, the students at this school experienced a talent development protocol, which 

in many cases, seemed to cultivate intrapersonal qualities that led to later academic and 

professional gains. There are some indications that this combination of factors prepared the 

participants with superior 21st century skills. 

Community and Diversity  

 Compared with outcomes from other desegregation programs, Paseo had an unusually 

supportive community among the students. This was achieved largely because of the shared 

emphasis on the arts, and “reverse busing”. 

The experience of sharing creative pursuits, ‘majors’ as they were called, bonded the 

students in a way that reinforced the sense of community in the school. Students would work 

through their years in the program along tightly knit cohorts—staying after school for long 

rehearsals or practice hours, collaborating and competing with one another. Because the standard 

for talent at the school was high, participants felt more motivated to participate. They felt pride 

and enjoyment from having a community of friends they respected. Many participants idealized 

the sense of community they had at Paseo. It is spoken about as a gold standard; participants 
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have been unable to experience anything similar, not even in art school or conservatory, which 

were places that did not feel diverse enough for comfort. 

 The way desegregation was established in the school contributed to a healthy sense of 

community as well. Typically, desegregation programs are achievement based, wherein minority 

students are bused to the better school to get better academic outcomes. One issue with that 

strategy is, despite the positive effects these schools have on narrowing the achievement gap, 

they can alienate the minority students who spend extra hours being bused to a neighborhood 

that is not their own. The students base their community on the neighborhood that the school 

exists in. Journalist and activist Nikole Hannah-Jones, who was bused as a student, describes the 

experience of not having social ownership and community with her school friends in a 2015 

interview with Ira Glass: 

And so socially, it was very difficult. You just never felt like you belonged or it was your 

school. I had friends and I could go to their house, but they couldn't come to mine. And 

there was this time when I was in middle school, there was a pool on our side of town. 

And then there was another pool on the other side of town. And we used to always go to 

the pool on the white side of town. And one day, I was like, "Hey, guys, why don't you 

come to my house and we can go to the pool on my side of town?" And all my white 

friends were like, "Yeah, we're going to do it." And then that morning, one by one, they 

called and said they couldn't come. And to this day, that devastates me. I'll never forget 

how that felt. Because I knew why. I knew why they did that. They just said, "Oh, our 

mom said we can't come, but you can come over here." Every last one of them.  
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Because desegregation programs were put in place to close the achievement gap between 

whites and minorities, there can be a tendency to view the benefit as going one way. This view is 

problematic. First, it assumes that white culture and the white community is a superior space and 

a superior community, and second, it assumes that the only people who can stand to benefit are 

minorities. In such scenarios, white parents maintain a sense of separation and superiority on a 

subtle level. It is true that the Kansas City Schools Experiment did not work because white 

families were not willing to uproot their children from their neighborhood communities and send 

them to an inner-city school. And yet, one reason why the Kansas City Schools Experiment was 

successful is because it centralized the school community in the lower-income area. Middle class 

students who had to travel to get to school generally had the means to afford transportation by 

car. They did not have to sit for hours on a bus. There was more culture in the city, and more 

professional creative opportunities that contributed to the feeling of centrality at Paseo.  

Regardless of race, SES, or home neighborhood, all individuals were grateful to have had 

the opportunity to attend Paseo and could not fathom being as well off in life had they not 

attended. Two of the participants were recruited to Paseo from middle class suburban school 

districts, where they believed that they would not have had the chance to be themselves, develop 

their creative talents, or cultivate genuine relationships with people who are different from 

themselves. 

Participants emphasized that they have an upper hand in their current professional lives, 

because as high school students they were not grouped with their own race and class. They 

seemed to be especially concerned for the current social and political climate that tends to 

alienate groups of people.  
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Some participants mentioned that the community at Paseo felt “more like family than my 

family” or “was my family because I had no family”. 

With these results, there is evidence that students benefit from an integrated school 

community that favors multiple races and classes and unites students together through a 

common, individually invested goal. With new standards emerging in the 21st century 

framework, such as “social and cross cultural skills”, it may be defeating to continue grouping 

students by neighborhood, which is essentially the same as grouping students by race and class. 

Desegregation is a term that has gone out of style, seemingly because it is the 21st century and it 

is almost ridiculous to think that it would even be needed. But the fact remains that schools in 

primarily white neighborhoods have better funding and attract better teachers, and schools in 

primarily non-white neighborhoods have less funding and have higher teacher turnover. Modern 

segregation is, in this way, more covert. It perpetuates an “us versus them” mentality that has 

spread to the political sphere.  

Professionalism and Confidence 

 The experience of attending Paseo cultivated a sense of professionalism and confidence 

in the participants, even though the school did not provide them with an accredited education. 

This professionalism and confidence were qualities that the participants identified as having 

contributed to their respective success as adults. There are many reasons why the experience of 

attending Paseo cultivated a sense of professionalism and confidence in the participants, 

including: students chose the school and auditioned to attend, students had to commit to many 

hours of practice time, students were constantly critiqued, and students received professional 

opportunities. 
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 Many researchers have spoken about student investment as a positive contributor to 

student motivation in general. Students attended Paseo because they chose Paseo. Going through 

the audition process affirmed the choice and the investment, and was a way for the students to 

know that they were, in turn, being taken seriously. Many participants had never done anything 

as serious as an audition before that point; the process made an impression on them that made 

them want to take their artistic pursuits seriously. 

 Committing to practice time is a process that lines up with the investment and motivation 

portions of Gagne’s DMGT framework (2008), as well as Malcolm Gladwell’s theory of mastery 

(2008). The environment to commit to practice time was supportive because students chose the 

program and because their peers were practicing. Additionally, teachers were generous with their 

time and space to accommodate extra practice time for students.  

 The critique environment contributed to the participants’ healthy attitude towards 

setbacks in life. The critique environment was especially important because of the student 

investment that was already present. All peers were making strong attempts in creative pursuits 

that they cared about. This meant that critiques were taken more seriously. They found 

experiences such as these valuable and attributed hard critiques to their current work ethic and 

openness to criticisms in their current professions. 

Participant Vis00 speaks about the benefit of rigorous critiques: 

I’ve poured my heart into pieces, put them on the wall, and had people tear them into 

shreds. If I can get through that, there’s nothing you can say to me. I learned how to 

interact with people and hear constructive criticism. It can help you grow. You learn it 

through art, but it’s everything. You have to acknowledge that you don’t know anything. 

Unfortunately as a society right now, everyone just wants to yell their truth. I learned 
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how to work around other people's points of view and strengths and weaknesses (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018).  

  

 At Paseo, it was normal for students to receive professional opportunities outside of 

school. They could regularly leave during the school day for auditions in professional 

symphonies or theater troupes. They would often get paid. Teachers would often connect the 

students with the professional opportunities. This, again, made the students feel that they were 

being taken seriously. It also gave them the sense that the creative pursuits they were interested 

in could be as attainable as any other job.  

In some ways, this aspect of the school’s model resembled a vocational technical school 

more than a college-preparatory experience, in the sense that the strategy helped connect the 

students to concrete outcomes. In today’s educational climate, there is an expectation not only 

around the singularity of standardized testing, but also that a traditional 4-year college education 

should come standard for all high school graduates who want to be taken seriously as adults. 

Diverse secondary school offerings, which include a vocational education, are less common now 

than decades ago, and less common than in other industrialized countries, despite the demand for 

employees in the skilled trades. This aspect of the Paseo experience gave students clarity about 

concrete, post-graduation opportunities that were in store.   

Academic Preparedness 

As teenagers, the participants had poor academic outcomes, but excelled in developing 

their gifts into talents. Their self-reported long term outcomes indicate that they are thriving both 

in their personal lives and in their careers. These outcomes contradict statistical predictions for 
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low-SES children, which indicate that individuals such as these might be more likely to be 

involved with crime, and have poorer health and employability outcomes.  

 Each participant believed, to varying degrees, that they did not receive an academic 

preparation that is considered adequate by traditional standards, especially in comparison with 

neighboring high schools in more affluent neighborhoods. Simultaneously, each participant 

viewed themselves as more capable and successful than others with a similar background, and 

more socially prepared and confident compared with others who had a more traditional academic 

background.   

 What does it indicate when, without a “proper” education, a person is director of the 

Maryland symphony orchestra or head of IT for the largest credit union in Minnesota? It is 

possible that having a talent development training increases the ability to transfer skills—that 

learning how to master one domain increases the likelihood of expertise in multiple domains. It 

is thought that this ability will soon be needed by everyone. In the context of the new social 

contract, only people who have the knowledge and skills to negotiate constant change and 

reinvent themselves for new situations will succeed. Students need both content knowledge and 

skills to apply and transform their knowledge for useful and creative purposes and to keep 

learning as content and circumstances change (Kay, 2010). 

Intrapersonal Catalysts 

It seemed that the fine arts magnet school provided environmental and developmental 

supports that are not typically provided in a public school experience. It also appears that these 

students would not have likely received such extensive supports in their home environments. The 

environmental and developmental supports complimented the intrapersonal catalysts that already 

existed in these individuals. In some cases, it is hard to say which intrapersonal catalysts were 
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inherently occurring qualities, or qualities that the program helped to cultivate. The fact that 

talented individuals came out of this program at a higher rate than a normal high school indicates 

that certain intrapersonal qualities may be develop-able.  

