


Illuminate Bring new attention to or elevate key community 
assets and issues, voices of residents, local history, or cultural 
infrastructure

Energize Inject new or additional energy, resources, activity, 
people, or enthusiasm into a place, community issue, or local 
economy

Imagine Envision new possibilities for a community or place - a 
new future, a new way of overcoming a challenge, or approaching 
problem-solving

Connect Bring together communities, people, places, and 
economic opportunity via physical spaces or new relationships

Why Arts, Culture and Design?



Integration of arts, culture, and design activities into efforts that 
strengthen communities by advancing local economic, physical 
and/or social outcomes

Partnership between local/tribal government + nonprofit 

Creative Placemaking – NEA Our Town Program
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Sustained support and recognition of arts,  

design, and cultural strategies as integral  to 

every phase of community development 

across the United States
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Increased integration of arts, design, and  

cultural strategies among local, cross-sector  

partners, leading to economic,  physical, and 

social change

Our Town
Theory of Change

PROBLEM STATEMENT: American communities everywhere face a distinctive set of local economic,

physical, and/or social challenges. Yet community leaders are often unaware of solutions that stem from

the successful adoption and integration of arts, design, and cultural strategies.
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NEA Our Town Communities
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My Pool, My City
Forklift Danceworks

Austin, TX
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Artist Space and Pow Wow Grounds
Thunder Valley CDC

Pine Ridge Reservation, SD
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The Public’s Art
Fulton County Arts Council

GA
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Somos Oasis
Kounkuey Design Initiative +Desert Recreation District

Oasis, CA



Pre-Enactment Theater
Harrison Center for the Arts

Indianapolis, IN
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Rural and Proud
Epicenter

Green River, UT
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Welcoming Pittsburgh
Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council

Pittsburgh, PA



Knowledge Building
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Jen Hughes
Director of Design and Creative Placemaking

hughesj@arts.gov



Art of the Rural is a collaborative organization with a 

mission to advance rural culture and quality of life 

through relationships and knowledge building that 

connect communities, cultivate dialogue, and forward 

rural-urban exchange. 

Through local, regional, and national projects we seek 

to embody the value, diversity, and nuance of rural 

America and inspire lasting connections to its people 

and places.















Rural places need an economy sufficiently vibrant 

to provide the income necessary;

a diverse, dynamic and inclusive culture; 

and a human ecosystem which offers 

opportunities for personal expression and active 

community engagement.

Rural communities and regions must offer 

the economic, social, cultural and 

environmental attributes necessary to support 

citizens and leaders in their places.



Wednesday, November 9, 2016: 

A new context for creative placemaking

• Increased visibility of rural America in the media

• Desire for projects that find common ground and collective 
impact

• Continued expansion of creative placemaking 
knowledge/resources

• Emergence of outreach programs by support structures 
that had previously not engaged rural communities



At 40,000 Feet: Rural Creative Placemaking futures

• Direct engagement and immersion with rural places, projects, 

and regions 

• comparative learning, network convergence and exchange

• Increased communication of the value, diversity, and nuance of 

rural places

• to the stakeholders, funders, local government

• urban/suburban neighbors

• Alignment of policy, practice, research, and philanthropy

• Collaborative efforts to steward these futures, gather the field, 

and share knowledge and networks



artoftherural.org ruralgeneration.org



We believe-

that with the right approach, the same tools and capacities 

artists use to make art can be utilized to transform systems and 

improve the impacts of government and community-driven 

efforts and programs. 



OUR VALUES
...we commit to racial justice, institutional change, and 
system transformation.

...we commit to hosting and supporting practices of 
inclusion.

...we use the term artist expansively to include those who 
think of themselves as artists, designers, culture-makers, and 
heritage holders.



If you are working towards impact, 
the people you hope to impact 

must be the authors of any vision for change. 
And, 

they must be co-designers and co-leaders of 
any strategies to accomplish that impact.. 



