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teacher ever encouraged him in the arts or
uggested he had talent.

Something about the guitar, though, let

. him speak,

“In traditional music education, there’s
an overwhelming stress on fundamentals,”
he says. “They’re crucial, but self-expres-
sion isjust as important. Feeling that con-
nection gives you motivation to keep learn-
ing.”

For Lev1t a view of life came into being.
Playing alone or in a group, he says, forced
him not just to find an outlet for his emo-
tions,.but also to make decisions and see
what direction they took, hear others’
points of view and to be a leader when nec-
essary.

“Creativity isn’t just about mastering a

particular art form,” he says. “It’s a way of
finding out who you are and where you

want to go.”

Levitand his wife, Elaine, an Anne Arun-
del native, moved from New York to Annap-
olis in1996. At first, the place struck him as
awfully quiet. “Where’s the action?” he re-
members thinking. Then he discovered a
thriving music community that offered
plenty oflocal gigs, not to mention accessto

Washington and

“You wouldn’t - Baltimore.

‘ His touring
think they schedule never
. slowed down
i much — he still
could @UEE thﬂﬁ flies to Los Ange-
all off in EU$t @ les and Europe
regularly — but
i the slower pace of
W@@k, buz it life allowed him to

look around.
happensu What Levit saw

were kids; many
from low-income
areas, who had
many of the same
needs he’d had while growing up. “A lot of
young people, for socioeconomic or other
reasons, don’t have much of an opportunity
to explore creative options,” he says, “let
-alone mentors who support them uncondi-
tionally.” He decided to offer creativity as
an agent of change. ,

Levit, who-also paints and writes poetry,
started offering workshops and courses on
artistic inspiration, the creative process,
even entrepreneurship at public schools

Rhonda Ulmer, parent

and corporate retreats, at hospicés and in

rehab centers, in every case designing a
program unigue to his clientele. He earned
a reputation as a positive force, winning
honors from entities as diverse as Daimler-
Chrysler, the Maryland Artist Teacher In-
stitute and Leadership Anne Arundel.
“Whenever there’s a program or aproject
discussed that touches on creativity or the
arts, the first perscn everybody thinks
about is Rob,” says Langbein. “He has al-
ready done so much and people realize he
delivers.” .

‘i did that’ ,

“In person, Levit speaks with a convivial
ease that seems almost out of keeping with
the dead seriousness of his aims.

Referring once in a while to a meticu-
lously kept notebook, he extols the “life-
changing power” of the arts as easily as

~some might discuss the weather. ‘

“Ido believe in a holistic approach to edu-
cating, in dealing with the whole child,” he
says. “That sounds a little cliched, I guess,
but the trick is making it a reality and I
think we do that.” ;

Three years ago, he created a nonprofitto
thatend, Creating Communities, an crgani-
zation he hoped would “harness the power
of the arts to build life skills and self-esteem
and foster connections across cultures.” Its
first showcase was the arts academy, the
first incarnation of which accepted 27 stu-

dents between the ages of 7 and 17 and rec-.

ommended by the school system, a shelter
or a social service agency as a person with
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Rob Levit’s program is “a total arts-immersion-experience,” he says, where the 54 stu-
dents will learn African drumming, drama, jazz dance, poetry and mural-making.

interest or promise in the arts.

A raft of donors, including the county
government, several nonprofits and ahand-
ful of corporations, provided each student
with a full scholarship. Organizers say that
without aid, the camp would cost every at-
tendee about $600.

Levit hit the ground runnlng He hired
five mentors, including Raven Bishop, an
Anne Arundel art teacher, for jazz dance
and area musician Elizabeth Melvin for Af-
rican drumming, as well as a group of Vol
unteers.

Every morning, Levit met each child per-
sonally at the site, the Maryland Hall for the
Creative Arts in Annapolis, and rallied
them with a speech. The volunteers served
them breakfast. The teaching team divided
the children into groups, plurniged them into
creative projects and told them they would
puton an original play, a dancerecitaland a
group drumming session as well as exhibit
afull-fledged mural by the end of the week.

In groups that blended the younger stu-
dents with the older ones, they plotted strat-
egy, practiced skills and got encourage-
ment from mentors. Students worked up
their own chorecgraphy and practiced
daily, cameup with mural ideas and got to
work, and submerged themselves inensem-
ble drumming.

On the final day, every child took part in
an extended percussion jam. “You can’t do
that without coming to grips with working

- asateam,” Levit says.

