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ORGANIZATION OVERVIEW 

Formed in 1997, the Girls Choral Academy (GCA) provides a safe, loving, nurturing, and challenging 
environment for girls (ages 6-18). The GCA’s Mission is to: “Give Girls a Voice.” Their mission extends 
beyond gaining a singing voice. The GCA seeks to improve self-confidence in girls by acting as a 
positive counterforce to the superficial messages girls receive from today’s society.   

Through weekly formal choral training, girls learn the basics of good choral performance (i.e. 
breathing, diction, posture, and blending) while also learning discipline, perseverance, self-esteem, 
commitment, and cooperation as they blend into a harmonious unit. These are life skills that provide 
a strong foundation as girls mature into adulthood. The singers that participate in the GCA come 
from all over West Michigan and from a wide variety of ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds.  

Lori Tennenhouse is the Executive and Artistic Director of the Girls Choral Academy. Lori founded the 
Grand Rapids Women's Chorus (GRWC) and has served as Artistic Director since 1996. Passionate 
about expanding the depth of repertoire for women's voices and promoting collaborations, Lori has 
commissioned and performed ten original works by women composers. Her advocacy was 
recognized in 2006 when she received a YWCA TRIBUTE! award in the Performing Arts category. As 
an arranger, Lori published Iraqi Peace Song, a traditional Iraqi lullaby written by Knut Reiersrud and 
premiered by the GRWC in 2007. Lori received her Bachelor of Arts degree in Music from Aquinas 
College and is a member of the American Choral Directors’ Association, Michigan School Vocal Music 
Association and Chorus America. As a guest conductor and educator, Lori has been involved in many 
collaborations and community-wide events, leading choruses in Denver, Chicago, San Diego, 
Vancouver, Cincinnati, and Grand Rapids. 

NARRATIVE SUMMARY 

Girls Choral Academy (GCA) spent 2017-18 creating quality performance art and providing quality arts 
education to our singers. Singers and audience members experienced a wide range of musical styles, 
genres, origins, and cultures, including traditional, jazz, gospel, multicultural, classical, and 
contemporary. GCA provided a safe, loving and nurturing environment—a place where our girls 
formed a positive sense of self as they experienced the rewards of a successful musical education 
and goal accomplishment.  

The GCA mission of Giving Girls a Voice was accomplished by providing a safe place where girls of all 
ages regardless of race, religion, or socioeconomic status could gain a strong choral education. 
Equally important, this year, Girls Choral Academy encouraged our girls to develop self-esteem, self-
confidence, and leadership skills through opportunities to perform solos, as well as work as a team 
and give back to the community.  

The past 12 months has seen an increase in the quality of our artistic product as evidenced by the 
staff we have recruited, the works we performed, and the collaborations we attracted. This spring, 
we commissioned and premiered an original choral work by composer Dr. Rosephanye Powell, at 
the request and with the support of Board Member Kim Mitchell.  This is a beautiful medley of three 
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African American Spirituals, which will be published this summer and will be available for treble 
choirs all over the world. This was a rich learning process for our students.  

2017-18 saw several quality collaborations. Most notably, our choirs performed with New York City 
cocktail pop band The Biddies who provided us their original music to learn. The performance was 
part of our November Gala “Let Their Voice Be Heard” and involved local percussionist Carolyn 
Koebel.  

Our choir programs focus on girls within underserved and under-resourced urban neighborhoods of 
Grand Rapids, who are often at risk for a variety of reasons. The Girls Choral Academy is open and 
welcoming to girls no matter their ethnic background, socio-economic class or any other factor that 
often excludes girls from enjoying experiences afforded to those with privilege.  

In 2017-18 we provided these girls with the confidence of experiences like travel and cultural 
performances that would be economically out of their reach, in an environment of learning, growth, 
and skill development in the performing arts. It is a powerful combination that can change lives for 
the better.  

POPULATION SERVED 

In 2017-18 the After-School Tuition-Free Choirs (Grandville Avenue Girls Choir) was comprised of 99% 
girls of color and most live in lower socio-economic households. In 2017-18, all girls appear to be able-
bodied and did not request physical accommodations. We had a total of 107 girls, of which 77% were 
Hispanic, 21% were African American, and 3% were Caucasian. In 2017-2018, we had one singer with 
ASD who required individualized instruction and medical support. 

In 2017-18, 35% of the girls participating in the Tuition Choirs (Campus Choirs) program were unable to 
pay full tuition rates and were scholarship recipients at various levels. We had a total of 79 girls, of 
which 4% were Asian, 6% were Hispanic, 15% were African American, 58% were Caucasian, and 9% were 
Other/Biracial.  

In 2016-17, one of our most ardent supporters/recruiters at the GAGC (a teacher at Buchanan 
Elementary) took a leave of absence, and in response, our numbers dropped precipitously. We have 
identified this as a challenge and have endeavored to make deeper connections at that school to 
ensure that numbers remain steady year to year, regardless of staff changes. She has since returned 
to her position and our numbers experienced a 29% increase in 2017-18.  

PROGRAMS AND EVENTS 

Some of the activities and events the Choirs participated in during the 2017-18 season included: 

• Weekly rehearsals and vocal instruction in a welcoming, safe and supervised environment

with trusted adults and strong female role models.

• 8/17: Audition Day #1, Campus Choirs
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• 9/17: Audition Day #2., Campus Choirs

• 10/17: Treblemakers Show Tune Showdown. First United Methodist Church. Campus Choirs.

• 11/17: Let Their Voice Be Heard Annual Benefit. All Choirs.

• 11/17:  Fall Concert, Campus Choir.

• 12/17: Nutcracker Performance, Campus Choir with Michigan Ballet.

