
NEW TIMES FOR TAs: A GROWTH SPURT 
FOR TEACHING ARTISTRY BY ERIC BOOTH

Do professions have lifecycle patterns? We know they get born and get old, 
like app design and television repair. If so, we can say that teaching artistry, 
still a young profession, is having a growth spurt. New energy is arising from 
the grassroots; new support structures are emerging; new employment is 
appearing; and new connections are being made that extend its reach.

Artists have been educators since the days of cave painting projects, but the 
“profession” of teaching artistry began in the early ‘80s, when the decrease in 
school arts programs prompted arts organizations to send more artists into 
schools to partly fill the gap. Over years, teaching artists’ (TAs) numbers, skills, 
kinds of employment, and distinctive contribution to the arts education ecosys-
tem have grown. This growth has evolved mostly under the radar and without 
any central organization, so that employers, trainers, stakeholders, learners, 
and even TAs themselves are not generally aware of the growing maturity. A 
vibrant sector knows its assets, uses them well, and builds on them. This is 
especially true when the asset is as distinctive and complementary as teaching 
artistry is to the other more visible players in arts education, like sequential 
instruction in schools, artist training programs, and arts education organiza-
tions. This article helps us recognize that this arts education asset is matur-
ing into an identifiable field. An expertise that is relied upon broadly in public 
schools, in arts integration, and in many community settings (e.g. healthcare, 
senior services, businesses, etc.), and that contributes to many innovations in 
arts learning, deserves recognition commensurate with its contribution. 

Defining Teaching Artistry
For decades, some U.S. teaching artists were averse to an inclusive 
definition of teaching artistry—feeling, perhaps romantically, that any  
definition limited the potential and the creative freedom of the field. Others 
have quibbled over which elements a definition should contain. Some have
been uncomfortable using the term “teaching artist” (first coined at Lincoln 
Center in the mid-70s) at all. But semantic quibbling leaks off potential power 
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and leaves the field disconnected. If we can’t define what a 
teaching artist is, how can we make its widespread practice 
visible, and how can we build momentum and support? 

Recognizing that an umbrella term and a general sense of 
identity is necessary to unify and advance the field, TAs are now 
widely embracing “teaching artist” as an imperfect but good-
enough name, and the following working definition has met with 
the approval of most TAs with whom I have tested it over the last 
couple of years: 

A teaching artist is an active artist who embodies and further 
develops the skills, curiosities, and habits of mind of an educator, 
in order to achieve a wide variety of learning goals in, through, 
and about the arts, with a wide variety of learners. 

This definition has garnered enough agreement, even from 
colleagues who used to demur, to offer it as a current statement 
of identity. 

Defining teaching artistry enables us to celebrate the fact that 
artists who develop educational skills are a distinctly potent part 
of increasingly important “collective impact” initiatives, such as 
creative youth development, STEAM curriculum, and 21st Century 
Learning Skills. TAs are functioning more effectively and strate-
gically in their partnership roles, working with arts teachers and 
other educators to accomplish the larger shared collective 
impact goals. TAs are particularly powerful at actively engaging 
learners, invigorating learners’ sense of their artist selves, and 
catalyzing creative potential.   

Building from the Grassroots
Recognizing the critical role that TAs play in the success of com-
munity arts education organizations in particular, the National 
Guild developed a series of working group sessions at its 2013 
Conference for Community Arts Education focused on advancing 
teaching artist development and pathways. These sessions, which 
I facilitated, brought together leaders (including TAs) from non-
profit arts education organizations across the country to discuss 
how their institutions and the field as a whole could increase 
access to quality arts education by supporting the development 
of professional teaching artists. These sessions were also a rare 
opportunity for arts education leaders to engage in deep dialogue 
about teaching artistry, to roll up their sleeves to chart a plan of 
action and start creating new tools to fulfill that plan. 

Since the 2014 conference, several working groups have contin-
ued to collaborate—without authorization or official organization 
but out of sheer determination—to launch projects that can make 
a lasting contribution to the field. One group collaborated to craft 
a Teaching Artist Manifesto. The following vision statement of 
identity, developed over six months and field tested on colleagues 
for refinement, aims to “capture the spirit, breadth, and purpose 
of teaching artists’ work and inspire collective solidarity”: 

 We are teaching artists. 
 We work with schools, theaters, concert halls, museums, 
 cultural institutions, community centers, wellness centers,   
 correctional facilities, families, businesses, (and many other   
 partners) to make the arts accessible to all, regardless of 
 circumstances or “talent”: to provide our communities with  
 quality art-making experiences that stimulate innovation, 
 critical thinking, curiosity, joy, understanding, self-expression,  
 empathy, and awareness; to employ the arts as a means of   
 bringing communities together, celebrating that which makes  
 us joyful, calling out that which we want to change. 
 
 We are storytellers. We are observers. We are performers. We  
 are writers. We are creators. We are designers. We are makers.  
 We represent all art forms. And we are strongest when we all  
 work together. 