The intrapersonal catalysts present in individuals can be contributors to talent 

development outcomes. These are mental traits, such as temperament, personality, resilience, 

awareness traits such as awareness of self, others, strengths, and weaknesses, motivational traits, 

pertaining to values, needs, interests, and passions, and volitional traits, such as autonomy, effort, 

and perseverance. Typically, the intrapersonal traits are written about by researchers as if they 

are innate qualities and not necessarily able to be developed. However, it seems that the 

environment in the fine arts school, which emphasized personal investment and creative 

community, contributed to the development of these traits in the participants. Are intrapersonal 

catalysts developable? Gagne says that no human characteristics are 'purely' innate, although all 

of them have biological underpinnings (personal communication, March 13, 2018). But, if these 

qualities are indeed able to be supported and developed in students, there are implications that it 

would relevant to the interests of proponents of 21st century skills. 
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Table 3. Intrapersonal Catalysts vs. 21st Century Skills 

 

Recommendations for a Talent Development Approach in the 21st Century 

 The participants in this study attended high school 20 years ago. They received a talent 

development based education that stressed student investment, skill development, competition, 

and talent development related opportunities outside of school. 21st century skills such as 

collaboration and creative problem solving happened incidentally in the process of making work, 

but could have been pursued with more intentionality. To transfer this experience to a modern 

version would probably require more clarity around incorporating 21st century skills into the 

student experience. In the visual arts realm, for example, there is an opportunity to teach art as 

collaborative, problem solving inquiries, rather than as competitive, skill based pursuits. In music 
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and acting classes, this might look like more composing and writing of music and plays, and less 

focus on perfecting of performing. More research and synthesis, less practice time. 

A modern version of this school would also integrate more arts training with academics. 

Instead of hiring skilled arts teachers with unskilled academic teachers, the ideal blend would 

include skilled teachers of all types who are also trained in interdisciplinary education. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 With a sample size of 8 individuals, there was enough variety to achieve saturation for 

the purposes of a case study, but it seems that the length of the interview and the selection 

criteria of being a self-described “artist” held some individuals back from agreeing to participate. 

To get a clearer picture of the effects of a talent development focused education, I would need to 

get data from a broader sample of students from Paseo, including those who do not consider 

themselves to be artists. 

 It is possible that self-reported data was exaggerated. I believe that the participants who 

agreed to participate agreed because they had a positive high school experience and they felt 

strongly about sharing it. I, too, had a positive experience of interacting with people from Paseo 

when I was a high school student and as a young adult. Because of my previous familiarity with 

the situation, results had the potential to be skewed. However, I was sensitive to this potential 

problem; my goal was to remain impartial while reporting stories from other people. I took 

measures to formulate neutral interview questions. Taking those biases into consideration, this 

study had limitations.  

 As an exploratory case study, my findings gave me a sense of questions I might ask in 

future research. I began the research wanting to know more about talent development and 

students from low-SES backgrounds. I come away wanting to know more about whether and 
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how a fine arts background might help to cultivate Gagne’s intrapersonal traits in individuals, 

whether they are artists or not. I would like to conduct future research with former Paseo 

students, measuring these intrapersonal qualities. I believe I will be able to obtain a deeper 

breadth of participation if I design research that requires less commitment from each participant. 

Concluding Thoughts 

 The American standardized education is structured with the intentions of ensuring that 

every student receives an education of uniformly high quality and uniformly similar content. Yet, 

one only needs to look at the achievement gap statistics or inequity in school funding to realize 

that this is not the outcome. Paseo did not fail to give its students a quality education; it just 

provided an alternate experience that developed a different type of rigor with more transferrable 

results. I wonder what it might look like, if instead of standardizing outcomes, we were to 

standardize the process itself instead (such as by using a talent development framework like 

Gagne’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent).  

The future economy will rely on a large variety of specialists who will need to know how 

to transfer their sets of skills and continually adapt to a quickly evolving world (Kay, 2010). 

Future employees will need to know how to ask good questions, not give good answers. They 

will need to collaborate, not compete. A lot is at stake, as many of the jobs we are teaching for 

have not yet been conceived. It is challenging to prepare students for a future that has not arrived 

yet. 

The students who attended Paseo during the time of inflated spending had a school 

experience that did not match the American standardized education. In some ways, what they 

experienced was more rigorous than the American standardized education. I cannot conclusively 

state that they are better for it, but they are not worse off. Because they had a chance to develop a 
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different way of thinking and experience an inclusive community during formative years, they 

help to make society more complex and diverse.     
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APPENDIX A: CHOOSING PASEO AND AUDITIONING 

Singer98 I was a young creative 13 or 14 year old, and I remember seeing the commercials for 

Paseo on television. And I didn’t know who it was at the time, but I learned that it was showing 

students like Dani Thomas, who was a wonderful actress. And, I had seen those commercials and 

I thought to myself, “That sounds cool!” For two reasons: one, because I was in my formative 

years as a singer and a theater kid, performer, and also a writer, and then two, because I was 

already out as a gay kid, which was a really awful experience in the Independence school district. 

So I had a sense, even before stepping foot into Paseo, that it would be a safe place for me 

because I was not a happy kid being openly gay in the district I attended. I remember being so 

excited, especially the first year but every year, every minute I was there. It was exciting. And 

adventurous and sometimes scary.  

 I auditioned for three programs. I auditioned for the writing program, for the theater 

program, and for the vocal music program. I started taking singing lessons at the age of 14. I 

knew I had some potential as a singer. In middle school I was getting some encouragement for 

my singing voice. My first year, I did theater and writing. I switched the second year to more of a 

vocal track. I struggled with choosing, but there was some flexibility, depending on how you 

used your electives. It wasn’t that rigid. Choosing a major in high school is a bit much, but their 

view was this is a pre-conservatory program, it was a very condensed, intensive track to get folks 

onto a particular career path. There are some success stories that really launched people into 

college or conservatory, then career and beyond (personal communication, February 1, 2018).  

Film00 In elementary school, I saw a showcase of different magnet schools. At the time, I had a 

friend I made comics with. They were rip-offs of everything that we were reading. We did 3-4 

issues of stuff, which is crazy. We were in 4th or 5th grade.  
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When I saw that art school was an option, it made sense for me because I liked drawing 

all the time. My mom just wanted to support what I was interested in, and it was a unique 

opportunity that there was a program where I could just focus on taking art classes. Elementary 

school art classes felt more like babysitting. The kid I made the comics with was a more talented 

artist than me, but he went to the math magnet. I guess when you’re a kid you just do whatever 

you’re supposed to. I guess my mom just supported me. 

I went to the arts middle school. I had to apply to that one too. It wasn’t as rigorous as the 

high school audition. When I went to the high school to audition, there were a bunch of drawing 

horses circled around a still life and we all had to draw the still life with charcoal. And I was 

nervous because there were two or three teachers who would tap people out and talk to them. I 

was nervous because I was one of the last ones to get tapped. But I found out that they just 

wanted to ask me questions about my drawing. They were waiting because they thought I had 

talent. It was a unique experience. In addition to the drawing session, there was a portfolio 

review (personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Pianist01 In elementary school, I just attended the fine arts school because it was in the 

neighborhood. I didn’t have a choice and didn’t really care that it was an art school. While I was 

there, I had a lot of behavior issues. I was always doing something. What helped me out was 

music. I got involved in music and that kept me focused on that instead of doing other stuff. Mr. 

Tony Fisher was my first piano teacher. He got me prepared to play my first recital in 5th grade. 

The Blue Danube. I was 7 when I started playing piano at school. I practiced at home, but mainly 

at school. I remember my grandma got me a keyboard from Montgomery Ward, it was a Casio 

from Montgomery Ward.  
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I was acting up because I was bored. I was the class clown. I found something that I was 

passionate about and I loved that it kept my mind off of being mischievous, because I was 

focusing on practicing or what could I learn next. It redirected me, it gave me a whole other thing 

to think about. It was a good outlet for me.  

At the fine arts elementary school, we had a music teacher Mrs. Alexander. Clarence 

Smith, who taught at Paseo High school, would come a few times a year. Then I had a piano 

teacher, Mr. Fishback. Being at that elementary school, we were always surrounded by art, there 

was always dance, the dance teacher was later the principal at Paseo high school. But I 

remembered her from when I was little. Some of the teachers were professional dancers or 

played in bands. We would get artists in residence at the schools. Lonnie McFadden’s (local jazz 

musician) kids went to my school. It was a Mecca of music and art at that elementary school. A 

lot of us transitioned together to the fine arts middle, where we refined our craft. I still saw Mr. 

Smith and Mrs. Porterman and had a new teacher. At the high school I saw Clarence again. That 

consistency kept me in music (personal communication, January 26, 2018).  

Actor99 In middle school (Kansas City Middle School of the Arts), you couldn’t tell me that I 

wasn’t going to Paseo. It’s all I wanted. Middle school set the foundation of me pursuing acting. 

I was doing plays; I was getting cast in plays. I got my first lead. The environment and having 

teachers who were working actors made it feel legitimate. It was cool to have an environment of 

people doing what we wanted to do. It was easier for them to believe in us and it was also easier 

for us to believe in ourselves in that environment. I remember auditioning for the school. I didn’t 

really even know what an audition was at first! I had never done anything like that! I remember 

feeling like I had gotten into an Ivy League school (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  
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Comic00 My cousin was always telling me I should go to Paseo; he went there. I talked to my 

mom about it and auditioned for it. I messed up my first interview there. I was nervous and 

talked too much, and I got kicked out. I didn’t realize how serious of an opportunity it was and I 

wasn’t focusing on the drawing. I was messing with other people. They gave me a second chance 

and let me in. They and my mom gave me a stern talking to. That was a big deal. I remember her 

saying, “You can be an artist, or you can be a guy who can draw really well. But there is a 

difference between them.” That stuck with me. And I wanted to be an artist. That’s when I took 

the second audition more seriously (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

Vis00 My sister went to Paseo and it sounded awesome, she had all these different art classes, 

and it was a no brainer. I remember auditioning for Paseo. It was for them to get a sense of what 

level you were at. There was some limited space and some people did get turned down. I 

remember being really nervous because we were in a big room and we had to wait around to get 

called and we were sitting around a still life. We had to bring in drawings and I brought in some 

really basic drawings. I was worried about what they would say about it being good enough. I 

had never sat on a drawing horse before. I had to keep my composure and act like I had done this 

before. And then having to draw a still life and meeting with two teachers who critiqued my 

work...that was a big deal. A big sigh of relief when I got in. My sister was well known in the 

school, so my work was compared with hers, and I had to figure out my own niche (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018).  
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APPENDIX B: ART TRAINING AND FACILITIES 

Vis00 In the 90-minute art blocks, drawing classes, multimedia...my first deep dive with 

computers, photography, I got super into it. I was terrible at ceramics, I got to learn that, graphic 

design. My senior year, I took mostly art classes. My GPA was through the roof that year 

because I got to do what I wanted to do. I would spend lunch hours in the art room. I would work 

on assignments through lunch. I already had all day to work for it. That’s crazy. Kids don’t do 

that. We had enough passion and support and it was fun. They encouraged us to do it. There was 

no question in my mind that I would go to art school (for college) after. My older sister paved the 

way after my dad said over my dead body (personal communication, January 28, 2018).  

