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Artists Striving To End Poverty was conceived by Mary-Mitchell Campbell 
who, while volunteering at Mother Teresa’s missionary in India, was moti-
vated to effect change in the lives of children in the developing world. After 
returning to NYC, Mary-Mitchell began work on forming an arts-based 
non-profit designed specifically to help combat worldwide childhood 
poverty.

Simultaneously, a group of enthusiastic Julliard students had formed who, 
post-9/11, were looking for an effective way to give back to the community 
using the most significant tool they had -- their art. Mary-Mitchell, then a 
faculty member at Juilliard, was moved by the group’s energy and became 
their advisory mentor.

Collaboratively, they decided on a goal: to demonstrate the power of the Arts
 as a universal tool for engendering a greater sense of social understanding and acceptance in spite of any 
socially-recognized differences.

Lead by now-Program Directors, Abby Gerdts and Mauricio Salgado, the very first ASTEP initiative 
occurred in Homestead, Florida and this became the prototype program upon which all of the ASTEP 
camps are formulated.

ASTEP received its 501c3 status in June of 2006. It was then that the 
trio recognized that they were working to achieve similar goals and 
decided to consolidate resources in an effort to formalize and harness 
what they both had learned to be true: that art has the power to bring 
people together to communicate an understanding that we share a 
common humanity.

It is no secret that there exists a significant crisis in arts education 
today. Children are encountering fewer and fewer chances to build 
confidence or to learn through self-expression. Although the arts can 
be a powerful catalyst for empowering young people, arts education is 
too often neglected.

At the same time, because of the nature of the show business and art industries, many artists’ talents 
remain untapped. Although they might hope to use their skills to contribute to society, many artists feel 
frustrated in their efforts to do so.

History
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“It thrills me that ASTEP has already touched the lives of many children and artists 
who volunteer with us. Every artist returning from an ASTEP experience exudes a 
passion brought to life by their encounters with these children.” 

– Mary-Mitchell Campbell, Founder/CVO

continued on next page



At ASTEP, we strive to connect artists who wish to share their talents with children who can benefit from 
artistic encounters. The work we do serves as a network, a hub of opportunities for artists to use their gifts 
to create meaningful change for children.

ASTEP’s programs capitalize on these artists’ talents to help children see themselves in a new way, see the 
world in a new way, and to help enrich their lives and communities. 

ASTEP creates change for three groups:

• Children – ASTEP empowers young people with the tools of self-expression and decision-making neces-
sary to lead healthy lives and to contribute effectively in their communities. ASTEP challenges children to 
find fresh and exciting ways to further develop the essential life skills that will help them deal with the 
difficult circumstances that surround them. The ASTEP experience is designed to offer children artistic 
alternatives for channeling their emotions as opposed to drug abuse, violence or crime.  The arts provide a 
catalyst for ASTEP to mentor and guide today’s youth, and for local program staff and volunteers to build 
sustained relationships with the children.

• Communities – ASTEP encourages artists to use their talents in innovative and inspiring ways, and to 
reconnect with the power of the arts to transform society.  ASTEP guides artists in hopes that they become 
social justice entrepreneurs who return from our programming to enlighten their own communities about 
the issues of poverty surrounding children.  ASTEP artists invite others to care and discover the special 
contributions each person can make.

• Artists – ASTEP creates spaces in the communities of its partnering organizations that invite deeper 
relationships and community connections. In so doing. ASTEP renews communities’ commitment to the 
arts.  ASTEP aims to reduce the gap between children and adults, by helping select community partners to 
maximize ASTEP programming in ways that further their missions.  ASTEP educates our volunteers to be 
cultural diplomats. Volunteers are immersed into our partnering communities to gain recognition and 
understanding of foreign cultural dynamics. Once integrated they can exchange ideas, information, art, 
lifestyles, values systems, traditions, beliefs and other aspects of culture essential to building positive 
relationships and developing healthy communities.
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Project Shanti Bhavan was launched in August 1997 to 
provide educational opportunities and support to 
children from the poorest families and orphans in the 
Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka areas of 
Southern India. It is an original project of The George 
Foundation that targets children from the "untouchable" 
caste. 