 Thus, we pledge our commitment to:
 1. Building a strong, passionate, and engaged networks of 
  teaching artists who are ready and willing to both contribute  
  to and benefit from the power of our collective work;
 2. Promoting fair and equitable standards in the field; 
 3. Advocating for wages that ensure teaching artists can 
  make a living wage while doing their work; 
 4. Mobilizing and supporting the leadership of teaching artists  
  at the local, regional, and national levels to make change 
  in the communities we serve;  
 5. Sharing resources, research, news, opportunities, projects,  
  curriculum, and stories from the field;
 6. Producing and supporting national events, conversations, 
  and convenings that allow teaching artists to learn, create, 
  play, and work together toward collection action.

  Join us. Help us make these goals real.

A PDF version of the manifesto may be downloaded from the 
Teaching Artists Guild (TAG) website at 
www.teachingartistsguild.org. 

Building on the manifesto, the TAG is now launching a national 
Teaching Artist Asset Mapping Project (www.teachingartistsguild.
org/asset-map). Everyone connected to the field of teaching  
artistry is urged to contribute information about what they do.  
Recognizing the historic difficulty of finding information about 
teaching artistry, and of helping people benefit from the existing 
knowledge in the field, TAG is gathering information into one 
place where TAs, hiring organizations, funders, young artists,  
and the curious can go to access all the assets available (e.g., 
training, employment, special skills, new opportunities) that  
support professional TAs and the TA field. This project will  
require an unprecedented mobilization of the field to join in  
sharing information, which in itself will be an advance for a  
historically disconnected set of programs and individuals. 

Two other projects launched at the Guild’s 2013 conference are 
still developing. One is a map of pathways into and within the  
field of teaching artistry, which addresses the persistent  
questions of how people can get into the field and how they can 
advance. The second, a Teaching Artist Ecology Rubric, helps 
diverse communities (rural, suburban and urban) and their 
stakeholders clarify the health of their local teaching artist  
environment. The rubric will be used as an inventory and  
assessment tool; using it, localities can determine the strengths 
and weaknesses of their TA environment and can easily set  
standards and goals.  

TAG’s asset mapping project addresses a perennial problem in 
the TA field—awareness of resources. There are many valuable 
books, essays, short films and video instruction, archived 
weblogs, and many dozens of training opportunities around the  
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 Resources For Teaching Artists
 The Association of Teaching Artists, a website with other 
 services www.teachingartists.com

 Teaching Artist Journal, a quarterly professional  
 publication and online community  
 www.tajaltspace.com/teaching-artist-journal 

 Regional Connectors
 Artist to Artist in Minneapolis/St. Paul, 
 http://bit.ly/1wmz2V0

 The Center for Arts Education (also in NYC), 
 www.cae-nyc.org 

 CTAC—Chicago Teaching Artist Collective,  
 www.chicagoteachingartist.typepad.com

 NECAP—New England Consortium of Artist-Educator 
 Professionals, www.artisteducators.org

 New York City Arts in Education Roundtable, 
 www.nycaieroundtable.org

 Rhode Island Teaching Artist Center, 
 www.facebook.com/riteachingartists

 TAG—Teaching Artist Guild (based in Oakland CA, but with 
 national projects underway), www.teachingartistsguild.org 

 TASC—Teaching Artist Support Collaborative of California, 
 www.tascofcalifornia.org

 Washington State Teaching Artist Training Lab, 
 www.sct.org/For-Educators/TAT-Lab

 Documents for the National Field
 Lincoln Center Education Teaching Artist Rubric, 
 www.LincolnCenterEducation.org/TARubric

 NORC Teaching Artist Research Project (only national research  
 report), http://bit.ly/1D08c70

 Young Audiences Rubric for Teaching Artists’ Residency Design  
 and Implementation, http://bit.ly/1m06LQC

country. The sidebar suggests some key resources that support 
the field and, if the field mobilizes (for the first time) to  
contribute to it, the asset map will reveal a bounty of opportunity 
few currently realize.

Training
This was not true twenty years ago, and no other country can 
claim this: just about every significant conservatory and 
university arts training program has an elective way to develop  
teaching artist skills while learning artist skills. That claim  
represents an extraordinary change in one generation. Longy 
School of Music in Cambridge, MA, now even has TA skills as a 
graduation requirement, suggesting the growing realization that 
TA skills are part of the 21st century artist’s essential toolkit. 
There are several master’s degree programs in teaching artistry, 
and there are dozens of local workshops, intensives, and  
trainings available in cities around the country—soon to be listed 
on the asset map. 

Amidst this growing number of opportunities for emerging artists 
and novice TAs, there are fewer training programs available for 
those already working as artists or TAs looking to advance their 
skills. But new learning options for this group are emerging.

A high-visibility training was piloted this year by Lincoln Center 
Education in New York City. This sold-out two week intensive for 
committed intermediate-level TAs emphasizes core capacities 
that apply to the wide range of employment opportunities. The  

intermediate level training will be paired with training for  
advanced TAs starting in 2015. This program will evolve into a TA 
certification process. 

