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Arts with Passion

From Duke Ellington in the District to
Fairfax Academy to private school offerings,
students have intense options.

By Julia O’Donoghue
The Connection

f Tommy Wilson had been a cartoon

character, his parents would have

been picking his jaw up off the floor

as he walked out of theater at Duke
Ellington School of the Arts on the
evening of Nov. 5.

The eighth grader who attends Saint
Mark’s School in Vienna had just sat
through performances by Ellington’s vocal
department and orchestra on their
Georgetown campus. Teenagers from the
D.C. public high school had just run
through several pieces from George
Gershwin’s famous American opera, “Porgy
and Bess.”

“I have been to a lot of high schools so
far and I was just blown away by the per-
formance. I mean, in eight weeks, they can
put that on? If you gave my school a de-
cade, we couldn’t
come close to doing
that,” said Tommy,
who has a passion for
the performing arts.

The middle school
student has sung
with the Children’s
Chorus of Washing-
ton and performed in
several theater pro-
ductions with the
McLean Community
Players and Elden
Street Players.

TOMMY LIVES in the Oakton High School
district but his family has been shopping
around for other educational options.

Tommy’s mother, Kerry Wilson, is look-
ing for a school with a strong performing
arts program that could nurture her son’s
artistic talent and interests. That is what led
them to Ellington for the Friday night stu-
dent performance. It is the only high school
in Metropolitan Washington where the en-
tire student body is enrolled in a “pre-pro-
fessional” arts curriculum.

“There is really nothing else equivalent
to this,” said Tommy of Ellington’s pro-
gram.

Ellington students follow their traditional
general education classes every school day
with three hours of training in dance, in-
strumental music, theater, vocal music, vi-
sual arts, technical design and production,
museum studies or literary media and com-
munication.
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“Art is definitely not
a hobby for our
students. It is hard
work, even when they
are in a department
that they love.”

— Barbara Power,
Duke Ellington admissions

Students applying to Ellington must au-
dition or submit a portfolio of work directly
to one of the school’s eight departments.
Competition for slots in the school is steep,
particularly in departments like theater and
vocal arts, where more than 200 people can
apply for only a handful of slots.

Those who make it past the audition or
portfolio review are required to have a fam-
ily interview with Ellington staff, to ensure
the school is a good fit for the student.

“This is a place for kids who need to do
this and who couldn’t do anything else. Art
is definitely not a hobby for our students.
It is hard work, even when they are in a
department that they love,” said Barbara
Power, head of Ellington admissions.

Oakton is one of the highest-achieving
high schools in one of the country’s high-
est achieving school districts. Ellington, on
the other hand, admits on its Web site that
some of its students arrive as freshman
reading and doing
math at an elemen-
tary school level.

Still, about four
percent of Ellington’s
approximately 420
students live in Vir-
ginia and six percent
live in Maryland.
Those parents have
not only chosen D.C.
Public Schools over
better-regarded pub-
lic and private op-
tions but also pay
about $10,400 in out-
of-state school tuition every year to send
their child to Ellington.

“Artistically, it is the best. You get things
here that you can’t get at any other schools
in the area. There is nothing like this in
Northern Virginia,” said Laurie Cook, a
McLean resident who is head of Ellington’s
instrumental music group in the Parent
Teacher Association.

COOK’S SON Colin, a junior, is in his sec-
ond year at Ellington after attending el-
ementary and middle school at the private
Flint Hill School in Oakton, and freshman
year of high school at the local public high
school, Langley in McLean.

When it became obvious Colin wanted
to pursue a career in music in ninth grade,
Cook started looking at more rigorous
music program options.

She and her husband even considered
sending their son to boarding school at one
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Colin Cook

point, when the local options appeared to
be limited. At the time, the couple had res-
ervations about the D.C. Public School sys-
tem.

But Cook decided to give Ellington a
chance after the Flint Hill fine arts director
and others raved about the quality of the
music instruction. A site visit only con-
firmed that Ellington was the right place
for her son.

The arts school was certainly a departure
from what her son was used to at Langley,
a school where the 2,060 student body was
just over 73 percent Caucasian and less
than one percent of the students came from
low-income households the year Colin at-
tended. Ellington, by contrast, has only 470
students, approximately 9 percent Cauca-
sian and 85 percent African American.

But Cook’s son had never felt so com-
fortable anywhere else from the moment
he walked through the door.

“When Colin and I walked into this
school for the first time, I won’t forget it.
He turned to me and said ‘This is where I
need to be. These kids speak my lan-
guage,’” said Cook.

Colin is not the only Fairfax County teen-
ager to have that reaction when visiting
Ellington.

Becky Stewart’s son Jonathan called
Ellington “a haven of like-minded people,”
the first time the family visited the campus
at the end of last year.

Jonathan had spent his entire freshman
year of high school begging his mother to
let him apply to Ellington. Up until that
point, Jonathan had only attended private
schools, Herndon’s Nysmith School for the
Gifted through elementary school and St.
Andrew’s Episcopal Day School in
Potomac, Md. for middle school and ninth
grade.

November 2009 @ Great Falls Connection

ursue the

Becky Stewart finally caved and said that
she would visit Ellington if Jonathan could
manage to get an audition last spring. When
Jonathan, who plays the upright bass, was
accepted to Ellington, Stewart was skepti-
cal about letting him transfer, until her visit.

“All the kids just seemed so happy. There
is three hours of instruction every day so
you know every child that goes to school
here wants to go to school here,” said
Stewart. The Stewarts live in Herndon.

BUT THIS IS not just about Jonathan or
Colin’s happiness. Both students and their
families said the quality of music instruc-
tion and guidance they receive at Ellington
is head and shoulders above what they got
at their previous high schools or through
private instruction.

“My [musical] prowess has probably
doubled in the short time that I have been
here,” said Jonathan.

Currently, the school has former students
at most of the country’s top arts programs
including those at Yale University, New York
University, Harvard University, The Juilliard
School, Smith College, Parsons School of
Design and Pratt Institute.

When Cook mentioned her son Colin
had set a goal of getting into the Berklee
School of Music, a top conservatory pro-
gram for Jazz and contemporary music, one
of his Ellington instructors responded that
he expected Colin to not only get into
Berklee and Juilliard but that he expected
the student to get scholarships to both
schools.

“We commute here every day from
McLean but the sacrifice is well worth it,”
said Cook.

Ellington is a big commitment, both in
terms of time and money for families.

Tommy and his mother Kerry wonder
why Northern Virginia public schools don’t
offer a regional program equivalent to
Ellington’s.

“If they could do [Thomas Jefferson High
School for Science and Technology], they
could do something like Ellington,” said
Kerry Wilson.

FAIRFAX COUNTY offers pre-professional
arts courses through the Fairfax Academy
for Communications and the Arts at Fairfax
High School. High school juniors and se-
niors from around the county come to the
academy for a special 90-minute class each
day in the areas of dance, fashion design,
music and computer technology, graphics,
musical theater, acting, photography and
television production.

“There is ... a significant percentage of
students who come here because they have
a strong interest in that area and are ex-
ploring it as a possible career option,” said
Gwen Plummer, the academy’s career ex-
perience specialist.
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