Pianist01 In high school I had a theory teacher, a technology teacher. We had a recording class. 

We had all of it. Paseo was the bomb. We had a real live recording studio attached to the main 

theater. And then we had a couple of rooms on the side of the building that were a bunch of 

computers and keyboards and everybody was making their own beats and their own songs, on 

top of learning what we were playing. It wasn’t just us getting a keyboard and playing some 

stuff, we knew what key we were in, we knew what people were playing, because we had theory. 

I really liked the concept of how Paseo had it set up. As a piano player, I went to a class with all 

piano players, band class, jazz band class, orchestra, theory, technology. Tuesday, we would 

leave school with our teacher and go play shows during our school day for money (personal 

communication, January 26, 2018).  
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APPENDIX C: PROFESSIONALISM AND PRIDE 

Actor99 We had so much of an opportunity to take these classes. I remember telling someone 

from another school, “Yeah, my major in high school is acting!” And they were like, “Major?” 

And I said, “Yeah, y’all don’t have majors?” And I felt like we were at college already. We felt 

set apart. We felt like an anomaly. I mean, we were the school on top of the hill. It was 

something that we were doing that people started catching on with. But that’s when I realized 

something special was going on with our school. When I found out that other high schools didn’t 

do majors. 

I remember feeling like it was possible to do the arts. I got introduced to playwrights like 

August Wilson that has changed my life. My teacher Mr. Erbe was very influential with people 

of color, like I didn’t know about August Wilson until I was in his class, or Langston Hughes. 

Those are people who I gravitate to now, people who give me a voice on stage (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018).  

Singer98 In my Junior and Senior years, I started working as a professional actor while I was in 

high school, so I did a couple of contracts with the American Heartland Theater. I took time out 

of school to go work professionally. I was not the only kid doing this. The school was very 

generous in saying, “This is what we want you to do, so as long as you make up the work…” and 

I think teachers were extremely generous in their handling of me and not as rigorous as they 

could have been in support of my work outside of school (personal communication, February 1, 

2018).  

Pianist01 In middle school, I would stay after school with the technical theater shop class. 

Building with my hands, working with tools. I would be after school for hours. Or we would 

have late night rehearsals. It got me prepared for real life. For what it’s going to be like to be part 
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of a play, part of an orchestra, learn how to fix something with power tools. On the music side, 

learning how to practice, learning how to read music, how to be on time, how to dress 

appropriately, how to speak to people as an entertainer. Some people don’t know stage and 

crowd etiquette. I was taught so many aspects of that over the years. The places I’ve been, I 

wouldn’t have gone there if I had to pay for it. When I first got out of high school, I played with 

Myra Taylor. She asked me to go to Vegas to do a show. She knew about me because of the 

summer jazz programs we had in high school. Every summer we had a jazz program and when 

we completed it, they gave us $500. That kept us off the streets and we made money. That would 

be money for school clothes or whatever we needed for the next school year (personal 

communication, January 26, 2018).  

Vis00 We had major gallery and theater spaces. We took pride in having the talent we had. We 

would kill it in competitions. No one expected that from a Kansas City school. Kids from 

Johnson County would look at us and make fun of us, then we’d come through and take all the 

awards.  

Senior year, art schools came in and pitched to us. I know that doesn’t happen a lot. My 

sister went to MICA. RISD came in. KCAI, MCAD, Milwaukee, Chicago, all these schools from 

all over. They would do portfolio reviews and it was awesome because they were recruiting us 

(personal communication, January 28, 2018).  
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APPENDIX D: CONFIDENCE 

Singer98 I directed a couple of plays that were through one of the directing classes we had. But I 

also started self-producing. I was told by the vocal music teacher at the time that young singers 

shouldn’t be doing recitals, they weren’t quite ready yet. And I said that young singers needed 

the experience. He said no, so I worked with the dance teacher, who had a little theater in 

downtown in KC, that he loaned to me for free, so I could self-produce some recitals. So having 

support from teachers on and off of campus was important (personal communication, February 1, 

2018).  

Film00 I thought I was top gun. And I was told so by teachers. Which is nice, and I can’t blame 

them for wanting to stoke my enthusiasm, but in some ways, it set me up for a... like, does it 

matter? It’s not like I can go to job interviews and say, “My teachers think I’m awesome!” It’s 

something I’ve had to get over—to not define my self-worth on the praise of others or the 

opportunities others have gotten with less talent.  

It was always more competitive because there were ongoing portfolio competitions, and 

occasionally a design or sculpture competition. There were opportunities to meet artists and work 

on events and we had to pass muster to get in on it. The thing about Paseo that was excellent is it 

exposed people from various SES backgrounds to different media making, which felt rare. The 

other thing that I think was bad is it put in my mind the sense that the world is a merit based 

progression system. And it’s not. There’s nothing in the world like that program (personal 

communication, December 28, 2017).  

Vis00 I would go to portfolio reviews for college, and there was no doubt that I would get 

accepted. It was a great freedom and a weird arrogance because of the training that Paseo set up. 

And I was surrounded by other people doing it and a lot of them were better than me, I learned a 
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lot from that. In my job now, when people offer help or criticism, I let them know, there is 

literally nothing they can say that will hurt my feelings. I’ve poured my heart into pieces, put 

them on the wall, and have people tear them into shreds. If I can get through that, there’s nothing 

you can say to me. You learn how to interact with people and hear constructive criticism. It can 

help you grow. You learn it through art, but it’s everything. You have to acknowledge that you 

don’t know anything. Unfortunately as a society right now, everyone just wants to yell their 

truth. I’m guilty of that too. I learned how to work around other people's points of view and 

strengths and weaknesses (personal communication, January 28, 2018).  

Dancer01 Paseo, less tangibly, gave us the confidence to take risks. That group of kids that I 

came out with, we all had the confidence to tear anything up. In my core group, they are all 

doing beautiful things right now. They are doing what they want to do and they’re doing it well. 

At the core, every one of those people has a peace of mind about what they’re doing. That school 

is responsible for that. And they (those friends) reaffirm those qualities in me. Film00 is the 

perfect blend of street smarts and honesty, and humility. When I met him, we would play this X-

men card game at his mom’s house. His mind...he is always pushing out some crazy idea. He has 

that light. And that warmth, back even at that age, even though he was super apathetic as a kid. 

Everyone, just amazing people. The flame...people did amazing stuff (personal communication, 

December 28, 2017).  

Actor99 I have never been to another place where we could be so confident in who we are. That 

was the first time that I... even...meeting people who were trans. Everyone could be who they 

are. We had hip hop heads, having cyphers in the cafeteria. It reminded me of a mini New York. 

Nikiva Gunn...she was actually murdered after she graduated...but she was such a light. She 

could choreograph, could act, could sing, she had a keen sense of fashion. She’d come in 
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wearing big bright orange, looking like a traffic sign, with electrical tape running down her arms. 

We were artists. Unapologetically. It was singing in the hallway, dancing in the hallway, it was 

just like the movie Fame (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

Comic00 Just getting more experiences is what I got out of Paseo. I learned to draw more than 

superheroes. But honestly when I think about Paseo, I don’t think about my artwork, I think 

about the connections I made and how I grew as a person. Feeling like I had something to add—

in my friend group, on stage—gave me confidence in who I was (personal communication, 

February 3, 2018). 
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APPENDIX E: COMMUNITY 

Actor99 It was an environment that we created together to bring out the unexpected in each 

other. It was sacred. Paseo was ahead of the game. They were ahead of the times. We had 

cowboys there. He had a horse in the back field. James Earl Jones came to speak at our school. 

Martin Luther King’s daughter came to do a one woman show. We knew we had a cool little 

school. I got very protective over the school when I left.  

Being a student at Paseo was so distinctive. People could tell who we were, even by the 

way we walked. We had an artsy vibe. We had a great community. We had a lot of faculty that 

really believed in us and supported us. One of my teachers funded my trip to visit AMDA when I 

was a senior. I ran into two teachers in New York recently and thanked them. I said, “I am the 

result of you guys investing in me (personal communication, February 3, 2018).”  

Sculptor99 Collaborations showed up as the community space and the work environment. We 

had to take part in maintaining the studios. Maintaining the photo chemicals, processing clay 

through the pug mill. Theater, music, and dance spaces were exclusively collaborative. Those 

spaces played major roles. The work environment of the classroom kept introverts from shying 

away. It forced us to reckon with each other (personal communication, January 28, 2018).  