Another professional certification process is also underway 
through Arts for Learning Miami, a Young Audiences Chapter. 
Across five South Florida counties, they are designing a  
certification process in full collaboration with local TAs. Their 
goal is to create a process that is helpful and inspirational for 
TAs, as well as useful for the sponsoring local arts agencies. 
Designed mostly by TAs, these two initiatives to certify quality 
teaching artistry in New York and Florida indicate that the field 
is maturing. The field is beginning to agree upon benchmarks 
for quality and to see objective assessment as a learning tool for 
practitioners who want to get better—not just as an employment 
checklist that beleaguered workers dread but need to comply with.

Responding to the need to support the professional development 
of seasoned practitioners, colleges too are beginning to offer 
innovative advanced training opportunities. Columbia College 
Chicago’s Center for Community Arts Partnerships (CCAP) has 
created a Teaching Artist Development (TAD) Studio, which  
provides high-level professional development and training for  
TAs who wish to advance their work. Also, CCAP has developed  
a teaching artist minor through the education department to 
 support undergraduate interest in the field. In Los Angeles,  
CalArts Community Arts Partnership launched a nine week  
Summer Residency for Teaching Artists, that is unusually  
comprehensive, and that balances academic study and three 
weeks of work with students.  

Increasing Employment and Global  
Connections
While the field is professionalizing as a result of the changes 
cited above, expanding employment opportunities and global  
connectedness are oxygenating its identity and visibility.

The area of fastest employment growth is in creative aging.  
Recent research on the health and wellness benefits of  
participatory arts programs for older adults has led to increased 
support for their creation and development. It also informed the 
National Guild’s MetLife Foundation Creative Aging Program 
which for five years helped to support the development of creative 
aging programs at 38 organizations across the country. These 
and dozens of other newly created or expanded creative aging 
programs rely on TAs skilled at working with elders. To help 
meet this demand, both Lifetime Arts and the National Center for 
Creative Aging offer training and have created online directories 
designed to connect teaching artists seeking employment with 
organizations and program that serve older adults.

There is also an increase in arts and arts education organizations 
partnering with government and social service agencies, creating 
expanded opportunities for TAs to facilitate programs in hospi-
tals, prisons, homeless facilities, and more. Prominent cultural 
organizations like Carnegie Hall are pioneering this  
work with teaching artists at the forefront—Carnegie Hall’s 
Musical Connections (www.carnegiehall.org/MusicalConnections) 
relies on TAs to explore new compositional work in Sing Sing 
prison, in juvenile detention centers, in homeless shelters  
and hospitals. About 100 new El Sistema-inspired programs  
(www.elsistemausa.org) of intensive afterschool youth music 
ensembles for underserved communities in the U.S. have sprung 
up in the last six years. In this national movement, hundreds of 
TAs are now pioneering new ways to create life-changing learning 
environments in areas of poverty that accomplish transformative 
social and cognitive learning through intensive ensemble  
music practices. 

And for the first time ever, teaching artistry is developing global 
links. The semantic hurdle is even greater internationally, where 
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artist-educators are identified by many different terms, and 
where few have ever heard the term “teaching artist.” Nonethe-
less, there are promising beginnings of the recognition of shared 
aspirations and practices. There have now been two International 
Teaching Artist Conferences (Oslo 2012, Brisbane 2014) which 
have illuminated common understandings and practices used 
around the world (http://bit.ly/1m0eC0N). The recent ITAC2 in 
Brisbane launched international projects, some of which will be 
investigated at the Guild’s 2014 conference. Countries including 
England and Scotland, Norway, Japan, and Australia are actively 
developing national teaching artistry networks. And South Korea 
has invested heavily in teaching artistry to boost education and 
national wellbeing, with the government funding 4,700 hundred 
teaching artists, along with training and certification processes. 

The Future
Can you feel the surge of energy in the field? These new projects, 
resources, training and employment opportunities, and global 
connections will have lasting consequence only if individual TAs, 
and those who support and employ them, participate. There is 
plenty to do.

Join TAG’s asset mapping project. Gather names for effective 
networking and inform them about projects underway. Contribute 
to the TA Ecology Rubric and Pathways projects mentioned above. 
And get involved with the National Guild. The Guild is taking a 
lead in advancing teaching artistry and creating a national 
network for teaching artists, and for organizations that support 
and employ them, by offering opportunities for stakeholders 
across the country to work together and express their interests 
and aspirations. Follow this lead by participating in the hands-on 
field development sessions at this year’s Conference for  
Community Arts Education (www.communityartsed.org) and/
or by reading the resources and joining the projects that these 
sessions produce. 

Many volunteer leaders are moving the field forward; now is the 
time for you to join and turn a perennially promising field into a 
sustainably powerful field. 

Eric Booth is an author, speaker, and international arts learning 
consultant dedicated to the development of the teaching artist 
profession and art for youth development. Background and 
essays: www.ericbooth.net
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