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Nia Nunn Makepeace, executive director of the Southside Community Center, speaks to the
crowd at a concert to conclude the Community Unity Music Education Program Thursday night.
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program, now a dozen
years old, for nine years.

An assistant professor
in the department of edu-
cation at Ithaca College
and former school psy-
chologist at Beverly J.
Martin Elementary
School, Makepeace cre-
ates a juncture of high-
concept educational the-
ory and artistic expres-
sion to set a curriculum of
social justice and self-
worth.

Tackling topics rang-
ing from self-esteem to
marriage equality, she
finds ways to simplify
modern controversy and
issues in social justice in a
format that her pupils —
who range in age from S to
13 — can understand.

“It’s about simplifying
complex messages
through music,” Make-
peace said. “All the kids
are part of the conversa-
tion. Some people may
ask, ‘How do you explain
something like Black
Lives Matter to a S-year-
old?’ I teach them the con-
cept of being three-fifths
of a human being and be-
ing perceived as a per-
centage of a human being,
SO0 our conversation is
based around the idea
we’re 100 percent human,
then we’re good.”

The program started 12
years ago with her father,
founder and CEO of Com-
munity Unity Music Edu-
cation Program Fé Nunn,
an educator who decided
music and education
could be brought together
to create social awareness
among even the youngest
members of the commu-
nity.

Though successful in
its first three years, the

program really took off
when his daughter took
the reins, he said.

“It’s a happy experi-
ence, full of energy,” Fé
Nunn said. “With her con-
nection to the school dis-
trict and her commitment
to the community, it’s
really incredible. You just
have to listen to her to get
it.”

The youngest Ithacans
aren’t the only ones learn-
ing at the camp. Graduate
students under Make-
peace at Ithaca College
are often recruited to con-
duct field studies at the
camp, incorporating con-
cepts of differing types of
intelligence (or as Make-
peace describes it, “Not
how smart I am, how I am
smart”) and using music
in the classroom to create
an engaging environment
that promotes learning.

“There are no stan-
dards they have to make,
no state test to pass at the
end of it. It just focuses on
the learning and the fun,”
Ithaca College graduate
student Ben Capeless
said. “This camp really fo-
cuses more on the musical
side of things, but making
lessons more engaging in
the classroom by adding
music to them, finding
what makes your students
tick, what’s going to make
them learn better, creat-
ing a movement or dance
together to make learning
a bit more fun, this camp
sets a great example for
that. It was a great experi-
ence.”

At the conclusion of
each year’s camp, the chil-
dren hold a concert for the
community on the cen-
ter’s playground. Part
neighborhood  cookout
and part talent showcase,
the concert, which was
held Thursday evening,
fills the yard with parents
and teenagers and this
year was attended by both
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can feel like you’ve made
a world worth living in.
But if you make that
world and lose your soul,
what have you gained?
We’ve made measurable
progress both in Ithaca
and across the country.
Yet we are still in so much
pain. We are still losing
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Ithaca City School Dis-
trict Superintendent Lu-
velle Brown and Mayor
Svante Myrick.

Preparations for the
concert were intense, Ma-
kepeace said, but the
stakes were high. As she
said to the children during
a warm-up Wednesday
morning, “You're sharing
joy. You’re sharing happi-
ness, you can change
somebody’s life.”

Near the concert’s end,
Myrick stepped onto the
basketball court, micro-
phone in hand, to make a
speech. He talked of his
grandfather, who was a
music teacher, and spoke
of both the city and the na-
tion, noting that though
we’ve come far as a soci-
ety, there is still progress
to be made.

“As the mayor of a city,
Ilive in a concrete world.
Literallyy, my world is
paved in asphalt, in
plumbing systems,” Myr-
ick said. “When we look at
all the problems we have
in the city and the world,
we seem to think with the
material — the concrete
and the asphalt — we’ll be
able to fix these prob-
lems.”

He said leaders
when faced with tough de-
cisions — rarely look to
the material world to
make their cuts. They
look to the arts.

“You can pave the
streets, you can replace
the water meters, you can
attend to the material
world,” Myrick said. “You
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too many black men, peo-
ple of color, to police vio-
lence and brutality and
mass incarceration. We
are not solving these
problems with concrete,
asphalt or numbers. I
want to say to Southside
that we need water, we
need streets and we need
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lights, we need firefight-
ers and, for the moment,
we need police. But just as
bad as we need those
things, we need you.”

Follow Nick Reynolds on
Twitter @IJCityWatch.
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