Pianist01 I loved the unity in the music department—how we stuck together, practiced together, 

learned stuff with each other. I know it was sectioned off, where we were in our own little box, 

but we looked out for each other and I needed that. I think I used music and the people I was 

around to be my family, to get what I wasn’t getting at home, family wise, or discipline-wise, or 

love-wise. I was using all those people, and I still do to this day (personal communication, 

January 26, 2018). 
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APPENDIX F: ACADEMIC PREPAREDNESS 

Film00 Even though there’s this unique opportunity at Paseo, being able to be introduced to the 

arts at a young age and being able to make work of your own, and get mentorship, and all that, it 

was still an inner-city school, with a lot of kids who didn’t want to do anything. I remember 

some classes where the entire class was devoted to the teacher telling kids to shut up. Many 

students’ goal was, “How to I waste class so we don’t actually do any work?” That happened 

multiple times. There was a teacher who was a Vietnam vet and students figured out that if they 

asked him about war stories he would tell stories all day and wouldn’t do anything. It was really 

disruptive. Going to art class was great because it was one of the few places where everyone 

wanted to work. Not every class was as bad as the two I described, but most of them were. 

Sometimes a teacher wouldn’t show up. Sometimes we would have substitutes for weeks at a 

time. I felt like I understood things like math but no one put pressure on me to work. 

There are certain basic skills that I am still not confident about, like my grammar is 

terrible. When I write, I obsess about how it is written, especially emails, because I don’t want to 

come across looking like an idiot, which has happened before. This happened to me a lot in all of 

the public schools I went to. Since I wasn’t a troubled kid, and since I wasn’t an accelerated kid, 

I wasn’t in AP or anything, the teachers assumed that I was fine, I was one less thing for them to 

worry about. While it was sort of true, there was never anyone over my shoulder checking to see 

if I was making progress. I assume, I could be wrong, but it could have something to do with 

being a white kid in a predominantly black school. To be fair, my home life wasn’t crazy 

compared with other kids I knew. It made sense that more attention was given to kids who were 

at risk. I guess it’s the burden of lower middle class, which is, you’re kind of left to your own 

devices, which is fine (personal communication, December 28, 2017).  
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Dancer01 I don’t feel like I missed out on anything. I’ve always been autodidactic with how I 

operate and things. I’m okay with being honest with myself. I think that’s where people get 

caught up in their learning. Being honest about what you know and what you don’t. And doing 

away with useless knowledge. Not everything is going to get you where you want to go. As far 

as Paseo goes, it was good and bad, but what isn’t? Ms. Horn was the first teacher who allowed 

me to write book reports on video games after I advocated for it. I had to first write a report on 

why she should allow me to do it. I wrote a report on Final Fantasy (personal communication, 

December 28, 2017).  

Actor99 I feel prepared. It was the teachers we had! My math teacher Joyce Jennings made me 

like math. Having good teachers made me want to go to academic classes. The academic 

teachers had to believe in us, to keep us from being distracted by our artistic dreams. They had to 

believe in Paseo’s vision. That’s what started to change at the end (of the 90’s). The teachers 

made me want to write and do math. My social studies teacher was so funny and so real.  

Mrs. M used to send me $50 every month, just so I could chase my dreams. And I had never 

even taken a class with her. She was the photography teacher. She photographed my mother. She 

was a teacher there since the 60’s. We had the dopest teachers (personal communication, 

February 3, 2018).  

Singer98 I’ll just say for myself, the experience seemed highly variable. There were some 

academic teachers that were great, and some that were not. There were some aspects that were 

rigorous, and others that were baffling. Some teachers had the view that “It is what it is” and 

others were consciously rigorous.  

The things that I needed to learn, I’ve learned as I’ve gone. I’ve often wondered what life 

would have been like if I had gone to a liberal arts school instead of a conservatory. But I can 
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only think about that so much because I lead a very good life. I think my Achilles heels would 

have been the same anywhere. I think I learned just as much about language and grammar in my 

theater classes that I would have gotten from an academic English class. And I think that was the 

point. All of this is learning (personal communication, February 1, 2018).  

Pianist01 My ACT score was terrible. We had good training musically, but academically I think 

the district could have been better. I could have done more myself of course. But I think there 

should have been more paraprofessionals to help the students stay on track. A lot of people at 

Paseo, all they had was arts. It was a rough start for me in college, I didn’t do well on entrance 

exams. The teachers did the best with what they had. There were too many kids to focus on. 

There were some teachers who just couldn’t handle a class (personal communication, January 

26, 2018).  

Vis00 We had 90 minute blocks, which seemed long in math class. We had terrible math 

teachers. My 5th grade teacher taught us algebra and it was easy. We did so well on our 

standardized tests that he got investigated. Then I got to 9th grade algebra and didn’t understand 

it at all. Same content, but she wasn’t a teacher. I passed those classes because we would get 

extra credit for bringing in Kleenex. But I got terrible test scores. Standardized test scores. What 

a ridiculous idea that is. I don’t think I ever did well on a standardized test. But I’m not 

uninformed or unintelligent. People learn in different ways (personal communication, January 

28, 2018).  

Sculptor99 In terms of my academic experience, it was scattershot. There were certain classes 

that were amazing, with really dedicated teachers. We had awful science classes. In Chemistry, I 

had a permanent sub. I don’t know how this happened, but for an entire year, we just sat around 

talking and didn’t learn anything. I learned absolutely nothing. I always did well academically. I 
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had interest in science. My dad was a dentist. Some test score qualified me for a science camp. I 

managed to get a 30 on my ACTs for science, purely because of my own nerdiness unrelated to 

school. Language Arts was killer, and decent math teachers. For a lot of us, it was like, getting to 

go to your major class or after school activities kept you going. Some students struggled and 

there wasn’t support for them. We had great education in things that I think were way more 

valuable (personal communication, January 28, 2018).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 77	

APPENDIX G: DIVERSITY 

Actor99 It was predominantly black. We were black students, coming into this school, and being 

treated like we were worthy of being in the room. It was a sense of newness for us (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018).  

Comic00 I remember specifically wanting to go to Paseo because I wanted more diversity. I 

remember specifically wanting to make friends outside of my race. My previous high school was 

99% black. Paseo was more like 70% black. I wasn’t used to having white kids at my school. My 

friend group at Paseo was super diverse. A lot of people aren’t lucky enough to keep their friends 

from high school. We’re all still different, and spread out, but we’re still very close. I think it 

helped that we were all artists (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

People at Southeast called Paseo “The Gay School” ...and yes I encountered people at 

Paseo who I hadn’t before, especially because it was the 90’s. I met people who were openly 

gay. It was a new experience for me. And getting over it, and being like “Oh.” It’s not like I ever 

condoned it, but in the black community, that’s never really been okay to be out about. There are 

still stigmas to this day, it’s a whole other conversation. I started seeing the stigma as being not 

okay. I had friends who were gay in high school. You don’t really know something until you do 

it. I hadn’t met anyone who had that different experience and had different sexual preferences 

(personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

Singer98 I will say this, and there’s a lot to say about this...I would not be where I’m at today 

and more importantly than that, I would not have the worldview that I have and the values that I 

have were it not for attending Paseo, because I went to a mostly homogeneous, predominantly 

overwhelmingly white suburban school district, and I would have never had the experience of 

creating real friendships and relationships and artistic collaboration with with people that were 
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very different from me. Kids of color, kids that were wealthier, kids that were poorer, kids that 

were in single parent households that were growing up around gun violence, kids that were gay, 

straight, trans... I suddenly was placed in this incredible creative environment with this wild 

cross section of kids. It was exhilarating. It was nuts. It makes me sad to think that it doesn’t 

exist today the way that it did then. My ease in being able to form relationships with people that 

are very different from me came especially from that time (personal communication, February 1, 

2018).  

Vis00 My dad to this day is a proponent of integration stuff. I think he was right. Learning about 

others is huge. Everyone can learn from that. In that regard it was a huge success. They were 

adamant that we would go to public school because they wanted us to be involved in the 

community. 

I went to a French language magnet K-8. In that program, I had the opportunity to go to 

Belgium and France when I was in 5th grade. I stayed as an exchange student for two weeks. It 

totally worked. It taught me that people are people. They do things slightly different, but in the 

end, it’s all the same. After that, I wanted to go to Paseo. They bused people in from the outer 

suburbs. It integrated people who wouldn’t have normally seen each other. It created this 

awesome space. My sister’s husband, who also attended Paseo, came in from Kearney, Missouri. 

The integration totally worked. The best parts of this country work when people are getting 

together and getting to know each other. Paseo was like a microcosm of exactly that. Look at 

how divided the country is now. No one understands anybody. People hate immigrants they’ve 

never met, because they saw someone yelling on social media or Fox News (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018).  
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Sculptor99 In some ways, I’m bitter about the intentionality of the desegregation program in 

Kansas City that for me, I actually grew up in Raytown. In middle school and high school, my 

sister and I attended KC Middle School for the Arts and Paseo, and I’m realizing after that fact 

that the magnet theme deseg program was not about innovating high school education. I see the 

goal really was to try to import white suburban kids’ test scores to try to make the overall district 

test scores look better. That’s not what I signed up for. I signed up to be a part of the school and 

meet a bunch of incredible people, and begin interesting lives that have serves me and my peers 

well, but that’s not what the metric was. The money they spent wasn’t really geared toward 

raising test scores, it was actually something I find far greater, which is improving quality of life, 

and giving students a new chance to find meaning in high school.   

I teach in this school in Detroit called College of Creative Studies for an MFA program. 

In industrial design, people are obsessed with innovation and collaborative design, but in a 

corporation, no one knows what that looks like, and no one knows how to allow for it. In talking 

with my students, we are realizing that so much in innovation involves allowing for diversity, 

divergent thinking, and skills that I learned as a 12 year old in Kansas City (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018).  
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APPENDIX H: WHEN THE FUNDING STOPPED 

Singer98 The school was always changing, it had a revolving door of superintendents in the 

1990’s, and apparently even through today. The district had a total leadership meltdown. Also 

the concept of desegregation started to fall out of fashion during the late 1990’s. And so, as it fell 

out of fashion, the concepts that went along with it were also thrown out. If we don’t think that 

desegregation is the best way to get quality education to improve the lives of young people, then 

let’s dismantle the whole thing. So a lot of the funding and support from the district, from the 

state, etc. just started to change. Then as a result it was harder to attract and keep quality 

teachers. Many of the teachers at Paseo were exceptional. It became harder for them to retain 

those teachers (personal communication, February 1, 2018).  

