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PLANET HARLEM MURAL Over the summer, Doing Art Together sponsored the renovation and expansion of this West Harlem mural that

now features dozens of renowned black & Hispanic men and women whose contributions have made a lasting impact. See story on page 4

Spotlight on Principals

In this issue we feature 2 innovative art ambassadors
at DAT-partner public schools in New York City
DAWN BROOKS DECOSTA
Now in her seventh year as principal
of Thurgood Marshall Academy Lower
School, Dawn Brooks DeCosta has seen
the positive impact Doing Art Together
has had on students.
DAT began working with the Washington
Heights school when DeCosta was an art
teacher there, a couple of years before she
took over as school leader.
Today, Doing Art Together serves 100
of the 222 students in the kindergarten
through fifth grade school, which includes

special education services. DAT’s presence became more essential when Brooks
DeCosta became principal, and the art
teacher position went unfilled.
With the new year in full swing, Brooks
DeCosta discussed how DAT classes have
stirred student creativity.
What do you like about DAT’s approach to
classroom instruction?
Dawn Brooks DeCosta: The collaborative
aspect of families and their children is
what I love most. They also collaborate
Continued on page 2

DAT Program Update
Summer/Fall 2017
Number of hands-on
art program hours: 706
Number of students
participating in
DAT programs: 1,699
Number of families in
DAT parent/child
workshops: 200
Number of years DAT has
provided hands-on
workshops in NYC: 35
To Donate, see page 3
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DAWN BROOKS DECOSTA
with our classroom teachers to ensure that
they are helping to benefit the children’s
academic as well as creative skills.
The children love the sessions and look
forward to [working with] the teaching
artists. [Students] are able to explore and
be creative and free.
Our children need this release now that
the academic expectations are much more
rigorous. Deeper learning also happens
when children are creating and asking
questions. The inquiry-based approach is
the highest form of learning.
Can you give an example about a specific
instance in which a DAT project had a
positive impact on a student?
Francis Estrada

DBD: We had a student years ago who was
very quiet, withdrawn and not performing
well academically.
Once she began to explore in the art club
with DAT, she blossomed and the glow of
self-esteem and creativity that she gained
transferred over to her socially and academically.
What are some of the building blocks DAT
gives students, which can help them later
in life?

Dawn Brooks DeCosta, principal of Thurgood Marshall Academy Lower School, with a class at the
Museum of Modern Art.

Many other disciplines like math, science,
reading and writing are now looking to
use the inquiry-based approach art educators have used since the beginning.

DBD: The inquiry-based approach allows
children to think deeply and discover.

Inquiry is a natural part of arts education. Teachers of the other disciplines can
learn a great deal from arts educators.
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in social studies by challenging them to
research and create.

REGINALD HIGGINS
Doing Art Together is now in its fourth
year at PS 125 Ralph Bunche School in
West Harlem, and has become an integral
part of the curriculum.
That’s thanks in large part to principal
Reginald Higgins, who has enthusiastically
embraced Doing Art Together’s emphasis
on encouraging student discovery and on
connecting art to different subjects.
Higgins, who has been principal for seven
years, said, as an educator, he appreciates
the way DAT has stoked student interest

Of the 300 students at PS 125, DAT now
serves a combined 110 throughout the
school year, including summer months.
The prekindergarten through fifth grade
school includes English Language Learners
and students with disabilities.
Higgins recently discussed Doing Art
Together and its role in helping boost the
school from “low-performing” to atop the
ranks.
What do you like about DAT’s approach to
classroom instruction?
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Do you think Doing Art Together fills a
need in your school?
DBD: As the school’s art teacher, once I
transitioned into the role of principal, I
was not able to replace myself. So DAT
has filled a gap with the quality that I have
always sought to provide for our children.
Reginald Higgins: I like that the DAT
faculty members are creating entry points
for diverse learners in science, technology,
engineering, art and mathematics.
They take the various content areas and
make it accessible through [art]activities
that capture the kids’ natural curiosity and
imagination.
Kids are engaged in hands-on activities
and enjoy the discourse that happens
when they talk about what they are creating with their peers and the teacher.
It is exciting to hear the kids take ownership over the learning and become teachers
Continued on page 3
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REGINALD HIGGINS
with each other. That is the true essence of
“good teaching.”
What are some of the building blocks that
Doing Art Together gives your students,
which can help them later in life?

Kids hear about the importance of thinking about a 21st century career but rarely
have experiences that prepare them for the
work of being an engineer. DAT creates
the experience that allows them to take on
the role of being an engineer or a scientist.
This is important because for a long time
our school’s focus has been on preparing
kids to test well on state exams.
What got lost was the benefit of exposing
kids to a well-rounded curriculum including science, social studies and the arts. Developing their imaginative abilities allows
all kids to show that they can perform at a
highly effective level and that they should
be recognized too, like the kids who score
well on state exams..DAT creates these experiences by weaving all the integral parts
of the school’s curriculum together.

“After I introduced DAT
into our school’s
programs, we noticed
a measurable increase
in student learning
outcomes.”
Do you think Doing Art Together fills a
need in your school, where that kind of art
education, because of limited resources,
may have been lacking?
RH: When I started at PS 125 there were
no arts, music, dance, theater, or physical
education programs. Kids were exposed
to a very narrow curriculum that prepared
them to take the New York State English
Language Arts exam and the New York
State Mathematics exam. Due to low
proficiency rates on these exams as a

Retsu Motoyoshi

RH: The most important sense that DAT
builds is using kids’ natural curiosity as the
leverage point to build their connection to
what is being taught.