"Untouchables," also known as "outcasts even among 
outcasts," are the lowest level of the caste system in 
India and are victims of social segregation and discrimi

nation. They are not allowed to worship at temples with people outside of their caste or even drink the 
same water.  

Shanti Bhavan is, in simple terms, a boarding school for these children of deprived backgrounds. Given 
proper care, support and educational opportunities, these children will have a good chance of being 
successful in life. It is The George Foundation’s belief that only through this level of commitment to the 
children that the conditions of poverty and social deprivation can be overcome for the "untouchables" of 
India.

The primary focus is on children in their formative years, starting with 4 year-olds and seeing them through 
age 17. The overall goal of the project is to make a positive difference in the lives of children and to encour-
age rural education in the following ways:

• to break the cycle of poverty and disadvantage, and
• to enable the children to become well-rounded, achieve their full 
potential, and become fully productive individuals.

In line with ASTEP’s mission, the collaborative project with the 
George Foundation is grounded in the belief that the deleterious 
consequences of extreme poverty can be overcome if the problems 
are tackled in the early stages of a child's development. It is further 
believed that children of poverty are no different than more fortu-
nate children if they are given a chance to dream and to aspire, and 
are supported through education and constant encouragement to 
realize their full potential.
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Shanti Bhavan, Southern India

continued on next page

“You must be the change you want to see in the world.”
- Mahatma Gandhi



Shanti Bhavan, thus, has three main objectives:

1. To provide the children a comprehensive residen-
tial program to meet their emotional, social, health, 
and educational needs, build character and self-
esteem, and strengthen their ability, through skills 
and mental discipline, to succeed in life.

2. To prepare the children to succeed not just in their 
immediate community but in the global marketplace.

3. To provide training and assistance to the parents of the children so that they can play a positive role in 
the growth and development of their children.

Shanti Bhavan aspires to be a symbol of hope to children from socially 
and economically deprived backgrounds, and a means to attain their 
dreams. The programs at Shanti Bhavan address the development of 
every aspect of a child's personality: his or her emotional development, 
mental and physical fitness, and cognitive growth with a curriculum that 
is well-planned and executed, with an emphasis placed on individual-
ized attention.



ASTEP has been working hard to establish a venue for teaching ART to today’s 
youth and using it as a catalyst for education and awareness. Homestead Art 
Camp dancing with paintThe ASTEP arts camp in Homestead, Florida aims to 
do just that as we break down the barriers of racism, confront negative issues 
pertaining to our diverse population, and to increase awareness and empower 
the feelings of individualism.

The ASTEP Art-in-Action Experience has been built to offer its participants 
artistic alternatives for channeling their emotions as opposed to drug abuse, 
violence or crime. It serves as a safe environment where the arts are used as a 
vehicle of self- exploration and expression and where young people are taught 
the motivational skills to care for and love themselves.  

ASTEP works in collaboration with EnFamilia Inc., a local NPO that has been 
dedicated to serving the communities of South Dade. Their mission is to build 

healthy family relationships, examine and preserve cultural values and enrich the quality of life through education and 
the arts. Our common goal is to empower the youth of southern Florida with communication and leadership skills to 
help transcend the barriers that they face.

The ASTEP Experience (Homestead) provides dance, drama, music, poetry, playwriting literature and visual art 
workshops for the children of Homestead during summer break (June and July).  The month-long intensive session 
starts daily at 8:30 a.m. and ends around 5 p.m.  During that time, the students are able to work with arts profession-
als in a safe and inspiring environment. Throughout the day, there are numerous opportunities for the sharing of new 
work among the students and the teachers. For many of the students, this will be their first exposure to the arts. The 
ASTEP experience is offered free of charge for the children who participate.