Sculptor99 The other interesting thing is, as things were falling apart, during my junior and 

senior year, they were trying to do site based management. The idea is faculty, students, 

administration and parents were the steering committee to make decisions for the school. It was a 

way to balance the influx of new people and maintain Paseo’s identity. But, it turned out to be a 

total farce. We felt like we were part of something, but the committee had no real power.  

There were students from three other schools added when we doubled in size. We added 

ROTC and sports for the first time, and there was no longer an audition process. We had 8th 

graders in the building from the middle school. The whole game was to keep the population up to 

keep the school funded. The population essentially doubled between my junior and senior year. It 

was a completely different culture at the school. There were two black male art teachers who 

really survived to be liaisons for young black men. One was a basketball coach, for example. 

Once we had ROTC and sports, activities that were more mainstream for young black men. 

Which they are both good, of course. But a lot of young black men were being encouraged in 
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creative fields instead of being lured down a fantasy of a basketball scholarship. More kids got 

scholarships for art, and music, and dance, than they ever did for sports (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018).  

Pianist01 As I was leaving they were integrating sports and shuffling kids around. I started 

seeing the district go downward. It was sad to see (personal communication, January 26, 2018).  

Actor99 The district tried to take our arts program away. My junior year, we protested. That’s 

the same year I didn’t have an acting teacher. I was impressed to see the community stand with 

us, to see other people saying, “Arts have changed my life. It’s not a hobby.” What would life be 

without the arts? Even in this era of 45, there will be great art that comes out of it. People will 

find their voice in their art. They didn’t listen to us, as students. They didn’t realize how it was 

impacting us.  

When the school population changed, that’s memorable. A lot of assemblies were 

cancelled, because of rowdiness at the school. We were not used to that. I got on the intercom. I 

was the president of my class at the time. I was really cool with our principal, Roger Williams. I 

told them, “If you don’t want to be here, you need to leave.” But we really felt it. When ROTC 

came to the school, we were suffering from that. My last two years were the hardest. The kids 

who came in didn’t audition. They didn’t earn their way in. Our auditions went in vain (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018).  

Vis00 I remember we protested when they were threatening to shut down the arts program at 

Paseo. That caught their attention. We got on TV. For a system that’s supposed to be about 

children, they seemed more worried about themselves. If social media existed at the time, would 

we have been as motivated? I don’t know, maybe. Or maybe we would have posted a meme and 

called it a day. It’s easy to do that (personal communication, January 28, 2018).  
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APPENDIX I: CHILDHOOD INSPIRATION AND CRYSTALLIZING MOMENTS 

Sculptor99 My ceramics and sculpture teacher would lock me in her classroom after she left and 

I would stay after school, essentially illegally, until 8 or 9 o’clock at night, just working on 

different sculptures. It was completely unnecessary, I was just doing my own thing. And I spent 

all of Christmas break, my senior year, working on a life-sized self-portrait made out of chicken 

wire, with the head modeled after Constantine, and I took all of my homework from the past few 

years of school, and paper mached the entire sculpture with it. It was completely uncalled for. It 

wasn’t for anything. While I was at Paseo, I was clocking extra hours for my art that wasn’t for a 

grade. 

Art was awesome. I had learned that it was my favorite thing to do. Teachers were 

excited that I wanted to make stuff. They gave me extra materials and space to do it. That was 

the best thing about the teachers there. They let you run with it. They were demanding too, and 

that was cool. They would say, “Do that again, or erase your drawing. It felt like I was being 

treated like an adult (personal communication, January 28, 2018).  

Singer98 So many moments. As a freshman getting cast in a production of a Chorus Line. I felt 

impressed that I was a 14 year old competing with 17 and 18 year olds. I thought, “That’s pretty 

amazing!” I’ve always been self-motivated and self-driven, so I produced some things. I directed 

a couple of plays that were through one of the directing class we had. But I also started self-

producing. I was told by the vocal music teacher at the time that young singers shouldn’t be 

doing recitals, they weren’t quite ready yet. And I said that young singers needed the experience. 

He said no, so I worked with the dance teacher, who had a little theater in downtown in KC, that 
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he loaned to me for free, so I could self-produce some recitals. So having support from teachers 

on and off of campus was important (personal communication, February 1, 2018). 

Pianist01 In middle school, my mom’s job hired us for a band performance. We made a little 

money, and I thought that was cool. Back then, I knew, hey I love it. I don’t know if I’ll be big, 

but I love it and so far, everything’s gone okay (personal communication, January 26, 2018).  

Dancer01 At North East High School, a friend and I created this whole martial arts show for a 

diversity assembly. And the whole week leading up to the show, we acted like we hated each 

other every time we saw each other. Then Friday, we performed our martial arts choreography 

outside when everyone was getting on their busses. A teacher saw it and someone else asked us 

to perform for a multicultural fair in Kansas City (personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Actor99 I saw that performance, Janet Jackson and Rhythm Nation, and it changed my life. I 

was 9, and it was decided. I was going to be a performer. For one, she was my girlfriend, and I 

would fight anyone who would say anything about her. I remember the beginning of the show, 

her coming up on a platform. I remember the feeling, it was magical, it was suspenseful, 

mysterious, it was powerful. The theatrics, the costumes, the lights, there was storytelling in the 

show. I was already a big fan of Michael Jackson anyway, who created that magic. He was also 

an introduction to theater and the arts, watching moonwalking then him turning into a robot. 

With the arts, it’s like a hollering place. It gives you an avenue to say what you want and be what 

you want. And this 9 year old seeing Janet, I was blown away. Even when it comes to acting, 

Michael and Janet were very influential in why I do what I do. Being a black boy, and seeing that 

type of fame and success, I had never seen anything like that. So all I knew were those people. 

When Thriller came out, I was terrified of the video, but it was something I needed to see, in 

order to know that I could do it too (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  
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Vis00 I won a content in 4th grade for a “Recycle the Yellow Pages” Contest. I just did a picture 

of some dinosaurs that said “Recycle the yellow pages before it’s too late” I think they read into 

it more than I did because dinosaurs are extinct. I just thought dinosaurs were cool so I drew 

some dinosaurs. But that made me stop and think, “Hey, does this mean I’m one of the better 

artists in the class?” So I kept with it (personal communication, January 28, 2018). 

Comic00 I didn’t read that much and my mom was concerned about my reading level, so she 

started getting me comic books. I was 8 or 9. Also the X-men cartoon was out and I was into 

that, so she knew I liked superheroes. That led to my love of comic books. I remember I was in 

school and drawing pictures of Wolverine. That was the first time that I can remember where 

someone liked something that I did. These kids liked my picture and would pay me for it. They’d 

give me $2, and I thought, “That’s like a free happy meal!” That was the first time I felt I was 

good at something. So I did it more and more and got really into drawing. My mom never 

discouraged me or worried about me being an artist. She’s my number one fan. When I’m in a 

rut and not drawing she asks me if I’m doing my artwork. She bought me the sketchbooks. She 

bought me comic books until I got really got into comic books and it became too expensive for 

her to continue buying them. I had to buy them myself (personal communication, February 3, 

2018).  
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APPENDIX J: MIDCAREER PERSPECTIVES AND CURRENT PRACTICE 

Mid-career Perspectives. 

Dancer01 I believe that all dudes should know how to dance, and they should all know how to 

partner dance. It’s humbleness and intimacy that you don’t get anywhere else. Albert Einstein 

called dancers athletes of God. It goes back to inspiring the divinity in others. That feeling has 

kept me out of a lot of shit. I wasn’t a kid who was into drugs, I was always trying to find a way 

back to that cipher, that feeling. It’s a flame that keeps me and everyone else warm. When I 

dance now, I try to bring in all of my experience now and tell that story. Sometimes they 

understand that story, but sometimes they are just left with a feeling they can build on in their 

way. You can’t ignore that God-self.  

I guess my art has gotten more philosophical, more relational. Dealing with people in a 

way that they leave better after being with me than they were before me. I’m shedding those 

layers of that I thought I was supposed to be...and in the end, I am who I was supposed to be 

(personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Singer98 My work is based on the idea that art as a tool for social justice/change—rooted in a 

belief I have that art is a fundamental right. Art is a human right. Everyone’s lives are better, and 

communities are better, and more equitable, and healthier, when everyone has access to and 

engages in creative expression (personal communication, February 1, 2018).  

Vis00 I pretty quickly made peace with the fact that people don’t want to pay me to make what I 

make. So then I had to be cool with getting a consistent paycheck and insurance. I have the 9-5 

with a great organization. I’ve been there almost 12 years now. I’ve done some murals and 

designs for them here and there. I get brought in for some marketing dialogue sometimes. Then 

at home I do my own work and do shows and commissions. It’s not like everyone wants a 
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bloody picture of 45 hanging over their fireplace. Not a good Mother’s Day gift. I’m glad people 

can see it and enjoy it. I’m glad I don’t have the pressure to make money off of it (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018).  

Sculptor99 Creatively, I still take lots of risks. I’ve become more established in the Detroit 

scene. People know to trust me. They know to expect a little mayhem in the process. Part of that 

is being an installation artist. I don’t have a gallery. There’s not a convenient market for my 

work. There’s no pricing scheme based on the size of the work. I’m not profiting from the work, 

but creatively I’m thriving because people allow me to take risks with their gallery walls. But I 

don’t take as many financial risks. One reason why I only do 3-5 shows a year is I know I need 

to stay within my means. I’m more comfortable to ask people for help. If I need $500 in 

materials to make a project happen, galleries rethink certain financial models to help me fund my 

shows. One gallery spent $300 on a plane ticket for me to perform at my own show in lieu of 

food for the reception. The board members brought potluck dishes instead. Also, now I turn 

things down. I wouldn’t have done that five years ago (personal communication, January 28, 

2018).  

