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Dallas Jazz Piano Society stays on key for a cause

By TAYLOR DANSER %
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While traffic slowed one Thursday evening on Harry Hines Boulevard, not too far away,
people were tapping their feet to the sound of a jazz trio. But they weren’t sitting in a
club with a drink in hand, they were seated in a spacious hall at the Sammons Center for
the Arts.

Once a month, the Dallas Jazz Piano Society puts on concerts in the venue that was once
the Turtle Creek Pump Station. Guests enjoy a concert put on by skilled musicians, but
the event is not just about hearing good music. The group is encouraging children and
teenagers to become musicians through its Keys for Kids program, which provides
keyboards and a scholarship for instruction.

“We’re not necessarily looking for a music prodigy,” said Jim Callaway, founder of the
Dallas Jazz Piano Society. “We want to provide an opportunity for young people to learn
in a structured environment to add to their cultural experience and to learn something
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about music, not just what they hear on the radio.”

Callaway and other current board members founded the group in 2010 and are in their
fourth season of the concert series. They’re in their second season at Sammons.
Previously they were in The Dallas School of Music in North Dallas.

Guests at the November concert were nodding their heads in rhythm to the music of
Harold Arlen — famous for a number of tunes, including “Over the Rainbow” —
performed by Brian Piper on piano, James Driscoll on bass and Steve Barnes on drums.

Piper said he has worked with big names, including Ella Fitzgerald, Cab Calloway and
Lou Rawls, and he’s on faculty in the Division of Jazz Studies at the University of North
Texas. But he has also invested his interest of the Dallas Jazz Piano Society by being on
the board. He taught a couple of students when Keys for Kids started.

“It really is surprising to see the light bulbs go off and do something that they didn’t
even think they could do,” he said. “You take a kid that has had some, maybe, classical
training and for whatever reason, economic or otherwise, they can’t take lessons
anymore. But all of a sudden, they get the chance to do jazz, and it’s a different
discipline. And they come alive.”

Cost for adults to attend the monthly concert is $20. The net proceeds go to the Keys for
Kids program. The scholarship program is mostly funded by private donations, board
president Bob Donachie said.

The cost goes to loaning an electric keyboard to a student to practice and pays for an
instructor the jazz society provides. Students are referred to the group by area churches
and nonprofits. They just have to be older than 5 and have a demonstrated need.

No matter the age, as long as they’re committed, the Dallas Jazz Piano Society supports
them to learn piano through the time they graduate high school.

One of those instructors is Fredrick Sanders, a professional musician who is trained in
cello and piano. Callaway praises Sanders because he’s a skilled musician who can
connect with the kids.

“I grew up in West Dallas, and the area I grew up in, we didn’t have a music program. So
my mom and I would get on a city bus and go up to SMU and do some training,” he said.
“She really invested in me.”

Investing is what the Keys for Kids program is about. University Park resident Kelly



McDonald is an accountant, but she got involved with the society when it started just to
help out. She’s treasurer and on the board, but she’s really passionate about helping the
children.

“I think it changes lives, and it helps a young person to have goals and dreams that are
their own,” she said. “They have an opportunity to work with an adult that helps them
develop a talent and a skill, and they need to be independently committed to
practicing.”

If a student does not dedicate himself to practice, the instructor informs the board
members, who then talk with the parents. There is a chance of a scholarship being taken
away if, after that discussion, nothing improves. But in the 10 scholarships they have
provided, that hasn’t happened.

The Baker family drove to Sammons from Lewisville for the November concert, where
their kids, Caroline, 15, and Pierce, 10, were listening to the music. Both of them are
receiving scholarships through Keys for Kids.

“It lets you experience different types of music, shows you what you kind of like,”
Caroline said.

“It’s perseverance with them,” said Deedee, their mother. “When there’s been a time
when we thought we possibly couldn’t go through, Keys for Kids has been there.”

Students learn from their 40-minute weekly lessons, but they also learn from the
concert. Along with the musical performance, there’s a mic set up for a musician to give
short lectures. Piper introduced tunes with historical context. Before playing “Get
Happy,” he explained how the country was in the Great Depression when the song was
composed by Arlen.

“We don’t have night clubs here any more that do much of this kind of thing — at least
not in a family-friendly atmosphere,” Donachie said. “So we selfishly like having these
concerts.”

Jannett Smith attended the November concert. Her son benefited from a scholarship —
he’s in college at St. Olaf College in Minnesota.

“It just opened up his world to the jazz element that he hadn’t been exposed to to that
degree before,” she said. “They gave him this foundation to go on.”

Sanders had his 12-year-old daughter, Dominique, with him at the concert. The drive



from their home in Euless isn’t bad for him since he’s used to making it to teach at
Sammons for four hours after a nine-hour work day. His daughter is already following in
his footsteps by playing piano.

He teaches in formal and informal styles.

“It helps them not to have to depend on approval from their peers, but to be a great
musician, a great person; it’s teaching leadership, how to self-evaluate, problem-
solving — those type things,” he said.

Instruction with the help of Keys for Kids has worked for the Bakers.

“It’s for a well-rounded personality — music is just part of who you are,” Steven Baker
said. “It’s been a blessing and benefit all the way around.”

Park Cities/North Dallas editor Taylor Danser can be reached at 214-977-8058.

DALLAS JAZZ PIANO SOCIETY

Next concert: The music of Kurt Weill, featuring Stefan Karlsson on piano

When: 7:30 p.m. Dec. 11

Where: Sammons Center for the Arts, 3630 Harry Hines Blvd.

Cost: $20; students are admitted free with ID

More info: Call 214-353-9758 or visit dallasjazzpianosociety.wordpress.com

tel:214-353-9758
http://dallasjazzpianosociety.wordpress.com/
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Great article. You really captured the enthusiasm of our board, performers, audience and students. Thank
you! 
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