Developing

Local Talent

Ron Boucher and Sandra Balestracci

By Greg Lilly, Lifestyle Editor

%ool prepares students for the next stages in life: college,
graduate school, careers. But how would a child learn to sing, to dance,

to act? Fortunately, veteran performers of the world stage Ron Boucher

ot

and Sandra Balestracci discovered Williamsburg

as a great place to raise their children and es-
tablished the Eastern Virginia School for the
Performing Arts.

Both Ron and Sandra had grown up in
New Bedford, MA. Ron had made a name for

himself performing while at the University of

Massachusetts in Boston and Sandra performed ballet with the New York
City Opera.

“I started off my career in New York,” Ron explains. “I went to New
York for Broadway. That was my goal to be a Broadway performer.” He
was scheduled to make his debut at Radio City Music Hall, but the

Rockettes went on strike. His contract was rescinded.

“I decided
I would stay. For the summer I took temporary jobs in offices. Sandra
York City Opera Ballet. I

. »
performing.

“I found myself in New York with no gig,” Ron says.

was already dancing with the New
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www.thelivingpassover.com

Thursday, Feb. 18 Thursday, Feb. 25

Runaway String Band  Brian Daliege
Bluegrass, Old-Time & Swing Country/Rock/FoIk Favorites

Thursday, Mar. 4 Thursday, Mar. 1
London Mark Kroos - GUItaI’ Wizardry
Acoustic Folk/Rock w/Rob Smith - Guitar & Vocals

GREAT MUSIC, FOOD & FUN!

Stop by for an awesome sandwich

or your favorite bottle of wine!
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Mooretown Road Across from Sentara Hospltal 751-229-6939
View Our Menu & Schedule at www.squiresgourmet.com

Take a

FREE
ART LESSON
TODAY!

Small classes with one-on-one
instruction. Offering lessons in
pastels, charcoal, watercolors and oils.

Catl (157) 206-6101

6935 Richmond Rd. ® www.schoolforart.com

for Children,
Teens & Adults
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Back in Boston, Ron had worked con-
stantly, singing in shows, performing in profes-
sional theater. “To be off stage was depressing,”
he says. “To be off stage and in New York was
even more depressing.”

Sandra pulled some strings and arranged
an interview for him. “Believe it or not,” Ron
says, “I went to the wrong room and ended
up singing and being given a lead role in my
first opera, Gian-Carlo Menotti’s 7he Saint of
Bleecker Street. Three years later, they brought
it back and I was given a different role. The
opera was televised and I was seen by the Met-
ropolitan Opera House. I made my debut in
1979 in Otello with Placido Domingo which
was broadcast on PBS.”

Both he and Sandra found success early
in their careers. However, for Ron the success
had been too much. By 1985, he had to take
a doctor’s ordered leave of absence from opera
because his voice was strained from “singing
too much and too big.” Sandra had been asked
to come to Virginia to perform with a new-
ly formed company and to teach ballet. She
commuted between Williamsburg and New
York City.

Ron and Sandra married and had a child.
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Auction

Sunday, March 14th, 2010
Doors Open at 11:30 a.m.

Lafayette High School
Williamsburg, VA

Free & Open to the Public!

“Once I was married,” Ron says, “I knew the
decisions I made had a big impact on my new
family.” With Sandra traveling back and forth
and Ron searching for a more secure career,
they decided to move to Williamsburg. “We
wanted to live in a place conducive to raising
children,” Ron adds. “I did not like what I saw
in New York with my friends who had chil-
dren; the kids were growing up way too fast. I
was uncomfortable with a ten-year-old taking
the subway by himself.”

The catalyst for the decision to come to
Williamsburg was synchronicity: The late Jean
Waltrip who owned the airport called Sandra
saying that she had an empty studio at Wil-
liamsburg’s airport; Sandra was expecting her
next baby; Ron wanted to raise the children
out of the city.

That empty studio eventually expanded
and morphed into the Eastern Virginia School
for the Performing Arts.

In the early 1990s, Ron worked with na-
tional associations on standards for teaching the
performing arts. Sandra explained the methods
she used for teaching ballet and why certain
skills were taught at specific age levels. “I fol-

low two teaching methods,” Sandra explains,

CHILD
DEVELOPMENT
RESOURCES

Register online at

stiffness!”
~ Carolyn L. Thompson

e Chiropractic

. Adapted from the book “THE
BEST NEST" by PD. Eastman. s * Acupuncture
Children’s Books, a division of
Random House, Inc. Copyright s,
©1968 by P.D. Eastman.
Copyright renewed 1996 by
Mary L. Eastman, Peter
Anthony Eastman and Alan
Eastman. All rights reserved.