Comic00 The population of kids there (at current job) is primarily black, and I feel like having a 

positive black male figure in their lives is always good, whether they already have one or not, 

you can’t have too many. And more than anything, I think it’s important that I look like them, 

and I have a very similar background to them, but I have views that they don’t hear regularly. I 

think diversity and challenging your bubble is always good (personal communication, February 

3, 2018).  
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Current Practice. 

Dancer01 I dance for myself now, it’s my cardio. I do it at the park or in elements that inspire 

me. You can dance in a studio, but I didn’t grow up dancing in a studio at all. It was like parks, 

hallways, outside of a church. So I try to practice at a tennis court. Kids see that. It brings them 

out of the house. That’s how I learned to skateboard. I watched an older kid until I started getting 

brave enough to talk to him and learn from him. That community breeds culture (personal 

communication, December 28, 2017).  

Comic00 I have been drawing more lately. Last October I went to Denmark for a workshop. 

Ever since I’ve gotten this iPad Pro, I’ve been doing more. I’m mostly a digital artist anyway, 

and it’s something I can do just hanging out on the couch. My goal this year is to finish some 

stuff, and put them into a solid portfolio. Or get more active on Instagram (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018).  

Actor99 I am in school every day from 8am-11pm. I teach at 8:30, I’m in class from 1-5, I’m in 

rehearsal from 7-11. Last year, I thought it was wonderful. I’m in the 3rd year now though and 

I’m feeling ready to graduate and be more of an adult (personal communication, February 3, 

2018).  

Singer98 I don’t currently have a rigorous artistic practice. It is episodic based on my interests 

and my capacity.  7 years ago I sang backup for a Portland, OR based band Pink Martini. I’ll do 

projects if it’s the right collaborators and the right repertoire, and if it’s meaningful for me, but I 

don’t have a regular practice right now (personal communication, February 1, 2018).  

Sculptor99 My personal practice is I do mostly installation art, with found and recycled 

materials. Typically my practice is, I don’t have art until I have a show and a venue lined up. The 

piece lives for the length of the exhibition. My studio is essentially storage for bizarre things and 
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garbage and whatnot. I’m in 3-5 exhibitions a year, so I basically work in my studio around 60 

hours a week during those times. I also use my studio for band practice. I spend a lot of time in a 

post studio practice where. I’m emailing and communicating and setting things up and not 

making things. I use my studio space in a way that is alternative (personal communication, 

January 28, 2018).  

Vis00 Activism is very important. This year I donated more money than I ever have, to 

organizations like NAACP, Water Protectors. I’ve done more of that recently, which makes me a 

little nervous, because I wonder if it makes me more complacent, that I’m not out in the streets as 

much as I was a year or two ago. A lot of artists come from less. They become the big dreamers 

because they don’t have a lot to go on initially. If you have a lot of money and you have 

whatever you need, what do you need to dream about? More money? More control? People who 

come from less, they’re thinking about how to better their situation. Because of that they are 

more likely to meet new people, people they wouldn’t have met otherwise. They think 

differently. The thought process is more communal and about bringing new things to the world 

(personal communication, January 28, 2018).  
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APPENDIX K: SETBACKS 

Dancer01 I’m called the Reprehensible Gutter Saint, because I can be at the bottom and I can be 

at the top and I can operate anywhere in between. I build with anybody, from like nerds who play 

Pokémon to people in your prison systems out in Leavenworth. From the soil to the stardust, 

that’s where I try to be. I try to be among the all. I think that’s the piece that’s missing from the 

current climate, and humanity’s story in general. From the high and the low. Those up high could 

use more empathy, sure, but people down low can rise up too. Some people prefer to be 

miserable and prefer to wallow in that. It took me years to get that.  

All of those shitty moments, all of those great moments, there’s a creativity in that, 

because you sure don’t want to repeat that cipher again. If it’s really in you and you know there’s 

something out there for you, you’ve got to be ready to meet that moment, so it doesn’t pass you 

by. That’s what has helped me stay on my A game. If something bad happens, I think, that’s not 

who I want to be. Because of that I value the darkness just as much as the light. If I want to 

change, I change, if I don’t know how to change, I ask someone. There’s always another level to 

evolve to. People’s misconception is that it’s like the Matrix, and they wake up to the new level, 

and that’s reality. But the reality is you have to be ready for the next level after that, and not 

settle. I love taking self-inventory. I love learning. That way I don’t set myself up to look stupid 

(personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Actor99 I’m appreciative of the opportunity to continue to do this, especially when I see people 

from home who convince themselves that they can’t do it. In a way, I feel younger than some of 

my friends back home. I’m still that kid from Paseo who dreams and practices writing his 

signature. Whenever I get burnt out, going back home makes me appreciate what I’m doing. I’m 

not even chasing the dream anymore. I’m dream doing. In dream doing, there’s weariness that 
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comes with it, but I get the opportunity to do what I love all day, every day. But I’m ready to get 

back to New York and beat the pavement again. It’s crazy. My desire to do the arts has sustained 

even through tragedy. My mother died, my grandmother died, and my brother was murdered, all 

within the span of four years. And I still wanted to do this. As much as there were times where I 

didn’t want to, it just kept coming back around. In some way it helped me with my grief. In some 

way it saved my life. That sounds like an Oprah show moment, but it’s true! I found freedom. I 

found a voice. I was able to use my hurt in my work. I was able to be reunited to who Actor99 

was before grief. Even if I wasn’t motivated and sitting off to the sidelines, I was still getting 

inspiration from a movie, or a play, or an art gallery, or watching Janet Jackson videos. It was 

never changing. Also, when you’re called to do something, it waits on you. I can do my best to 

let it go, but it always comes back. It’s like a family member. It’s rare to go through something 

like that and bounce back. It’s rare that I’m still pursuing my dream (personal communication, 

February 3, 2018).  

Comic00 It depends on the type of setback. I bounce back from some things better than others. I 

don’t do well when I’m jobless, or if I’m trying for something that means a lot to me. It takes a 

lot for me to put myself out there. When I get knocked back or rejected it’s hard for me. But I 

have other aspects, like socially, where I’m very confident. Professionally, I’m not. I get 

imposter syndrome even in my current job, where they like me very much. I adapt to change 

well. I’m not sure how I do with loss, because I haven’t experienced that much yet (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018).  

Singer98 I think I’m pretty gritty, and I’m certainly persistent. Where does that come from? 

Probably a lot of different places. I do think the experience at Paseo had something to do with it, 

because Paseo itself was a story of persistence and grit. And the students were extremely gritty. I 
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have experienced, and will continue to experience in the future, lots of setbacks and failures and 

if there’s anything that working as a creative person and performer teaches you, it’s like, “Well, 

there it was and now we try again.” Whether that’s improv, or auditioning, it’s like “Ok, terrible, 

next shot.” 

I am certainly motivated by success and I am interested in continual improvement and 

growth. It has been tested certainly. During the recession in 2007-2008, those were hard years, 

because my path forward wasn’t clear and I wasn’t making much money, but what you do in 

those moments matter so much. So you can either despair and go lower, or find your way out. If 

anything, it’s that I have just worked my way out of so many hard situations. I may not be on 

paper the smartest person in the room, but I will work 27 times harder to get there (personal 

communication, February 1, 2018).  

Sculptor99 There’s a quote that I feel like explains my stance. And to bring it back to Paseo, we 

had a flood of resources, but even then, we were still an inner-city school, the infrastructure was 

still falling apart around us. Maybe not the physical building, but we didn’t have science 

teachers, they were leaving, and we had different teachers leaving. A lot of money got spent on 

buildings, and not humans, which I think is the biggest problem I have with it. But I heard this 

quote back while I was at Paseo. “We the willing, led by the unknowing, doing the impossible, 

for the ungrateful. We have done so much, for so little, for so long, we are now qualified to do 

anything with nothing.” Mother Teresa 

We artists create value out of nothing, or where there’s a lack of something, there’s an 

ingenuity there, and I think the same of poor people. Being in Detroit, people are so resourceful, 

and sometimes it’s criminal. People cut the catalytic converter off of my car to recycle the metal, 

and yes I was mad about that, but I wasn’t mad that that person was willing to do the work to get 
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a saw, crawl under my car, cut that off in the middle of the night...what’s wrong with society 

when a person...HR people, the people who hire my students...they are so concerned with the 

idea of a person having grit. That person who is willing to steal stuff off of my car in the middle 

of the night...that person has grit. That person has a marketable job skill, but what is wrong with 

society, whether that person is addicted to drugs and can’t have a regular job, or there used to be 

factory jobs in Detroit, now there are almost none of those jobs. So there’s such a lack of 

resources here, but the biggest lesson I’ve learned from Detroit is, people aren’t going to sit 

around and die. People are going to do something even if it means selling drugs, prostitution, 

whatever, but people are going to work. The spirit of this place motivates me. While at Paseo, I 

felt like the school district was falling apart, and we were trying to do things to solve problems, 

and there were never enough resources, but the creative process, you figure out how to do it 

anyway. When faced with a problem or failure, I get creative with not just my art, but with 

accounting, with bureaucracies, I figure out solutions. I do what it takes for my artwork to 

happen, I do what it takes for my classroom to happen. I did it back then, too. The idea of 

resourcefulness is part of my m.o. and I do think it’s something I got back in high school. Even 

though there was this flood of money, it didn’t look like it, compared with suburban schools we 

visited (personal communication, January 28, 2018). 
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APPENDIX L: THRIVING 

Film00 There are two ways to look at thriving, comparisons with others and comparisons with 

expectations for myself. Those are two different sets of metrics. Compared to other people I 

graduated with, I think yes. I left my hometown, I didn’t settle down, I’m still pushing myself to 

obtain my goals. And I think a lot of that is because of opportunities I got in KC, but am I 

personally thriving? I’m hard on myself. I compare myself with other people in my field, and I 

feel like I should be much further along, considering my age. I’m healthier now than I’ve been 

ever, I’m married, that’s very good. My partner is supportive, she’s also an artist. We’re both 

fighting to achieve our goals. Sometimes the struggle is more real than we’d like to admit 

(personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Dancer01 Some people have a theory that success is getting a certain amount of money, and 

going away to somewhere tropical to live in a banana hut. That used to intimidate me. I was like, 

“How am I going to get to a banana hut?” I didn’t want to do that. I talked to my mom about it 

and she asked me, “What do you like to do? That’s your banana hut.” 

