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NAOMI JOHNSON DIOUF leads a warm-up exercise in her African dance class at AileyCamp, a six- week program that teaches at-risk youths dancing and other life skills. -

Changmg lives, step by step

By Kimberly S. Wetzel
TIMES STAFF WRITER
HEIR BACKS ARCHED and the gen-
I tle glow of stage lights emphasizing
their sleek, black leotards, the mid-
dle-schoolers stand graceful and :'P}l as they
wait for the pianist to begin.

The group — dressed the part of pos-
tured, classic ballet dancers — is easily mis-
taken for seasoned young professionals.

But when AileyCamp ballet instructor
Willie Anderson asks them to assume the
pointe position, the jig is up: The students’

bodies jerk in and out of balance, their arms
totter up and down, and their ankles twitch
with tension.

Anderson watches and offers advice, forc-

- ing the students to hold the position long af-

ter comfort expires.

“Higher, higher!” he commands as he
moves through the wobbling crowd, tilting
heads upward. “Hands up, thumbs in!”

Soon, Anderson relents and lets the
youngsters drop to their heels. Onlookers

See AILEY, Page 15
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AILEYCAMP STUDENTS play with seaweed while 3
aboard the 82-foot schooner Seaward.
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ZOEY HILLFORD, 11, keeps her shoulders back and elbows out
while practicing foot movement for Willie Anderson’s ballet class at
AileyCamp, Wthh is sponsored by UC Berkeley's Cal Performances.

Alley
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exhale with smiles of relief,
though the dancers do not, in-
stead hustling 1nt0 the next po-
sition. -

It’s difficult belleve that
most of the 11- to 14-year-old
dancers . never. have faken a

dance class before. Many also
come from low-income families,

have only one parent at home
and live in neighborhoods that.

can be rough.

Regardless of such circum-.

stances, organizers of the Ailey-
Camp — a six-week program
sponsored by UC Berkeley’s Cal
Performances that teaches at-risk
youths dancmg and other life
skills — aim to mold disciplined,
focused, well-behaved young

adults who develop a passion for
the arts through holistic learn-

ing. oo ~
Founded in 1989 in Kansas
City by legendary dancer and
choreographer Alvin Ailey; Ail-
eyCamp is a national:program
that helps youths learn self-ex-
pression and self-respect through
dance and personal development
classes. The AﬂeyCamp overseen
by Cal Performances is the only
one of its kind on the West Coast.

. This year, local organizers
picked 80 students out of hun-
dreds of applicants from West
Contra Costa County, Oakland,
Berkeley and Albany to take part
in the African; ballet, modern and

jazz dance classes that are the

“program’s touchstone:

“Those selected must eXhlblt

-some or all of the camp S at-risk
criteria. Students receive trans-
portation, uniforms, meals, dance
lessons and personal develop* 7

n which they learn 1

; pics as health, re-  de
sponsibility, self-esteem, conflict -
awareness. .

resolution and drug

“What we teach them is there
are more important ways to be-
have,” said Shawn Nealy, per-
sonal development instructor for
the local program. “If they don’t

remove any blockage that they

have, they can 't perfpr'm well on

stage.”

The students take classes
Mondays through: Thursdays,

leaving Fridays open for field
trips where they test out their
“swim strokes, bowl for a strike
or- learn sailing - instruction-.

through the OCSC Sailing School

at school a
view, camp

[ance  pr i s
lights at UC Berkeley s Zeller-
hach Hall. This year’s perfor-

_mance, which is free and open

to.the public, is scheduled for
Aug. 2.

“For a lot of them, they come
in with a lot of challenges for
kids their age,” said program di-
rector David McCauley. “At the

end of the camp, there’s often a

huge change in many of them.”
‘Those changes include more
confidence, improved behavior
more worldly

anizers say.
The curriculum-is challeng-
nts take four dance

ern dance instructor M’bewe Es-
cobar yells during a recent prac-
tice, “Go back! You start with a
twist! You can do it, you just have
tofocus!”

Despite the hard work the
students say they enjoy it.

“I'm having a lot of fun,” said
Oakland resident Beautiful
Spears, 12. “I really. like ‘the
dance classes and am learning
so much.”

Though AileyCamp appealed

‘mainly to girls in past years, re-
cent efforts to get boys involved
have paid off ith 22 parhmpatg

to wear leotards but must wear
black shorts an white Tshirt.

said of the: boys “Dancm
fora dlfferent. set of mot

of the program 00. On a recent

sailing excursion, their male

side was apparent. :
“That’s where pirates. fight

~ each other with swords,” 11-year-

old - Oakland re51dent Sidney
George Jr. said as he glanced up
at the sails on their 82-foot
schooner for the day, Seaward.
For many of the students, the
sailing excursion is one of the

:highhghts ‘of the camp. Deck-

let them raise the sails and st ow
them sea critters.

" “Ooh, what the hecki 1s 1t?” 12-
year-old San Pablo resident Mia
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they conquer their fear of the wa-
ter, camp organizers say, they can
see the immediate transformation.
The same is true of dance
class:—the chﬂdren really start
to get it.
.. “Some of them are out of their
element and don’t know what to
expect,” Nealy said. “They just

~haven’t been exposed to other
‘ways of walking in the world,
other-ways of thinking. We really
_want to transform their lives.”

Reach Kimberly S. Wetzel .

at 510-262-2798 or.. ...
kwetzel@cctimes.com.