Reginald Higgins, who has led PS 125 for seven years, grew up in a family of educators.

“low-performing school,” it was expected
that the majority of the school’s resources
should be devoted to test preparation.
Nevertheless, I had families, a few teachers
and my belief that every child needs access
to the arts to enrich learning. DAT came
in because it understood what our financial challenges were and wanted to provide
the most vulnerable kids with this experience of inquiry-driven, project-based, and
hands-on learning through the arts.
I’ll always remember the smiles from the
kids when they exhibited their work for
the community and families. They took
pride in what they had learned and what
was created.
After I introduced DAT into our school’s
programs, we noticed a measurable
increase in student learning outcomes.
Consequently, we have gone on to lead
Community School District 5 as the top
performing elementary school in both
literacy and mathematics.
What has been your own experiences with
art education — and art in general — and
has PS 125’s involvement with DAT shaped
or altered that in any way?
RH: I grew up in a family of educators
and I was exposed to many artistic styles.
When I attended elementary school, we
had robust programs that gave me an
appreciation of the arts. This experience
allowed me to receive a music scholarship to attend Morehouse College. I am
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grateful for the community of educators
that saw the value of the arts and created
the experience for me. Now is my opportunity to pay it forward for this generation
of learners.

Adopt-a-Doing Art
Together Program
$100 donation pays for 2 museum visits for
180 children
$350 donation pays for a 2-hour hands-on
art workshop for 30 children and parents
$500 donation pays for 6 scholarships for a
2-hour Professional Development session
for teachers
$1,000 donation pays for 3 STEAM classes
(Science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics) of 1 hour for 90 students
Please make your check payable to:
Doing Art Together Inc.
127 W. 127th St. Suite 304
New York, NY 10027
info@doingarttogether.org
Funding provided in part by Columbia
Community Service • NYC Dept. of
Cultural Affairs • NYC Dept. of Education
• The Heller Foundation • West Harlem
Development Corp.
We would like to thank our
editor Alexi Friedman.

dents with a nurturing and therapeutic environment where students have the opportunity to create art in a nonjudgmental and
relaxed environment.” Doing Art Together
also leads students on trips to a variety of
city cultural institutions, including The
Metropolitan Museum of Art and National
Museum of The American Indian.

Photos by Paul Deo Lowther

Arturo Garcia

A SAMPLING of the colorful collection of
artwork from students at ReStart Academy
at George Washington High School, CARES
(Comprehensive Adolescent Rehabilitation
and Education Service) and Promesa.

ReStart Academy
The city program provides
services to at-risk students
For more than a decade, Doing Art
Together has been working with ReStart
Academy.
The city Department of Education program provides educational services to
at-risk students — 13 to 21 years old — in

Planet Harlem Mural

transitional settings, including juvenile justice, substance abuse and mental behavioral
health treatment.

Electra Askitopoulos-Friedman

At the end of each 12-week workshop, Doing Art Together displays the students’
artwork at the site for them and their parents to view. Doing Art Together, Michas
said, has opened up doors for students
“to explore both their talents and career
exploration.”

ReStart has 27 locations throughout the
five boroughs, as well as two residential
sites in Upstate New York. Each one is
a collaboration with a partner agency,
community-based organization or public
school.
DAT staff has worked at nearly every site,
including the two upstate. ReStart Academy’s longtime principal is Joan Indart-Etienne.
Its assistant principal, Paula Michas, said
Doing Art Together “has provided our stu-

ReStart Principal Joan Indart-Etienne, at left;
and Assistant Principal Paula Michas.

Over the summer, Doing Art Together
sponsored and participated in a revitalization and expansion of the Planet Harlem
Mural on the corner of Malcolm X Boulevard and West 126th Street.

Simone, Tupac Shakur, Whitney Houston,
Romare Bearden, Langston Hughes, Celia
Cruz and Thurgood Marshall.

Located outside Corner Social restaurant,
the mural was originally created by Paul
Deo Lowther five years ago, and features a
striking image of Adam Clayton Powell Jr.,
as he rockets from Earth.
He is surrounded by various smaller images of famous black and Hispanic men and
women whose contributions have made a
lasting impression on the community.

Paul Deo Lowther, mural project leader.

ReStart teachers and DAT teaching artists
collaborate to develop a curriculum at each
ReStart site that is challenging and interesting for students. Indart-Etienne believes
that art can be interwoven with academics,
and that students can benefit from this
collaboration.

Among these figures are Louis Armstrong,
Maya Angelou, Barack Obama, Malcolm
X, Etta James, Martin Luther King Jr., Nina

In August and September, Lowther led a
team that included Theodore Brunston,
Anthony DeJesus, Yasmin Mohamed and
Ashuwr Person that repainted parts of the
existing mural and added the new figures.
Lowther and crew brightened up original
paints and replaced any portions that had
been damaged over time.
Doing Art Together, with special thanks
to the contributions of its board members
Harry Gaveras and Jason Leventhal, joined
together with young adults from the Harlem community to be part of this project.
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