Competencies we work on 
include:



Inclusive & Equitable Public Engagement 

who is at the table? who needs to be at the table? 
who sets the table? 

and bodies of practice around 

Invitation, hosting and guesting, coming and going 



partnership practice across fields and sectors
(translation, communication, collaboration) 



authentic listening 

within the partnership and beyond it:
who do we need to listen to 

for the work to be successful, 
what does listening look and feel like to us, 

what do we need to do to earn the right to listen, 
what promises do we make when we listen? 



expanding artist awareness of own assets 
in the context of community collaborations 



expanding potential of non-arts system partners 
to imagine a broader array 

of process and output options
when they collaborate with artists 



supporting non-arts organizations
in evolving institutional practices 

that may make these collaborations more possible 



at the local public and non profit ecosystem level, 
advocating for 

arts-based community led transformation 
being a powerful contributor 

to social justice and public good movements 



1- Inclusive & equitable public engagement 
2- partnership practice across fields and sectors 

3- authentic listening 
4- expanding artist awareness of own assets 

5- expanding potential of non-arts system partners 
6- supporting non-arts organizations in evolving 

institutional practices 
7- advocating for arts-based community led 

transformation 



Articulating a spectrum of art-making in relation 
to impulse, intentions, process, and impact

Studio Practice: Artists make their own work and engage with 
residents as an audience.

Social Practice: Artists work with residents on an artist-led vision 
in ways that may include research, process, and/or content with 
an intention of local impact outside traditional audience 
experience.

Civic Practice: Artists collaborate and co-design with community 
partners and local residents around a community defined 
aspiration, challenge or vision.  



• • •

Michael.rohd@gmail.com

sojourntheatre.org

thecpcp.org



How long will we wait for someone else to save 
our children?  Are we not warriors?

-Nick Tilsen, Presenter at the National Rural Assembly, Washington, D.C. 2015,
Native of  the Oglala Lakota Nation 





A New Approach



Crafting a new framework



Key components

• Mindset

• Listening and Learning together

• Flexibility

• Access & Equity



Key components

• Customs, Traditions        
& Culture

• Peer Exchanges                
& Field Trips

• Assets, stories                  
&  history



What we’re learning: Local Projects

County Arts+ Culture + Challenge_____Maven_______

Hampton Health Audrey Hopkins-Williams

Allendale Business Retention Lottie Lewis

Bamberg Blight Yvette McDaniel

Barnwell Youth/Education Evelyn Coker

Colleton Health/Food Matt Mardell

Jasper Literacy Johnny Davis



What we’re learning:
The power of a field trip



What we’ve learned:

The power of arts & culture to create 
shared experience



What we’re learning:

The power of arts & culture 
to  create new civic 
engagement and teach civic 
engagement

What Happens to a Kid Like Me

What happens to a kid like me

When the wings of knowledge

Are clipped short

And my future is uncertain

What happens to a kid like me

When my life dulled

Because so many opportunities

Are hindered by low funds

What happens to a kid like me

When all color drains away

From the art that once surrounded me

And thrummed with life

I’ll tell you what happens

My imagination that once soared

Plummets to the ground

Now that its wings are gone

My life turns grey and dark

Slowly freezing over

Until it finally shatters into a million pieces

But a kid like me

Wouldn’t dare go down

Without a fight

They don’t stop until their entire body

Is broken and bruised

And their mind is heavy with fatigue….Grace Smith, Blackville, SC

Arts Advocacy Day, SC Statehouse, 2019  



What’s changing:

• Participation
• Physical improvements
• Relationships 
• Local ownership of issues  
• Local pride of place and 

sense of belonging 



What’s changing:

Expanding the role of  a county’s “parks and recreation” 
Department to engage folks in important 
local issues like Literacy 



What’s changing:

Working strategically to link
economic development with 
local assets



What’s changing:

What we see, hear, feel and share.
A sense of  connection and what’s possible. 



How long will we wait for someone else to save 
our children?  Are we not warriors?

-Nick Tilsen, Presenter at the National Rural Assembly, Washington, D.C. 2015,
Native of  the Oglala Lakota Nation 





Presented by
Susan DuPlessis
Community Arts Development Director
The South Carolina Arts Commission
sduplessis@arts.sc.gov

For more info:
http://www.southcarolinaarts.com/artofcommunity/index.shtml

mailto:sduplessis@arts.sc.gov
http://www.southcarolinaarts.com/artofcommunity/index.shtml
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