“After seeing Dr. Daniel
Shaye for only a couple
of chiropractic and
acupuncture treatments,

| can also stand up from
a sitting position without
having to push or pull
myself up. It is wonderful
to not have routine severe

* Massage Therapy
e Sports Medicine

¢ Seniors Welcome

“the English and Russian — the RAD (Royal
Academy of Dance) and the Vaganova.”

Ron adds that he analyzed those syllabuses
of the two methods and asked Sandra a lot of
questions. “Then working with early childhood
development experts, I started to understand
the development of children in the arts, what
was going on psychologically, emotionally,
physically, and I put together our curriculum.”

Sandra and Ron use classical ballet and mu-
sical theater as tools to guide children through
the skills and techniques they need to learn
in order to perform on stage. “That coupled
with the vocational perspectives we have,” Ron
adds, “make this school unique.” Their cur-
riculum aligns with childhood development to
ensure the students receive instruction at the
most beneficial time.

“For example,” Ron says, “we noticed that
it was important for the gross and fine motor
skills, which is movement, to be developed
from seven to fourteen. You introduce acting,
you introduce vocal, this can be done a little bit
before puberty, but you want to guide them.”

This professional guidance helps to pre-
vent the child from learning bad techniques in

his or her attempts to imitate someone on the
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radio. “It became important to guide the kids
through those puberty years so theyre sing-
ing correctly and not damaging their voices,”
Ron adds. “T adapted the Seth Riggs method
because it doesn’t predetermine the genre of
music someone will sing. Where a classical
voice teacher predetermines a classical voice,
the Seth Riggs method takes the speaking
voice as the foundation and develops a voice. It
will go where it will naturally go.” The method
supports all genres: classical, Broadway, pop,
country, etc.

“It’s the same as our ballet methods,” Sandra
explains. “We structure the curriculum where
the student can go into professional classical
ballet or into a college dance program or into
an enrichment program.”

Their methods have merit. “As with any of
the art forms,” Ron explains, “if you teach kids
correctly at the appropriate time, at least they
can have a chance at a career. Like any field,
luck and opportunity play into being at the
right place and the right time.”

Sandra and Ron know that when they re-
ceive calls from casting agents in New York or

D.C. looking for a ten-year-old for a role, they

have prepared the student at that age for every-
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thing expected of him. “By giving the children
the information at the proper time in their de-
velopment, the opportunities started opening
up over and over,” Ron says.

They created the school and geared it for the
small percentage of students who will go pro-
fessional, but as Sandra explains, every student
benefits from the structure and method. “As a
teacher, we're only as good as our students are,”
she adds. “When they go professional, great
singers, great dancers, those are our accom-
plishments, through our students.”

The school’s productions are not recitals.
Not all students are guaranteed to be perform-
ing. They must audition just as professional
dancers and singers would, and perform at the
professional level for the role. “It isn’t watered
down,” Ron says. “The kids have to do the cho-
reography and the vocals.”

The school’s reputation earned the participa-
tion of Jose Manuel Carrefio, the biggest star
in the world of ballet, in this past season’s pro-
duction of The Nutcracker. “To have one of our
former students, who is now with the Ameri-
can Ballet Theatre, Melanie Hamrick,” Ron de-
scribes, “dancing with Jose Manuel Carreno, is

just... like a dream come true, a fairy tale. Mr.

La Tienda

Carreno is usually only seen on the major stag-
es of the world, from the Metropolitan Opera
House to the Paris Opera House. So having
him here was unheard of. We were extremely
honored.”

“Our productions are the real world,” San-
dra says. “Hard work and talent rewards par-
ticipation in a professionally produced per-
formance. Our students are prepared for the
next levels, the professional level. They have
performed with the world’s best.” Sandra and
Ron provide the students with a full artistic
education, everything from developmental and
performance skills to audition and production
experience.

Viewing a performance proves the grace
and athleticism required for dance, the vocal
power and range required for singing. Televi-
sion has popularized the performing arts with
a wide range of dancing and singing competi-
tion shows. For young girls and boys wanting
to prove their mettle in the performing arts,
they are lucky to have found experience, guid-
ance, talent, and knowledge with Ron Boucher
and Sandra Balestracci right here in their com-

munity. NDN
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