Impact Summary

Homestead Arts Camp group photoSince the program's 
inception in 2003, EnFamilia & ASTEP have partnered with 8 
nonprofit organizations. In the past five years, 60 ASTEP 
volunteers have, alongside 45 local high school
 volunteers and 60 family members, contributed over 30,000 
hours to the community of Homestead. Over 50% of our 
Students and Volunteers return to the program on a yearly 
basis. Our year-round Youth Leadership program has men-
tored 20 students, and many of our graduating seniors have 
moved into secondary schooling and are pursuing the arts on 
a meaningful level.

Volunteers have introduced students to the worlds of Shakespeare and Martha Graham, The Beatles and Chopin, 
Improvisation and Mural-making, film-making and photography, Augusto Boal and Martin Luther King, and many 
more. Students of the program have been a part of 7 performances serving an average audience of 250 parents and 
community members per performance. Participants have created 6 murals, 13 dances, 14 theatrical sketches, 7 
camp anthems, and 9 films. The program has received accolades from the city of Homestead & Florida City, and has 
received special coverage by the Miami Herald and local NBC affiliates.

Homestead Arts Camp, Florida
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“As a camper, I immediately fell in love with the program. The teachers 
were welcoming and friendly with us, making us feel that we belong, 
the classes were high-energy and a joy to be apart of, friends were 
easy to make and friendships last forever, above all else I felt at home.”  

- Michelle Ziade (Homestead camper 2003-Present, High School 
Program participant, Teacher’s Assistant)



The Community of Homestead

Youth who grow up in Homestead, Florida experience an America that is 
profoundly different than the America that most of us know.

The City of Homestead is located on the southeastern tip of the Florida 
peninsula. Located in southern Miami-Dade County, Homestead’s poorest 
areas have been designated “hyper-poor” by the Department of Children 
and Families.  Tremendous wealth inequalities exist – with the glitz and 
glamour of Miami highlife juxtaposed with areas of unimaginable violence 
and poverty.  In areas around Homestead, poverty rates are a staggering 
44 percent, well above the county’s already high 14 percent average.  
Nearly 420,000 residents throughout the county live below the poverty 
line.

Homestead’s poverty has had a devastating impact on family and social structures.  One out of every eight children in 
the County is born to a teenage mother. Marriage rates have declined while divorce rates and rates of separated 
couples have risen.  One horrific feature of this decline in stable families is high rates of domestic and sexual abuse 
and violence. Miami-Dade County reports over 15,000 cases of domestic violence per year, the reported cases 
representing just a fraction of the total number of cases.

The population consists mostly of first generation Haitians and Hispanics (including Mexicans, Colombians, and 
Cubans). Homestead is an integral part of the vegetable, fruit and foliage market business in the United States and 
relies heavily on migrant workers to tend the fields and groves. As a result, they have become the cheap labor force 
behind this billion-dollar industry. Tremendous tensions exist between many of these groups.  Ethnic, racial, and 
class-based divisions often manifest themselves in gangs, and gang-related violence – including murder, armed 
robbery, drug-dealing, and rape.

Youth in southern Florida who hope to escape these circumstances find little support in their efforts to do so. The 
Miami-Dade school system is plagued by the ethnic and racial divides and de facto segregation that prevents 
students from working together. With a ratio of one college counselor to 3,500 students, students tend to remain 
oblivious to opportunities to further their education.  The high school drop-out rate in the area is an astounding 50 
percent. Only 9 percent of high school students go on to receive Bachelor’s Degrees.

Some of the other challenges the Homestead children face include: Generation gaps and language barriers between 
the children and parents; Increased levels of HIV/AIDS infections; Alcoholism, predominantly in male parent along 
with Drug abuse, specifically marijuana and ecstasy; Teenage pregnancy and School dropouts; Domestic and sexual 
abuse and violence; Lack of motivation; Undiagnosed ADHD, depression, anorexia nervosa and other syndromes 
related to overtly stressful living situations.

In general, this community is culturally under-represented and under-served. However, studies done by local commu-
nity assistance programs and our own experiences have shown that whatever exposure these children have had to 
the arts, they connect with it quickly. Popular and cultural music, dance and movies have become a primary means of 
escape, even if it is only temporary.