Do I believe I’m thriving? Most definitely. Because I’m at a point where I’m 

understanding the knowledge of self in ways that I’ve either ignored or didn’t know were there. 

And now that I’m aware of it, it’s continuing to cultivate. There are things about myself that I 

think are beautiful. It’s okay to acknowledge that. There were times where I couldn’t do that. 

And because I didn’t know, I made mistakes and I wasn’t thriving. That would depress me to no 

end. I realized I can’t be toxic in other people's’ lives because that’s not who I am. For me, part 

of thriving is choosing not to hurt and choosing not to hurt other people (personal 

communication, December 28, 2017).  
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Actor99 I’m learning to thrive. I’m learning to thrive instead of just exist. I think you go through 

a rebirthing process as an adult. Life hits you, bills stack up, people die, and you kind of lose 

your bearings. You start existing. And I think, where I am right now, there’s a sense of thriving. 

When I am just existing, it’s loud. I can’t ignore it. It doesn’t feel good or right. I have to be 

around people who know who I am who can point me back to where I’m supposed to be. So I 

can say now, it’s a truth I have to accept about myself, but I am thriving. I may not be on the 

Oscars yet, or I might even be in the game a little late, but I’m doing what I love. I got to see life 

outside of Kansas City. I got to create some new legacies. I’m going to be the first in my family 

to get a master’s degree. I’m the first that got a BA. I am first of a lot of things in my family. So 

in that case I guess I could say I am thriving. It’s a concept I toy with, but I think I’m accepting it 

as a reality. Sometimes I see others who have kids or a house, and I feel behind. But also I feel 

like my reality is different from other people’s. I’m still that 15 year old kid who is immersed in 

wonder. Even in the midst of tragedy. So yeah, I can say I’m thriving. Oh my gosh, I can’t 

believe I said that out loud. I can say I am. It feels weird, because I battle with this place of 

where I think I should be. I judge myself. A couple of my friends won Grammys last week, I saw 

some of my high school friends on the Grammys. A couple of friends won Tonys. I thought, 

“Yo, when is it going to be my time?” So I have to have a moment where I remind myself, “But 

bruh, you are doing it.” And that’ll come. But this is doing it too (personal communication, 

February 3, 2018).  

Comic00 This is the first job I’ve had in a very long time, maybe ever, that feels rewarding. I 

still have dreams of pursuing art. I haven’t figured a way to meld both of these things. I could 

take a graphic design position at the library.  
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That varies from person to person, what they need to thrive. I don’t think I’m thriving, I 

think I’m making it, getting by. Which is better than it was. A couple of years ago I was barely 

getting by. My money isn’t as tight now.  If I was thriving, I would have all this money in my 

savings account and I would feel more concretely in line with my dream or my goal. I’m at a 

spot where I’m comfortable, but being comfortable can be dangerous because you can stop 

trying to achieve (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

Sculptor99 Thriving? How would one define that term? The world can be unfriendly and there 

aren’t many supports for people in creative fields. I am a happy person, in terms of my life 

choices, and my current quality of life. There are lots of things that are more tenuous than I 

would like to be. In terms of thriving, I am able to do what I want to do. Sure I would like to 

make $10,000 more per year and I would like to not work so hard, but I know I’m doing better 

than some who I went to grad school and undergrad with. I feel like I’m a step right below 

thriving. Those 3-5 shows I do every year, those are handed to me. I make the amount of art that 

I enjoy making and other people ask me to do it. Thriving is a strong word. I definitely have a 

privilege of the mind and white male privilege. But I grew up around slummy surroundings. My 

parents have their own debt. They didn’t pay my way (personal communication, January 28, 

2018).  

Pianist01 I’m blessed. I’ll be 35 next month, I’m single, I have no children, none on the way, 

I’ve never been to jail, at all, I have no warrants, none of that. I’m not where I want to be 

financially, spiritually, mentally, or physically, but I don’t have none of that going on. And I 

could have, because of the displacement and family situation I grew up in. But music kept me 

away from a lot of stuff (personal communication, January 26, 2018).  
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APPENDIX M: CURRENT EMPLOYMENT 

Singer98 Executive director of Maryland Symphony Orchestra—6 months. Before that, I was a 

publicly elected school board chair in Baltimore and before that I directed a non-profit PHAME, 

which benefitted artists with ID. I’ve been doing work in the non-profit sector for 16 years now, 

doing jobs like senior management, marketing, fundraising, etc. My work is based on the idea 

that art as a tool for social justice/change—rooted in a belief I have that art is a fundamental 

right. Art is a human right. Everyone’s lives are better, and communities are better, and more 

equitable, and healthier, when everyone has access to and engages in creative expression.  

I’ve also worked as an arts journalist for a number of regional and national publications. 

I’ve also had a career as a singer and as an actor. So I’ve worked in professional musical theater 

and opera and concert work. I worked for a couple of years as a stage director for a musical 

theater. I’ve done a bit of everything but I am settling now into this lane of arts leadership 

(personal communication, February 1, 2018).  

Comic00 I am a teen specialist. I work for a program in the libraries called Createch. It’s a teen 

drop in drop out hang out space where we tend to have 50-60 kids come in and out every day. 

I’ve been working for the libraries for 3 years and in this position about 1 year. It’s a great 

program, it makes me feel like I’m doing something that has a purpose. The population of kids 

there is primarily black, and I feel like having a positive black male figure in their lives is always 

good, whether they already have one or not, you can’t have too many. And more than anything, I 

think it’s important that I look like them, and I have a very similar background to them, but I 

have views that they don’t hear regularly. I think diversity and challenging your bubble is always 

good.  
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I have teachers, friends, family who sparked me or led me on the path of being the person 

I am today. And there’s probably even more people that I don’t necessarily remember, but that 

put a seed in me that led me to today. That’s how I look at it (my job mentoring). Whatever kind 

of influence or presence I can offer, even if they don’t remember me...that’s worth it. That helps 

me put perspective on where I’m at and how I’m helping the adults of tomorrow be successful in 

their own lives.  

This is the first job I’ve had in a very long time, maybe ever, that feels rewarding. I still 

have dreams of pursuing art. I haven’t figured a way to meld both of these things. I could take a 

graphic design position at the library (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

Film00 Right now I’m a freelance game designer, and I’m doing QA (quality assurance) for 

Disney. The freelance clients are usually individuals who are further along in their career and 

need help or they are people in other industries who have opportunities to do other stuff. For 

example, one is a comic book writer whose publisher is making opportunities for him to publish 

games.  

I’m a game designer, but I’m also a filmmaker and a writer. I was a practicing fine artist, 

showing work in galleries for around seven years. I wasn’t making a living doing any of that 

stuff, even though I was picking up some work making ads and things. And, I tried pursuing 

things on my own, writing art and comic book reviews. But I wound up applying to USC 

because I thought it would help focus my career. The program had unique specialization and I 

thought would provide me with unique career opportunities, which is true, but it’s just like any 

career, in which you just need to get to know a lot of people and they have to like you and trust 

you and want to hire you. I have some of these gigs because I worked well with others.  
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Between the film industry and the game industry, there are lots of emergent spaces 

existing between, like virtual reality and amusement park design. Having great ideas and wanting 

to make stuff is nice, but it comes down to figuring out who’s going to pay to get it made 

(personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Dancer01 I work at Operation Breakthrough. It’s like a head start program for babies and 

toddlers, and we work with underprivileged families. I’m the security guy there. I’ve been 

running security there for about four years. Outside of that, I’ve been getting back into dancing 

and self-defense. I teach a free self-defense class on weekends. I’ve simplified my life since I’ve 

gotten older (personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Vis00 Big companies don’t know what they want. 9 times out of 10 they just want you to rip 

something off. I got tired of that. I did comic art for a while, but it was limiting because I was 

working for someone else. They would want me to scan pages from a Manga and change the 

Japanese into English. It paid nothing. They picked people from college who were looking for 

opportunities and they took full advantage of that. I stopped caring. I did some coloring work for 

educational comics. That couldn’t have been less thrilling. Eventually I decided to sink or swim 

by my own doing and freelance, which again, often most clients don’t know what they want. It 

wasn’t fun anymore. Art was supposed to be freedom.   

Came in unprepared to interview. Made connections. Works for someone who wants to 

help and not hurt people. We have a special responsibility. We’re the biggest credit union in the 

state (personal communication, January 28, 2018).  

Actor99 Before that, wedding singer, acting, voice over acting, stage, singing at corporate 

events. Now that I have an MFA I can teach and do my acting as well. I went to grad school so I 

could have another job I could pull out. I’m teaching right now; I think I had a passion to teach 
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but I was scared to say it. But I feel like teaching has made me a better actor, actually. The most 

rewarding thing is to see something in those students that they didn’t know was in them. Being a 

part of other people's dream chasing is the most rewarding thing about being an educator. I’m 

glad I waited to get my MFA. It’s the right time. I appreciate learning more. I have less pride—I 

take advantage of things like the writing center, therapists. 20-something Actor99 wouldn’t have 

gotten as much out of it (personal communication, February 3, 2018).  

