


 

Summary 

On a fall weekend in 2017, 25 arts leaders of color (ALOCs) convened at a retreat center in 
Essex, Massachusetts to build community, explore identity, develop artistic practice, and 
examine their roles in building equity in and through the arts. 

Getting Participants & Funding 

ACI had an existing community of ALOCs who had participated in past residencies and other 
workshops through ACI. Many from this cohort of artists joined the retreat and were then asked 
to identify other ALOCs who would benefit from joining the ACI community. Additional 
participants included ACI staff and board members, comprised of mainly ALOCs as well. 

Funding 

This retreat was made possible by the unrestricted giving from a 
private donor who believed in the work of ACI. They made a donation 
in the amount of $10,000 that paid for the retreat center, all meals, and 
travel to the center from Boston.  

Retreat Topics & Hot Questions 

The retreat registration process involved a survey that asked 
participants to shape the layout of the weekend by asking for topic 
areas that they would want to discuss, conversations that they would 
like to facilitate, and art making activities that they would like to do at 
the retreat. The topic areas generated fell into five broad categories: 

1. Identity: What does it mean to be an arts leader of color? How do I approach my 
intersectional identity in art? How does “fame” affect a community artist? 

2. Community Practice: How can I engage with community as an artist? What does 
balanced community engagement look like? How do you work with communities you 
don’t identify with? 

3. Self-Care: How does my artistic practice contribute to my wellness? What does art as 
healing look like? How can we nurture self love through the arts? What does selfcare for 
arts leaders look like? 

4. Education: How do we design more equitable arts curricula? How can the arts be 
incorporated better in schools and universities? How can the arts impact equity building 
in education? What are alternatives to the current system of education? 

5. Equity & Justice: How do we tackle assimilation in art spaces? How can we build 
alternatives to capitalism? What is the role of the artist in combating gentrification and 
colonization? How do we fight supremacy culture and the erasure of marginalized 
groups? How do we liberate and reclaim the body? 
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Format 

After welcoming the retreat participants to the space and getting acclimated, we spent time in 
sessions dedicated to specific topics and in unstructured retreat time. 

The Sessions 

Each session began with share-out or facilitated activity from one of the arts leaders. These 
included a cipher, presentations on community art projects, a drawing activity for identity 
exploration, and much more. Each of these openers then fed into a large group discussion with 
all participants. For example, a presentation entitled “Beyond Orientalism” in which artists Tran 
Ngoc-Vu and Meena Malik deconstructed Asian-American stereotypes was followed by a large 
group discussion on visibility, erasure, and combating stereotypes through art. 
A key element of these sessions was that we built from the knowledge already in the room arts 
leaders shared from their own lived experiences, knowledge, and practice to the benefit of 
everyone else in the circle.  

Unstructured time  

This time was especially important for participants to connect with one another on a one-on-one 
basis, find mutual interests, and begin collaborative projects after the retreat. Many artist 
workshops and leadership development events are labor intensive, emotionally and otherwise. It 
is crucial to provide true retreat space for people to unwind. For that reason, we intentionally 
focused this retreat on discussion of values and mission and not on professional development 
and hard skills.  
During meals, and after the day programs ended, participants could gather by the fire pit, hot 
tub, and other places around the facility. There were also 
optional programming elements including morning yoga 
and professional headshot taking.  

Feedback & Lessons Learned 

We collected feedback from participants after the retreat 
with a survey and from informal correspondances. 11 out 
of the 25 retreat participants responded to the survey, 
including 4 ACI staff members. 
Overwhelmingly, the ALOCs were appreciative of a space that would support and affirm their 
identities both as artists and people of color simultaneously. For example, one participant sent a 
quick thank you text to one of our organizers, saying that the retreat was “beyond what he 
expected,” and “I didn’t know how much I needed that.” In the post-retreat survey, 100% of 
respondents said that they would go to a future retreat and the experience was rated 5/5 stars.  
 
Participants agreed that the key benefits of this retreat experience are derived from the 
community building inherent to it. With limited venues for arts leaders of color to find community 
in academia and the professional world, ACI provided a much needed space. One participant 
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remarked that even at MassArt “I don’t really have many opportunities to be around other artists 
of color.“ 

Being Opened to the Possibilities 

Other participants reflected on the importance of having ALOCs in 
your network as role models who open you up to the possibilities. 
This retreat provided a space for people to see potential paths to 
lives as full-time artists, arts leaders in organizations/nonprofits, 
and mixing work as an artist with other vocation. One participant 
remarked: “I was able to listen and learn from people who are 
doing what I seek to do AND exist as a person of color so the 
resources of experience and love were endless. These are needed 
spaces.” 

Solidarity in Trying Political Times 

Many people from communities of color feel especially threatened 
in our current times. This retreat served as an affirming space for 
people to be understood as both artists and people of color in the 
United States. Some participants wrote that this retreat allowed 
them to build “solidarity at this specific political time” 

Future Retreats 

In the post retreat survey, we asked participants which retreat activities were most useful to 
them. Among the options for ranking were: informal conversations, large group discussions, 
structured activities around identity, art sharing, small group conversations, and art making. 11 
people responded to the survey and the top elements of the retreat were (1) informal 
conversations, (2) structured activities around identity, (3) large group discussions, and (4) art 
sharing. Future ALOC retreats should expand upon these aspects of the retreat. 
 
ALOCs provided additional suggestions for future retreats as well including: 

● Think about ways for us to stay connected as a community beyond the retreat 
● Consider a longer retreat in warmer weather 
● Discuss trigger warnings and language as a means of support at the beginning of the 

retreat 
● Prepare ALOCs for art shares and activity facilitation earlier 
● Have a clearer presentation of who ACI is; perhaps discuss alumni and past grant 

recipients’ projects in greater detail; present what ACI is about through pictures and 
videos 
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