“Rhonda Ulmer, an Odenton resident and
mother of two children who attended a pre-
vious camp, says the immersion approach
works likea charm. Her son Jordan, 9, ashy
fellow who has a form of epilepsy that can
cause stuttering, never guessed he’d have
the nerve to get up on a stage and speak in
front of anaudience.

That Friday he did, telling parents and
other community members, in flawless
English, what the camp had mesdnt to him.

Since then, she hasn’t been able tokeep Jor-

dan out of volunteer activities at his own

*school, Seven Oaks Elementary.

“T.attribute that change to Mr. Rob and

‘theacademy,” says Ulmer, whofirst encoun-

tered Levit in a leadership workshop.
“They’'re so attentive and loving. They
make the children feel they can accomplish
whatever they want. And they do.”

Both Jordan and Ta’Nia, 7, an artist who
loves drawing in colored pencil, took partin
creating a mural of Anne Arundel County
scenes that now adorns the wall of an An-
napolis Whole Foods. '

“Every time we go there, they point out

onemorearea of the mural they designedor
drew,” says Ulmer, who will bring the pair
.to camp again this year. “They say, ‘I did
that.” They’re really excited to feel they’re
part of the community.”

in the limelight

Injazz, the most stimulating jams can un-
fold from the simplest chord patterns.

Levit’s whole approach is like that. -

“I see [the arts academy] as one more me-
dium in which to express myself,” says
Levit, whe now calls arts buireach 50 per-
cent of his creative career.

The founding director. keeps improvis-
ing. Levit meets with the mentors every
spring, lays out a few goals, and leads a
brainstorming session in which they con-
jure new ideas to build on the old — one
reason the academy has grown each year,
from 27 students to 42 tothis year’s 54. ‘

For this summer; he has established are- -

lationship ‘with Happy Home, an orphan-
age in Gaborone, Botswana, and will ask
students to incorporate the African nation,
as well as the home and its children, in the
murals they’'ll make.

With the help of Creative Conversations,

another area nonprofit, he’s bringing in -

Kurtis Lamkin, a widely known South Car-
olina poet, to hold workshops on the oral
and musical traditions of African-Ameri-
can poetry. Teachers will be sharing new
arts-related terminology, including basics
like “rhythm” and “tempo” in music, and
test students on the words at week’s end.
Levit will bringhisband in to jam, asking
kids to sing scat. He'll show them inspira-
tional signs (“You Are Creative™) each
morning. And in drama and storytelling, a
new class, students will get up in front of

If you go
What: Closing performance of the
“Creating Communities Arts .
‘Meitorship Academy : :
‘Whisre: Maryland Hall for the Creat;ve;
“Arts, 801 Chase'St., Annzpolis

When: 1215 0.m. Friday, July2:
Admission: Free and open 15 the

Vpublic

_ lnformatﬁon'
creatingcommunitles net

others and try proven technigues — body’
language, projection, facial expressions — X
to “tell their own story.” -
Most of that work will be inc orporated in:
the closing performance Friday, an occa--
sion for parents, sponsors ané the general -
public. i
Those who have seen it say it is not to be+
missed. -
“It's amazing to watch these kids, many~
of whom start out very shy, get up on stage -
and show what they can do,” says Lang-.

- bein, adding that some glance toward Levit-

as they're speaking or performing “It’s-
hard to watch without getting tears in your .
eyes.”

“You wouldn’t think they could pu]l this
all off in just a week, but it happens,” says.
Rhonda Ulmer, whose children begged her
to get them out of a second week of YMCA ™
camp so they could at’tend Levit’s camp..
agdin.- =

Levitsaysit's hard to quantlfy astudent’s:
progress, butit canstillbehardtomiss. . <

Take the first year. On the very first day, -

every camp counselor’s nightinare hap-.-

pened when Levit realized, on taking at-~
tendance, that one of his campers — a pain--
fully withdrawn 12-year-old girl — was:
missing. ‘i

After a half- hour search, he found her:
hiding in a restroom. “She was terrlﬁed;".
[about trying] all this stuff)” he says. :

By Friday, the girl was part of a dance.

- troupe that performed onstage. She did Clog >,

well she was voted most improved artist ~»:
winning a scholarship to a class at Mary
land Hall. "
Levit, no longer anybody’s clown offersé 2
an earnest smile. :
“Will she be a professional dancer? Whos.i
knows?” he says “Ido knovv she felt a part- N
of something.” o
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