• 12/17: Buchanan Winter Concert.

• 12/17: Chavez Winter Concert.

• 12/17: Southwest C.C. Winter Concert.

• 12/17: Christmas Concert for Kiwanis Club of Grand Rapids, Concert Choir Only.

• 12/17: Barnes and Noble Fundraiser; Woodland Mall, Campus Choir.

• 2/18: Celebrate Service at First United Methodist Church, Chamber Choir only.

• 3/18:  National Anthem at the Grand Rapids Griffin’s Game, Van Andel Arena, Campus Choir.

• 3/18: Grandville Avenue Arts and Humanities End of Year Recital at Grand Rapids Ballet,

Senior Academy only.

• 4/18: Collaboration with Chicago’s Children Choir at St. Cecilia Music Hall, All Choirs.

• 4/18: Table Hosted Luncheon; CityFlats Hotel, Southwest C.C. choir only.

• 4/20:  Chavez performs with Chicago Children’s Choir at school assembly.

• 5/18: Spring Concert, Campus Choir

• 5/18: High Notes Home Cabaret, All Choirs.

• All Grandville Avenue Choirs had a pool party at Wealthy School pool;

• Campus Choirs had Fall Camp at Cedar Springs Pine Ridge Bible Camp;

• Campus Choirs held their service projects at Gilda’s Club and Breton Woods Retirement

Home, which included making dinner for grief groups at Gilda’s Club and giving

performances;

• Campus Choirs saw Akeelah and the Bee at Civic Theatre;

• In May 2017, Grandville Avenue Girls’ Choir with Senior Academy Choir took a trip to Chicago,

had pizza at Giordano’s, performed with the Chicago Children’s choir at Canto Latino, and

visited the Shedd Aquarium;

• In May 2017, Campus Choirs took a trip to Disneyworld, and performed at the park.

• The Concert Choir girls participated in the Women’s Leadership Conference at Olivet College;
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• All Grandville Avenue Choirs had a visit from Latina professionals and GVSU grads who spoke

about their professions and how arts played a role in their lives;

• Grandville Avenue Choirs exceeded their goal of 80% of girls at 80% of rehearsals and events,

an effort to increase follow-through and decrease truancy.

PROMOTION 

The promotional plan for the Girls Choral Academy is integrated and includes print advertising/flyers, 
a website and social media (Facebook, YouTube). There is also a newsletter that is sent to an email 
list. Our Facebook group has 496 members, an increase of 32 over last year. Affording marketing 
continues to be a challenge, but we have found that word-of-mouth and yard signs are the most 
cost-effective means of driving enrollment. 

ASSESSMENT 

Our programs are fully ADA compliant. Programmatic access is ensured by our policy of never 
turning a girl away because she cannot pay. We are currently in the process of soliciting bids to 
redevelop our website and inclusion of financial reports, guidestar links, board listing and financials is 
a priority.   

From a programmatic standpoint, our efforts to evaluate learning and personal growth have yielded 
results that are very encouraging. We surveyed singers at the beginning and end of our second 
semester on their self-perception of both musical skills and personal growth. Overall, the greatest 
increase we found was in self-confidence and sense of belonging, which went up 31% between 
January and May, 2018. An equally high increase was found in self-reporting of skill in expression 
(dynamics, correct style tone color) where the girls also showed an increase of 31% between January 
and May. The only decrease that was found upon evaluation was the measure where girls were 
asked to “rate the difficulty of the music, relative to your own performing ability”. The average 
response decreased 12% between January and May, which clearly indicates that the girls did not feel 
as challenged by the music by the end of the year. This shows growth in their musical ability over the 
year.  

The Girls Choral Academy respectfully requests $10,000 in program support for the Grandville 
Avenue Girls Choir. This funding will allow us to continue impacting the lives of girls from one of the 
poorest neighborhoods in Grand Rapids.  



GIRLS CHORAL ACADEMY 

2017-2018 BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

The board of the Girls Choral Academy is proudly composed of a diverse group of both men and 
women, veterans of our armed services, members of color, a broad variety of ages, several LGBTQ 
members, and individuals from a variety of faith traditions. More specific information regarding 
residence, community affiliations and occupation of each board member are listed below: 

PRESIDENT Courtney Flanagan, attorney at Hastings Mutual Insurance, resides in Grand Rapids. Her 
affiliations include Literacy Center of West Michigan. 

TREASURER Len Robinson, financial planner at Ameriprise Financial, resides in Grand Rapids. His 
affiliations include West Michigan Gay Men's Choir, President of Jewish Theatre and President of 
Temple Emanuel, and the LGBT Community Center. 

DIRECTOR Connie Bellows, Independent Management Consultant, resides in Ada. Her affiliations 
include ACLU of Michigan, Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan Advisory Board, Healthy Homes 
Coalition, and the Grand Rapids Women’s Chorus. 

DIRECTOR Gabrielle Calkins, professional staff at Lacks Enterprises, resides in Grand Rapids. Her 
affiliations include Grand Rapids Women’s Chorus.  

DIRECTOR Jeneviene Candler, former professional staff at Calvin College (Retired), resides in Grand 
Rapids. Her affiliations include her faith community and The Serenaders. 

DIRECTOR Robert Clay, CEO of Pridgeon and Clay, resides in Belmont. Veteran of the United States 
Navy. His affiliations include his faith community. 

DIRECTOR Kim Mitchell, former legal counsel at Amway (Retired), resides in Grand Rapids. Her 
affiliations include her faith community. 

DIRECTOR Karla Amaya-Leone, Griffin Properties, resides in Grand Rapids. Her affiliations include 
West Michigan Humane Society, Cultivate (616), and the West Michigan chapter for National 
Association of Hispanic Real Estate Professionals.   
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