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ART CHATS REPORT 10.2.17
With support from an NEA Creativity Connects grant, as well as funding from the Peter Kiewit Foundation, NAC staff members designed and carried out a series of ‘Art Chat’ events with constituents throughout the state this summer.  The Chats were actually guided discussions that focused on the arts and cultural aspirations of participants, the challenges they face, and developing incremental steps to achieve their aspirations. 
Art Chats in Bassett, Columbus, Gordon, Nebraska City, and North Platte consisted of two-hour meetings with community members, while the Chats in Omaha, Kearney, and Scottsbluff were daylong events that included live performances by artists from both rural and urban communities in Nebraska. In all, 96 individuals from 19+ communities participated in Art Chats this summer.
NAC’s Key goals for the Art Chats:
· Increase participation, peer to peer connection and learning 
· Exchange ideas and celebrate community through the arts
· Showcase the arts and artists to inspire participants
· Foster connections between urban and rural constituents through the arts
· Help one another arrive at creative ideas to meet challenges

Evaluation Results (49 participants responded to an NAC survey following gatherings): 
	Description
	Very Valuable/Useful
	Somewhat Valuable/Useful
	Not
Valuable/ Useful
	Not Applicable or Don’t Know

	Engagement with others
	40
	9
	
	

	Peer to peer exchange of ideas
	40
	9
	
	

	Networking and making connections
	30
	19
	
	

	Inclusion of artist performances
	14
	16
	4
	15

	Overall experience
	33
	16
	
	

	Takeaways – new insights or ideas
	31
	17
	2
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Aspirational themes and definable steps toward achieving them
While discussions about aspirations went in many directions, a number of recurring themes emerged.
Below is a summary of aspirational themes that we heard in conversations around the state. 
· Each theme is followed by some of the ideas and steps toward achieving aspirations that were discussed. 
 
1. Greater Value and Recognition of the Arts  
	An aspiration for the wider community to recognize and value the arts was expressed in many discussions. Conversations revolved around building public awareness, arts advocacy, and increasing recognition of what artists and arts organizations do for their communities.  Several times we heard about a desire to broaden how we define the arts. The reasoning was that this might break down the public’s pre-conceptions and would encourage more individuals to realize how the arts impact their lives. In some instances, participants discussed the desire to see more people discover the arts as an avenue to reach their potential. The majority of discussions were very focused on local communities, but an aspiration to create a unified vision of the arts for all of Nebraska was also voiced. 

· De-mystify the arts to build appreciation and participation; encourage grass-roots community arts efforts and find entry points though social media.
· Build public awareness by including non-traditional facets of the arts
· Make the arts more central and valued in the panhandle by celebrating art of the rural and ‘pioneer can-do spirit’.
· Include arts and cultural activities that take place beyond galleries and concert halls.
· Use plain language; we may need to re-think artists’ terms and educators’ terms.
· Capture people’s interest and imagination by creating something beautiful.



2. Youth Arts Opportunities 
	Every single discussion group brought up an aspiration to provide more arts opportunities for our young people, beginning with PK-12 education.  In many cases, increasing arts instruction during the school-day was the focus. More participatory opportunities in after-school programs and outside of school were frequently discussed, as well as increased support for arts teachers.   

· Develop creative expression and participatory opportunities for very young children; Engage both parents and children by devising interactive creative activities.
· Change the dialogue about what art is – give permission to young people to be artists.
· Get active on school boards; go to meetings and select arts champs for the board; advocate to both state and local elected officials.
· Build an ‘Arts Pipeline’ ages 0 to adult (two pipelines – an ‘inward’ pipeline that brings people to arts venues and an ‘outward’ pipeline that introduces arts outside of typical arts settings).
· Increase youth exposure by offering arts in after-school programs, or out-of-school programs like workshops and summer camps.
· Incorporate the arts into existing events, and bring in children and families
· Tap local colleges to address shortage of artists to teach kids.
· Explore the possibility of internships or service learning programs with college students in rural areas where arts teachers are in short supply.
· Engage young people by giving them opportunities to volunteer, serve as interns, and participate as youth advisory board members.
3. Arts Infused Communities
              Participatory arts that can be shared by entire communities was one of the most frequently discussed aspirational themes that we heard. In some communities, individuals were more interested in the visual arts and public art, while performing arts or literature was the focus in other conversations. A desire to see more arts and creative opportunities infused throughout the community was a recurring theme. Conversations frequently turned to engaging people from all backgrounds and of all ages, as well as increasing exposure for local artists.  A desire to make communities vibrant and lively by infusing the arts was voiced by many participants.

