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ABOUT THIS CATALYST 
SNAPSHOT
How can a youth orchestra reorient its work to center equity, 
diversity, and inclusion (EDI)? For this Catalyst Snapshot, Theodore 
Wiprud talks with Executive Director Susan Lape and Community & 
Family Engagement Coordinator Karen Mari about the steps taken 
by the Chicago Youth Symphony Orchestras (CYSO).

INTRODUCTION
Youth orchestras play a vital role in preparing the professional 
musicians of tomorrow, including their attitudes and expectations 
around equity and inclusion. Youth orchestras also model healthy 
relationships and work environments for wherever students’ talents 
may lead them. CYSO approaches equity through a focus on 
optimizing the student experience. This means meeting the needs of 
students from differing backgrounds and enhancing their sense of 
belonging. 

David Reyes, Member 
of CYSO’s Preparatory 
Strings. Photo: Ead Spinelli
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WHY IS A FOCUS ON 
BELONGING IMPORTANT 
TO THE CHICAGO 
YOUTH SYMPHONY 
ORCHESTRAS?
“Kids must have an exceptional experience with us to 
go on,” says Executive Director Susan Lape. If their individual 
needs are not met, they may not go on in music, even if they have 
talent. “The experiences students have with CYSO set the tone for 
their musical journey, especially as they explore more competitive 
levels of instrumental music. If we do our jobs well and every student 
feels heard and uplifted here, that means that our students will be 
that much more empowered and courageous as they take their 
next steps in music and in their lives. If students feel discouraged 
or misunderstood at CYSO, we risk losing great musical talent that 
could enrich the future of our city and our field.”

Efforts toward inclusion of all groups benefit the whole 
student body. “We can’t assume that any one identity group will 
have issues consistent to that identity group,” says Community & 
Family Engagement Coordinator Karen Mari. For example, while 
financial assistance is generally very helpful for students whose 
families have middle or lower incomes, that is only one small piece 
of the puzzle when it comes to understanding what every student 
needs to succeed and do their best work. “When we make efforts to 
understand and include every student throughout the school year,” 
says Mari, “rather than expecting students to go out of their way to 
ask for help, we end up learning a lot about the unique needs and 
challenges facing young musicians and their families. That puts us in 
a much better position to help.”

CYSO musician on stage 
at Chicago’s Orchestra 
Hall. Photo: Ed Spinelli

CYSO musician on stage 
at Chicago’s Orchestra 
Hall. Photo: Ed Spinelli
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organization to offer gender-neutral options in everything from 
bathrooms to concert dress. And it now generates student profiles 
for conductors and operations staff, giving adults access to critical 
information about students who have specific needs, ranging from 
nicknames to pronouns to accommodations for anxiety. 

Reconsidering traditions to eliminate barriers. CYSO did 
away with gender-specific dress codes, for instance, while making 
“all black” clothing a more flexible requirement, playfully spelled out 
in infographics for each ensemble. An extra benefit: concert dress 
became less expensive. 

Virtual auditions help level the playing field. What began 
as a pandemic necessity became the norm for CYSO’s entrance 
auditions. (Ensemble seating auditions are returning to in-person.) 
CYSO has found that virtual auditions create an objective record 
and enable fairer, more accurate decisions. Families receive a list of 
factors that are considered in auditions—and those not considered, 
which include gender presentation, whom auditioners study with, 
the quality of their instrument, and camera quality. All students have 
the opportunity to request audition feedback. And auditioning from 
their own homes or schools, students and families experience less 
stress than they might traveling downtown. 

Partnering with other educational resources helps 
students connect. CYSO is a lead partner in the Chicago 
Musical Pathways Initiative (CMPI), an organization whose long-
term goals include increasing diversity in America’s orchestras. 
CYSO hosts dozens of CMPI Fellows among students at all orchestra 
levels.

HOW HAS THE CYSO 
ADVANCED EQUITY FOR 
STUDENTS?
Building a culture of flexibility to ensure that individual 
needs are met. This can run counter to orchestra traditions of 
uniform expectations. “We try to balance clear group expectations 
(coming to rehearsal, participating well, paying tuition, 
communicating with staff, etc.) with a safety net of flexibility,” says 
Mari. Attendance concerns can be met with compromise; if financial 
aid is insufficient, there may be extra discretionary aid; if email 
isn’t working, a student can check Google Classroom for essential 
information.

Asking better questions. CYSO implemented a “get-to-know-
you” survey, including questions about family support, a safe place 
to practice, and any special needs. Crucially, CYSO changed how 
it asks about race and gender on forms and got a wider range of 
answers. Giving students the space to share their identities is in and 
of itself a welcoming act, an opportunity for inclusion rather than 
limitation (like picking a not-quite-right box for your gender or race/
ethnicity). This sets the stage for a whole season of building trust 
and respect between students and CYSO. 

Acting on what emerges. CYSO has discovered that it has 
more trans and non-binary students than previously known, when 
the only survey options were M/F/Other. That has pushed the 
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ARE THE CHANGES 
MAKING A DIFFERENCE?
More inclusive programs increase diverse participation. 
The creation of new programs, both on-site and in the community, 
has changed the racial/ethnic composition of CYSO programs. In 
the 2021-22 season, CYSO programs are serving 74% students of 
color, up from 60% five years ago. This is alongside an increase in 
students identifying as trans/non-binary/gender non-conforming. 

