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Paul Reisler stands in front of a classroom of fifth graders from Greer
Elementary School, guitar in hand. It is obvious that his mind, just like
his wild gray hair, has a clear independent streak. The overall visual
effect is kind of Professor Irwin Corey meets Einstein, which is perfect,
actually, because it is also clear that there is a brilliant method to this
madness.

“So, what do you want to write about today?”

The ideas come fast and furious. Charlottesville singer/songuriter
Terri Allard stands by a dry erase board, somehow keeping up with a
rapid-fire succession of words and phrases and committing them to metal,
the squeak of her pen getting louder by the minute as the real estate on her
board rapidly disappears.

The topic takes a turn toward shoes. Reisler encourages more thought . . .
what about your shoes? A voice offers, “You best get off my shoes!”

And in that tiny exchange, a song is born. Reisler encourages
the group to talk about what happens with shoes. They come to the
conclusion, or the jumping off point, that shoes are spies, that they know
everywhere we go. Reisler asks about some of the places our shoes spy on
us going.

My shoes are spying on me

They know everywhere I've been

When I've been to see my girlfriend

And when I'm back again

But even my shoes don’t believe

I'm walking the walk and talking the talk
You best get off my shoes please

Unless you want to be me

Now it was time for a chorus. The group decides that one thing that
happens with shoes is we outgrow them. “I'm outgrowing these shoes,”
Reisler offers, “I'm changing the way I've been. I've been this kind of
way and I'm gonna be this kind of way now. What are some things you
want to outgrow?” Hands fly toward the sky. “Making fun of other
people,” offers one boy. “Being a better friend!” says a girl. “Being a better
listener!” says another.

But I'm growing out of these shoes
I'm changing the way I've been

I won'’t make fun of anyone

I'll be a better friend

I'll start to listen

Il start to listen
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aul Reisler is a master songwriter. He has taught the craft

at festivals and songwriting schools around the country,

has written for and with a number of acclaimed artists,

and has led a variety of ensembles of his own, including
Trapezoid. But watching him on this particular morning, you see
that he has a talent that is even more impressive. He is also a mas-
ter songwrangler.

The only thing more amazing than the fact that these songs
come from kids is the fact that they are written in only two 45-
minute sessions, then recorded and performed at an assembly for
the whole school at week’s end. Herein lies the thinly veiled secret
of Kid Pan Alley. It’s so much more than a music program. What
Kid Pan Alley is really about is allowing these young people to
prove to themselves and to the world that their minds and hearts
are capable of more than most people would ever believe.

Kid Pan Alley has recently wrapped up a series of week-long res-
idencies at eight schools throughout Charlottesville and Albemarle
County in which they wrote and recorded original songs with close
to 1600 kids ranging from grades K-5. The fruits of these labors
will soon be on display to the entire community and beyond start-
ing on October 4 with the release of I Used to Know the Names of All
The Stars. The all-star CD features 19 of these songs performed by
an array of the area’s top musicians including Corey Harris, David
Lowery of Cracker, Trees on Fire, John McCutcheon, Jesse Win-
chester—and even including a tune from Sissy Spacek. The artists
are backed on the record by the junior songwriters themselves
singing along on the choruses and making sound effects.

That day, in matinee and evening performances, the project will
shine under the bright lights of the Paramount Theatre in a special pair
of concerts featuring artists from the record, and, of course, the kids!

The idea for Kid Pan Alley happened as so many great ones
do—by accident. In 1999, Reisler was asked by a friend in a
Rappahanock elementary school to participate in an ambitious,
three-week interdisciplinary arts residency. He went in with a plan
and walked out with a revelation. “I went in the first day with all
these ideas in my head of what we were going to write about. In
the first ten minutes I realized I could throw that all away and just
be in the moment of what was happening.”

Kid Pan Alley is all about being in the moment. He and the
kids wrote 50 songs and capped it off with a huge concert. The
response was huge and immediate, with people asking Reisler for
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copies of the songs. Still heavily working the music circuit with his
own material, he was hesitant to make an album of kids songs. But
this idea would just not go away.

“After about six months I got the idea to record an album,
getting all the different musicians in the area together to do one
song, each in their own style. It made for a very interesting album
with a huge variety of genres, from classical to hip hop.” It also
became the Kid Pan Alley model.

He took the model to Nashville, where the residencies blos-
somed into a Grammy nomination featuring the Nashville Chamber
Orchestra and an array of country stars including Amy Grant and
Delbert McClinton. Now, as he wraps up the first year of Charlottes-
ville area school residencies and prepares for the upcoming CD and
Paramount concert, Reisler reflects on the program’s success.

“Who would ever have thought,” Reisler said, “that second grad-
ers could be better co-writers than adults who have won Grammys:”

Or, in the case of Mrs. Bonthuis’ class at Red Hill Elementary
School, co-writers of the upcoming CD’s title track, first graders!

“We started talking about planets,” Reisler said. “And we said,
‘Who knows the names of the planets?’ One kid immediately said,
‘Oh, I used to know the names of all the stars . . . | mean, planets!’
I said, ‘Let’s think about what it means to have used to know the
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names of all the stars, to have used to know the names of all these
things. It turned into this song about how we know it all when we
are born and then had to go to school to learn it all again.”

I used to know the names of all the stars
But now I just know a few planets

Like Jupiter, Earth, and Mars

I used to know the names of every child
But that was back before I was born
Back when I was safe and warm

Back when I was flying in the sky

Paul Reisler has written with some of the best in the business,
and brings the same sense of collaboration to this project. “I see
myself as a half-writer and the group of kids a half-writer,” he said.
“I know how to lead a song so that it is still coming from the kids,
even if I see where it is going a little bit before they do. So I don’t
hesitate to say “This is what I think, we’ve got this and this and
this, maybe it has to go here, how can we make that work?” But in
the end, they really own it, [ am just steering the ship a little bit.”

The program has been a big hit with the professional musi-
cians to whom Reisler has introduced it. It didn’t take long for
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