· Show kids’ artwork or performances along with professional artists in order to bring in families.
· Find ways to bring arts into places where people receive services (such as medical or social services).
· Hold events for free to remove financial barriers; creative free advertising and promotion via social media, etc. 
· Make programs relevant to diverse communities; ask people from these communities what they want.
· Connect with other communities that have successful public art or downtown revitalization projects to learn how they worked with the business community and local government.
· Create or revitalize an existing local arts agency to generate arts programming in the community.
· If nothing is happening, start small with a monthly arts event that may grow in time; consider all the possible spaces where events might be held.	



4. Expand Audiences 
	Audience expansion is closely tied to the first three aspirations listed above, but was a distinct aspirational topic that frequently came up.  In some cases, a desire for more involvement by young people was a priority, while engaging a wide array of individuals who don’t ordinarily participate or attend arts events was also discussed. In some instances, we heard about the aspiration to build audiences by featuring local artists, promoting unique local assets, and developing cultural tourism. 
· Re-frame focus of the divide between east and west Nebraska and turn attention to building upon local assets; development of cultural tourism.
· Promote the arts by piggybacking on other events or attractions in the region.
· Sometimes attracting audiences from outside the area can help to build local recognition.
· Focus on what works and be consistent; repeating monthly events can eventually build attendance.
· Take a hard look at community groups that haven’t been reached and consider ways to engage with them.
· Work with the local high schools to offer more events available to multiple generations
· Bring in artists who will appeal to younger audiences.

5. Collaboration & Connectivity 
	Many participants voiced aspirations to connect more, network with other artists, and to increase collaborations between artists and organizations. Many conversations focused on bridging sectors, such as arts organizations with the business community or local government.  Other conversations revolved around building connections across cultures through the arts, and incorporating the arts as a way to give voice to people from different backgrounds.   

· Stay inspired by collaborating with other artists and actively engaging with others in the arts community – meet regularly to share challenges and ideas.
· Get leaders around the table, and think outside the box regarding whom to invite; think of the arts as an economic tool, and examine how it connects to their mission.
· Create collective/co-op of artists for galleries and group meetings.
· Overcome tunnel vision roadblocks by examining shared goals across sectors.
· Cultivate city leadership who are supportive of the arts and a solid infrastructure.

6. Sustainability  
	Finally, it is no surprise that sustainable finances for arts organizations and for individual artists were commonly discussed aspirations. Discussions about organizations were often about the desire for reliable, consistent funding, as well as expansion of donor bases.  Artists often voiced aspirations related to earning livable wages, affordability, and professional development. 

· Develop self-sustainability from ground zero; define markers and goals for organizational or personal professional development. 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Investigate whether a Kiewit ArtStock type of capacity-building program for non-profits could be extended to rural areas.
· Use evidenced-based research such as the research published by the Arts Education Partnership or Americans for the Arts to get funding.
· Investigate grants and artist residency opportunities.
· Secure professional development training for artists as business owners and entrepreneurs.
· Ensure that board members’ contributions are recognized, provide welcoming events, outline specific volunteer tasks that won’t overwhelm them. 
· Strengthen alliances with other groups that have shared goals in the face of economic challenges.
	
4 | Page

image1.jpeg




image2.jpeg




image3.png