Pianist01 I am a freelance pianist--solo, churches, bands, backup, and piano lessons. I just got 

back from a tour: I traveled to various Asian countries with an international band. I am a 

substitute teacher and want to complete my bachelors in music education. I love having so many 

jobs and coordinating with everyone. I love penciling in sleep, eating, and errands (personal 

communication, January 26, 2018).  

Sculptor99 I live in Detroit, been in Michigan since 2004. Got my MFA at Cranbrook in 2006. 

I’ve been teaching part time in a bunch of different colleges in the SE Michigan area. Teaching 

creativity, to students of all fields, is incredibly relevant, both for retention, and for preparing 

students for a future that we can’t predict. I’m less excited about teaching art and design to art 

students, and I’m more excited about teaching art and design to engineering students (personal 

communication, January 28, 2018). 
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APPENDIX N: INTERESTS OUTSIDE OF WORK 

Sculptor99 Posse Foundation and Antioch Prison Justice are my main involvements. I also play 

in a band. It’s not that I want to be seen in an activist way, it’s just that there is so much wrong in 

Detroit, so much wrong in higher education. So I’m trying to find ways that are organic 

opportunities to improve classroom experience, in particular with issues of diversity, with equity, 

with inclusion.  

Got grant last summer to create space in foundations classes to discuss these issues. Flips 

classroom, lectures and written critiques online. Homework is a big issue for first immigration 

college students (personal communication, January 28, 2018).  

Film00 Workaholic, multiple overlapping projects. Work, client projects, side projects. Watch 

movies, play video games, read books and comics, jog. I’m not opposed to doing extroverted 

things, but they tend to cost more money, time, and energy. I have a few scripts that I’m working 

on that are just for me (personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Dancer01 I work with what I call forward thinkers. I do a lot of different political communities, 

different demographics. I used to run a group called Defaced Society. The goal was to just get 

people to do better, in every architecture of their life. That group was composed of young bright 

thinkers from several fields. Our code was to walk with the all. To not create unnecessary 

divisions. Especially now, people who supposedly want unity don’t actually create it. It started 

when my friend had clothes that he didn’t know what to do with, we drove around Kansas City 

all day, finding the homeless hotspots and giving out the clothes. Through doing that, I realized 

that homeless don’t need clothes, they told us they needed hygiene products and socks. So we 

started creating survival packs and started dropping them off at certain drop off points. It was 

more about doing the right thing. We try to reduce the rhetoric, and stay away with a grandiose 
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plan. It’s evolved to giving support to rappers Teff Poe and other rappers to speak for the Brown 

family at the UN. We work with food not bombs, with self-defense programs, with people 

teaching economic strategies to lower income families (personal communication, December 28, 

2017).  

Vis00 All friends are creative. As much as I don’t know if I deserve it. I get pulled into the 

community all the time, via artists who are more involved. Minneapolis is a great creative 

community. I don’t get random calls anymore about my work. I don’t have a website of my own 

work. I don’t have enough free time to open myself up for that. I think I will always be a part of 

creative community though. It’s second nature at this point. I still look at a movie poster and 

critique it. It’s just who I am.  

Social media—staying neutral. Minnesota nice. But there is a community out here that is 

pushing for change and getting a lot done, but I’m not sure they are using the talent that is 

available. No one is pushing the envelope on their personal property, they have their appropriate 

BLM and everyone welcome signs in the yard. I did 7-8 protests in the past year.  Social media 

so dark and heavy that it takes a toll. I still listen to NPR and read but it’s hard to stay in social 

media. I actually missed the Women’s march this year because I pulled away. I pull away when 

there’s an emotional toll. Activism is very important. This year I donated more money than I 

ever have, to organizations like NAACP, Water Protectors. I’ve done more of that recently, 

which makes me a little nervous, because I wonder if it makes me more complacent, that I’m not 

out in the streets as much as I was a year or two ago.  

A lot of artists come from less. They become the big dreamers because they don’t have a 

lot to go on initially. If you have a lot of money and you have whatever you need, what do you 

need to dream about? More money? More control? People who come from less, they’re thinking 
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about how to better their situation. Because of that they are more likely to meet new people, 

people they wouldn’t have met otherwise. They think differently. The thought process is more 

communal and about bringing new things to the world (personal communication, January 28, 

2018).  

.  
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APPENDIX O: IF NOT FOR PASEO 

Sculptor99 It was in 1999 when the Columbine shootings happened, when that happened, I had 

a stark thought that came to my mind, because I was an outcast in elementary school. There was 

a part of me that imagined that if I had stayed in the Raytown public school system... I was 

spooked because there was a part of me that speculated that if I had stayed in that system, not 

that I would be a perpetrator, but I would have been one of those kids, like the “trench coat 

mafia” outcast kids who would’ve like despised being in that institution. I felt lucky that I ended 

up at Paseo. As much as suburban folks wanted to talk about “You’ve got guns and drugs at your 

school. You’ve got metal detectors? Don’t you feel unsafe?” And then when Columbine 

happened, I was like, “I’m in the safe place.” That’s how I felt about the transition from Raytown 

schools to Kansas City schools. I felt like I had a path. I had a way to be in the world that was 

going to be fruitful. 

If I hadn’t gone to those schools, I can’t imagine how miserable I would have been. I 

might have turned into a comic book nerd or something. It’s hard to imagine that I would have a 

life in art, because before I had those teachers, I just didn’t care (personal communication, 

January 28, 2018).  

Comic00 If not for Paseo, I am fairly certain I would have joined the military. I say that because 

I was seriously considering the Navy even as a Paseo student. But the thought of putting off art 

school for four years seemed like a long delay. So I decided to try to go straight for art school. I 

actually almost went to Milwaukee. I went to MCAD because I knew people there and it wasn’t 

as far. I was the first in my family to go to college, so there were a lot of mistakes made, number 

one, I shouldn’t have taken out private loans. My family didn’t have any money. I just figured 

out a way to make it work and some family co-signed on loans for me.   
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When I went to MCAD, I was, no shit, one of three black people there. I remember going 

to Denny’s and realizing I was the only black person in there. That I had never experienced. It 

was weird. I’ve always been a social chameleon. I’ve always had different groups of friends and 

different people I got along with. I did the same at MCAD, finding different sub groups (personal 

communication, February 3, 2018).  

Dancer01 Without Paseo, I would have just been another statistic, doing something I shouldn’t 

be doing. A pull from the divine pulling me from the shit I shouldn’t be doing. The light was 

more tempting than the nonsense. I think every young man and woman grows up wanting to be a 

hero of some sort. But along the way, the bumps and bruises come and some people turn out to 

be the villain.  

Everybody possesses that (gifts), but not everyone has the skill sets to cultivate that. But 

it’s difficult to get people to acknowledge that in themselves. There’s a concrete science and a 

divine science behind that. There’s an art to being a plumber or a dentist. And there’s potential to 

innovate in any area (personal communication, December 28, 2017).   

Pianist01 Without Paseo, I don’t know what I would have done for an outlet, for family, for 

counseling, all of it. Because they were more than just teachers. I called Mr. Smith Dad. To think 

about that is rough (personal communication, January 26, 2018). 
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APPENDIX P: HOME BACKGROUND 

Singer98 I grew up in a lower middle income household in a section 8 housing project. We 

always had music in the house. We had a little old beat up upright piano in the house and mom 

was a pretty good amateur piano player. Sometimes we’d sing songs together. My dad’s parents 

ran a dance studio in CA for 80 years. Both of his parents were choreographers and dance 

teachers and performers.  

My parents took me to shows. When I played trombone in the 4th grade they supported 

me. They supported my artistic interests. Then letting me go on auditions starting at the age of 

12. I did children’s theater starting around the ages 10-11. I did take dance classes when I was a 

kid, starting around 8. Jazz, ballet, tap, from 8-13. I started taking kids theater classes around 11-

12 (personal communication, February 1, 2018).  

Pianist01 My home situation wasn’t the greatest. My parents weren’t ever married. My father 

was married and had a whole other family...so I was mostly at my Grandma’s. It was all over the 

place. Music was my go to, the person who I trusted, loved, and cared about. It had my back, I 

had music’s back. It was my peace, my safe place (personal communication, January 26, 2018). 

Film00 My mom just wanted to support what I was interested in, and it was a unique opportunity 

that there was a program where I could just focus on taking art classes. Elementary school art 

classes felt more like babysitting. The kid I made the comics with was more talented than me, 

but he went to the math magnet. I guess when you’re a kid you just do whatever you’re supposed 

to. I guess my mom just supported me.  

Spent summers with dad in Nevada. Lived with sister and mom. My dad was supportive 

in some ways. It didn’t come up until I started college. He’s a social worker, he works for the 

state. I still don’t think he really knows what I do. Mom. She’s creative. She never had the 
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opportunity to apply that into a skill. She did study photography for a while, and I inherited some 

of her equipment.  

We had a lot of freedom, especially near high school. I was more on my own. I had 

friends over all the time (personal communication, December 28, 2017).  
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APPENDIX Q: INSTRUMENT 

Interview Questions 

RQ1 

• Why did you choose to attend Paseo? 

• Describe the preparation and facilities in your major area of study. 

• Do you believe that your high school experience prepared you academically? 

RQ2 

• What inspired you to start your artistic practice? 

• What was your childhood home(s) and neighborhood(s) like? Who did you live and interact 

with?  

• Looking back, were there moments that solidified your identity as an artist? 

• How often do you practice your artistic medium? How often did you in the past? 

• How do you handle setbacks? 

RQ3 

• What does a person need to thrive? Are you thriving? 

• Where are you employed now? How did you get into that field? 

• What are your interests outside of your job? What activities and/or events do you engage in 

to explore those interests? 
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