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KIDS LAYING BEATS

| “1HAVE ADREAM!

STAY OFF THE STREETS
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Malik Reed (from left) Courtney Miller and Sedan Scott laugh as they edit song lyrics during a music workshop
sponsored by the Music Resource Center at Withrow University High School.

Teens become M(Cs at MRC

Music Resource
Center opening
program in July
By John Johnston

Jjohnston@enquirer.com

Masai Cawley stares intently at the
rap lyrics he’s written on lined notebook
paper. Some words have been
scratched out.

“It just feels like you're taking all the
oomph out of it,” the Oakley teen says to
Karen D’Agostino.

In this case, Cawley means curse
words. D’Agostino is adamant that the
song not contain any.

“You can put the oomph in it in a dif-
ferent way,” D’Agostino tells him.

School’s out on this warm spring
afternoon, but two classrooms at With-
row High buzzed. Cawley and other
teens have spent a portion of their week
producing their own rap songs. This
day, using microphones and laptop
computers, they’ll record them.

The students are participants in the
final school outreach program of a fledg-
ling nonprofit called the Music Re-
source Center-Cincinnati. Its mission:
Use music education and performance
experiences to teach life skills and build
self-confidence.

Work is nearly complete on the cen-
ter’'s permanent home, a yellow brick
and concrete building in Evanston that
once was a meeting place for cement
masons and now includes a Cincinnati

Masai Cawley does a microphone check with the help of Karen D’Agostino,
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executive director of the Music Resource Center-Cincinnati.
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Report on music, art education in schools
shows mixed results.

police substation. D’Agostino, the cen-
ter’s executive director, is hoping for a
mid-July grand opening.

“The goalis to get kids off the street,”
she says. “If we can get one kid that was
going to make a bad decision to be in
here instead, it’s been worth all of it.”

Anderson ~ Township  resident
D’Agostino, 40, a married mother of
four kids ages 9 to 15, would seem an un-

likely person to lead such an effort.

While driving through Over-the-
Rhine four years ago on the way to pick
up supplies for her art studio, she no-
ticed what seemed like hundreds of
teens hanging out on street corners.

“I.couldn’t stop thinking aboutit,” she
says.

She did some research and found
that many after-school programs target
younger kids. She knew any venture
aimed at middle and high school stu-
dents would require a certain coolness
factor. And music is unequivocally cool.

See MUSIC, Page A10
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D’Agostino happens to be
a fan of the Dave Matthews
Band, which plays tonight at
Riverbend Music Center.
The group has been a big
supporter of the original Mu-
sic Resource Center in its
hometown of Charlottesville,
Va.

She visited, and came
away impressed.

Now in its 14th year, the
MRC features a state-of-the-
art studio — used by 900 stu-
dents last year - that gives
teens hands-on experience in
every phase of music produc-
tion. Life-skills mentoring is
an integral part of the pro-
gram. This is what Cincinnati
needs, D’Agostino told her-
self.

She closed her art studio,
then began recruiting an ad-
visory board and raising
money. The center will open
with at least a $90,000 budg-
et, a digital recording studio
and two rehearsal studios.
Additional funding is pend-
ing to equip more studios.

A year ago she hired pro-
gram director Josh Elstro,
who has an electronic media
degree from the University of
Cincinnati’s College-Conser-
vatory of Music. She also
started outreach programs at
two high schools, Shroder
and Withrow, and three ele-
mentary schools, Hoffman-
Parham, Bond Hill Academy
and Hays-Porter.

D’Agostino  devotes as
much as 60 hours a week to
the project. Staffers at the
Charlottesville center “have
held my hands every step of
the way.”

A goal of the outreach pro-
grams, D’Agostino says, was
to recruit a core group of
teens to be student leaders.
That group includes Cha-
fonte Williams, who attended
outreach sessions at Hoff-
man-Parham. He'll be a fresh-
man at Withrow University
High this fall.

“Ilike coming up with new
songs, making new beats,
and helping other people pro-
duce songs,” the 14-year-old
from Evanston says.

But his initial effort at writ-
ing a rap drew a rebuke from
D’Agostino.

An ongoing challenge, she
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Karen D’Agostino, executive director of Music Resource

Center-Cincinnati, listens to music by Withrow stu-
dents Jonathan Ellery Jr. (left) and Marcus Davis Jr.

How to help

The Music Resource Center, which is aiming for a mid-July
grand opening, still has many needs, including money, equip-
ment and volunteers, executive director Karen D’Agostino says.

Volunteers are needed to give music lessons and serve as
mentors; money is needed for start-up costs and to buy equip-
ment. Donations of used equipment - instruments, amplifiers
and the like - also are being sought.

The center is for students in seventh to 12th grades. Member-
ship will be $24 a year. Regular hours are expected to be 2:30-
6:30 p.m. Monday-Friday. Information: www.mrccinci.org or 513-

544-8422.

says, has been toreinin teens
who attempt to push bound-
aries when it comes to con-
tent. She won’t bend: No
curse words; no drugs-are-
cool references; no lyrics that
put killing in a positive light.

Chafonte tore up his
curse-word laden lyrics and
returned with a song titled
“Terrible Father.”

“It'sabout how his dad was
not a very good dad, but how
strong his mom is,” D’Agosti-
no says, tears in her eyes.
“It's moving. These kids have
alot to say.”

Chafonte is the middle of
Yolanda Williams” three
boys. The oldest, 19, is serv-
ing time for a robbery convic-
tion, and the single mother
says he might have benefited
from a program like the Mu-
sic Resource Center.

For Chafonte, the benefits
go beyond producing a
“clean” rap song, his mother
says. “It was a learning expe-
rience, and now he’s able to
teach other kids how it’s
done. It keeps him focused,
and gives him something

constructive to do with his
time. It helps him express
himself and build up social
skills.”

D’Agostino’s hope is that
what young people learn at
the center — about following
rules, respecting others, col-
laborating with people from
different neighborhoods -
will seep into other areas of
their lives.

Masai Cawley counts him-
self among the program’s
fans. “I'm glad I got the op-
portunity to do this,” he says
a few weeks before graduat-
ing from Withrow University
High. He’s in a classroom
putting finishing touches on
his rap song — which no lon-
ger contains curse words.

He tells D’Agostino he’s
ready to record. Then, hold-
ing a microphone, he takes a
deep breath and launches in-
to “The Hottest.”

Moments later he dons
headphones and listens to
the recording, his body mov-
ing and swaying to a pulsat-
ing beat, satisfied that his
song hasn’t lost any oomph.

This article has been reprinted with the permission of the Cincinnati Enquirer and the author, John Johnston.



