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Cuyahoga Arts & Culture at work:
Jazz at the Settlement program

by Mike Telin

Last week Cuyahoga Arts & Culture (CAC) re-
leased new data demonstrating that public fund-
ing for arts and culture is having a positive im-
pact on the residents of Cuyahoga County. The 
Report focuses on CAC’s work in strengthening 
community in Cuyahoga County, by Enriching 
community, Enhancing education and Contribut-
ing to our local economy. (A PDF of the Report 
to the Community is available here). 

“Each year CAC publishes a report that helps to 
show the public how their investment is being spent, and that it’s a good investment,” 
says CAC’s executive director, Karen Gahl-Mills. “But what I take away from this partic-
ular report, is that [not only do] we have great statistics but now that we’ve been [funding 
organizations] since 2006, we also have some great stories to tell.” One story that is high-
lighted in the report is the Cleveland Music Settlement’s Jazz at the Settlement (JAMS) 
program. 

started coming to the Settlement, he had just joined the organization and was looking at 
ways to inject new energy into the school's department of music. “I had just hired Eric 
Gould as the new head of the department of music and even though he is trained as a 
classical musician, his primary background was a jazz composer and musician. Eric felt 
that an American music jazz program would serve the organization very well in terms of 
reaching out to underserved communities as well as broadening the base of our offerings. 

we’re really about making better people. So they may not end up being musicians, but 

also points out that the mission of the Settlement is to serve the entire community regard-
less of their ability to pay.

“They’ve gone from the Settlement house tradition to where they are today and the risks 
they’ve had to take and the things they’ve had to do in order to fund those risks,” Gahl-
Mills points out. “
money would allow them to experiment a little with what they needed to do to stay cur-



public dollars. They know that they have to change with the times, so when there are 
some public dollars that come to the table as operating support it gives organizations a 
chance to make changes that will enable them to connect with the public in an even better 
way.” 

We spoke to Charles Lawrence by telephone and asked him to tell us more about the Jazz 
at the Settlement program. 

Mike Telin: Thanks so much for taking the time to talk and congratulations on the suc-
cess of the program. But what were the challenges of getting it off the ground?

Charles Lawrence: Thanks, it was a real align-
ment of the stars. The JAM program seemed like 

start a program like it because we knew that a sig-
-

lenged to pay to kind of tuition that we were 

challenge as well. 

Eric Gould, who was the head of the department, 
had great connections in the jazz community and 

he said that he could bring in the best faculty around but we needed to make [the pro-
gram] accessible to the community. So we designated some CAC dollars right off the bat 

-

that we would get a mix of students that could pay tuition, partial tuition and people who 
could only pay very little. So the CAC was really critical in helping us to do what I call 
sort of an R&D approach were we actually invested ahead in a program that we thought 
would gain traction and grow, and it has worked out exactly that way. 

MT: That is an interesting approach, but it has proven to be successful. 

CL: The thing that is unique is that the program has actually changed our whole approach 
to music education. It’s sort of a back to the future program in that the kids come on Sat-
urdays at 9:00 am and they stay until 1:00 pm. 

When you and I were going to community music schools we were expected to take the-
ory and to be involved in composition and ensembles. Now many education programs in 
community music centers are [all about] one-on-one instruction but we felt that it was 

dollars allowed us to make [the program] available to folks who would normally not be 
able to afford it. 



MT: Obviously this is the type of program the community wanted.

CL: The program just took off. The enrollment was strong from the very beginning and 
we found out very quickly that there was also a strong jazz culture in Cleveland that sup-
ported the program both at the instruction level and at the student level. It has become 

MT: Interesting — and word of mouth is the best advertising. 

CL: It’s very hard to get teenagers [to come to] any program, but when they’re talking to 
their friends and telling them that they have to be here, you’ve got to be part of this, it re-
ally helps. 

The other thing that happened is that because we had invested CAC dollars in the JAMS 

Berklee College of Music. They saw the commitment that we were making to the pro-
gram and the depth of experience that we’re bringing to the kids and they agreed to part-
ner with us as part of their Berklee City Music program. It’s a community-based program 
that brings curriculum to the kids. So part of that four-hour experience on Saturdays is to 
go to the computer lab and get the history of jazz from the distinguished faculty at 
Berklee. 

[It was great to have] a high-level, visible partner very early in the process. So [CAC dol-
lars] not only served the original intent, which was to broaden the impact of our curricu-
lum and to do a better job of serving the underserved, which is what the Music Settlement 
is all about, but it has also changed our culture which is very exciting. 

MT: How has it changed the culture?

CL: We are now aligning our immersion program in classical music with the JAMS pro-
gram so the kids can join together. Our orchestra now [studies] improvisation, and the 
jazz and orchestra kids sit next to each other, so we actually now have an orchestra that 
has a rhythm section, a DJ, a vocalist and en entire string section. It’s changed the whole 
culture. 

We absolutely have strong musicianship at the core of every program, and now some of 
our top string students can stand up and improvise as well as play off the page. 

I’ll tell you something, this is really engaging the kids. It is very attractive to young peo-
ple who want to have more of a world music experience and without the timing of the 
CAC dollars, we would not have been able to make this kind of jump and to move the de-

MT: This is an amazing story and I need to do a follow-up. Is there anything else you’d 
like to add?

-
ceived exciting news this week that one of our kids has now gotten a Presidential Schol-



arship to Berklee which means that everything is paid. Not just tuition, everything. And 
about a dozen kids have gotten scholarships to major music programs in the area, and this 
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