WHAT HAS MADE IT 
WORK?
Ongoing staff training is key. CYSO staff, faculty, and 
board have had trainings with multiple agencies focusing on 
anti-racism, anti-bias, bystander intervention, and accessibility. 
These have helped CYSO leadership design new methods 
of assessing implicit bias in disciplinary actions or behavioral 
concerns.  Additionally, racial healing circles have helped build 
stronger and more authentic relationships among CYSO’s staff, 
faculty, board, and students. 

Expert advice has been instrumental. Both consultants and 
partner organizations have helped CYSO find the way forward.

WHAT PITFALLS OR 
CHALLENGES HAVE 
THERE BEEN? 
Taking on new responsibilities and processes can 
require additional staff time and strain existing teams 
or individuals. It also can be challenging to remain open and 
comfortable with new conversations as a team and with students 
and families. Ongoing trainings and support from leadership help.

Determining what is in one’s power to fix and what 
is out of one’s control can be challenging. While an 
organization can make internal changes, it has less control over 
local, state, and national systems.

Sarah Uy and Ethan 
Ramirez at CYSO’s kick 
off concert for the summer 
2019 Tour of the Baltics. 
Photo: Ed Spinelli
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

DEI Initiatives Matter to Gen Z
From Employee Benefit News
https://bit.ly/DEIMatterstoGenZ 

Gen Z: Brands Need To Prioritize DEI And Gender 
Liberation 
From Forbes
https://bit.ly/GenZBrandsandDEI 

Diversity and Inclusion? Gen Z’s About That 
From Business Wire
https://bwnews.pr/3n6SiVR 

WHAT’S NEXT FOR THE 
CYSO?
Building a better on-ramp. In order to introduce CYSO to more 
elementary- and middle-school students from diverse backgrounds, 
the CYSO@CPS Program provides sectional rehearsals at Chicago 
Public Schools (CPS) where there are already instrumental 
programs. Rather than build school-based instrumental programs 
from scratch, CYSO is helping existing programs level up, so that 
students have experiences similar to those in wealthier environments. 

https://bit.ly/DEIMatterstoGenZ
https://bit.ly/DEIMatterstoGenZ
https://bit.ly/DEIMatterstoGenZ
https://bit.ly/GenZBrandsandDEI
https://bit.ly/GenZBrandsandDEI
https://bit.ly/GenZBrandsandDEI
https://bit.ly/GenZBrandsandDEI
https://bwnews.pr/3n6SiVR
https://bwnews.pr/3n6SiVR
https://bwnews.pr/3n6SiVR
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CONTACTS FOR MORE 
INFORMATION

Susan Lape
Executive Director

Chicago Youth Symphony Orchestras
slape@cyso.org

Karen Mari
Community & Family Engagement Coordinator

Chicago Youth Symphony Orchestras
kmari@cyso.org

CATALYST RESOURCES 
FROM THE LEAGUE
In early 2022, the League of American Orchestras published 
Promising Practices, a Catalyst Guide outlining concrete actions 
that orchestras can take to support their equity, diversity, and 
inclusion (EDI) journey. Catalyst Snapshots serve as follow-up 
case studies to Promising Practices, providing a deeper look into the 
work of orchestras that were identified as making tangible progress 
towards their EDI goals.

The Catalyst Fund Incubator is a program of the League of 
American Orchestras that empowers member orchestras to create 
a culture of inclusivity, and ultimately to nurture and sustain the 
diversity they seek. Orchestras supported by The Catalyst Fund are 
laboratories for showing us what works in building understanding 
and creating effective EDI practices.

Susan Lape
Courtesy of Chicago Youth 

Symphony Orchestra

Karen Mari
Courtesy of Chicago Youth 

Symphony Orchestra

mailto:slape%40cyso.org%20?subject=
mailto:kmari%40cyso.org?subject=
https://americanorchestras.org/promising-practices-actions-orchestras-can-take-to-make-progress-toward-equity/


14 15A Youth Orchestra’s Approach to EDI Catalyst Snapshot of Chicago Youth Symphony Orchestras

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Theodore Wiprud is a composer and a consultant in the arts and 
education, and was the longtime Vice President, Education, at 
the New York Philharmonic. He has been active in multiple EDI 
initiatives, including the launch of the Catalyst Fund in 2019.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The Catalyst Fund Incubator, Catalyst Guides, and 
Catalyst Snapshots are made possible by The Andrew 
W. Mellon Foundation with additional support from the 
Paul M. Angell Family Foundation.

Additional support for the Snapshot is provided by the National 
Endowment for the Arts and by public funds from the New York City 
Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with the City Council.

Thank you to the Chicago Youth Symphony Orchestras, 
whose learnings in equity, diversity, and inclusion work 
inform this Snapshot.

CREDITS
Author: Theodore Wiprud

Content Developer and Producer: Karen Yair, Ph.D.

Creative Director and Editor: Rachel Rossos Gallant

Designer: Ginger Dolden

Editor: Robert Sandla 

EDI Reviewer: Antonio C. Cuyler, Ph.D., Cuyler Consulting, LLC

The Catalyst Fund Evaluators: Liz Alsina, Canarii Solutions, 
and Alison McNeil, McNeil Creative Enterprises

Catalyst Fund Pilot Program Staff: Heather Briere, Amanda 
Díaz, and Lee Ann Norman



16 A Youth Orchestra’s Approach to EDI

A YOUTH 
ORCHESTRA’S 

APPROACH TO EDI
© 2022 League of American Orchestras

Published on June 30, 2022. A Catalyst Snapshot 
by the League of American Orchestras.

520 8th Avenue, Suite 2005, New York, NY 10018
americanorchestras.org

http://americanorchestras.org