“In order to create art, com-
munity, a classroom, or any-
thing else, you need a situa-
tion that is saturated with 
love and support beyond 
question. That is what ASTEP 
has to offer.”
- Seth Numrich, ASTEP Volunteer 
2007-present/ Juilliard Graduate 
/Professional Actor



Over 42 million people are living with HIV/AIDS worldwide. 
Seventy-four percent of which, are individuals living in sub-Saharan 
Africa.  There are 14,000 new infections every day (95 percent in 
developing countries). HIV/AIDS is a "disease of young people" with 
half of the 5 million new infections each year occurring among 
people ages 15 to 24. Half of all new infections in the United States 
occur in people 25 years of age or younger.

Port Elizabeth communityThe UN estimates that, currently, there are 
14 million AIDS orphans and that by 2010 there will be 25 million.

In 2006 UNAIDS/WHO in collaboration with the Department of 
Health published that 5.5 million South Africans were living with
 HIV (around 11% of the total population). The ASSA predicts that by 2015 that number will exceed 6 
million people, by which time around 5.4 million will have died of AIDS.    

For the past three years ASTEP has been using art as a vehicle for effective HIV/AIDS education and raising 
awareness among today’s youth.

ASTEP began in 2005 by partnering with Ubuntu Education Fund (www.ubuntufund.org), a South African 
organization dedicated to working with the people of Port Elizabeth to develop quality education and 

healthy communities in the new South Africa. Ubuntu provides more than 
40,000 people, especially orphans and other children made vulnerable by AIDS, 
poverty and inequality, with life-saving health services and essential educational 
programming. As part of their comprehensive Health and Empowerment Initia-
tives, Ubuntu has developed camps to care for orphans and vulnerable children 
when they are most susceptible to abuse, during school holidays.

ASTEP became a rare component of these camps helping to break down the 
barriers of racism, confront negative issues pertaining to the diverse population, 
all the while learning from Ubuntu how to create self-sustaining solutions to 
assist this community’s serious needs.

ASTEP uses material from plays and musicals that correspond to the issues 
surrounding these particular children. For example, because of the HIV/AIDS pandemic that is crippling 
South Africa, ASTEP often references the musical RENT and uses the song ‘Seasons of Love’ as a teaching 
tool to convey messages of love, value of human life and the struggle to endure, cope and fight the 
HIV/AIDS virus.   

Project Africa
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“We are educated, and we are free; To explore the potential of 
what we can be! If we practice, what we preach; There’s no limit 
that we can reach! The moon will have prints of our feet; When our 
courage and determination meet! Dancing boldly, to the harmony; 
In the inspired sound of our destiny!” 

- Camp Chant (Winter, 2007)



Another special example: In July 2007, ASTEP, in collaboration with Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS 
and Ubuntu Education Fund shared a once-in-a-lifetime experience with children from our collaborative 
South Africa initiative. The ASTEP 2007 team traveled with 47 children who Ubuntu hand-selected from 
the townships in Port Elizabeth on a 3-day bus tour to visit Johannesburg for an exciting arts-awareness trip.

It is with this model in mind that ASTEP would like to broaden its reach to other parts of South Africa, and 
Africa at large, and bring this experience to other communities in need. ASTEP, in the spirit of its other 
experiences, will offer these children a nurturing space to learn, create and play through our dynamic 
performance art programming.

ASTEP is investigating two new pilot programs with our core team in South Africa this fall and will hopefully 
launch opportunities for our volunteers in 2009. 

“My heart has been torn open and I’ve been feeling very fragile, sorrowful, unsettled and yet, 
still I have this burning desire to continue to heal this planet. The work that we all have done is 
so huge and I only hope that I can continue to fight alongside every one of you in the name of 
freedom, self-expression and a deeper understanding of peace around the world.”

- Zen Jefferson, Volunteer Artist



ASTEP Creating Memories

JOHANNESBURG, S. Africa - This past July (2007), 
ASTEP, in collaboration with Broadway Cares/Equity 
Fights AIDS (broadwaycares.org) and Ubuntu Educa-
tion Fund (ubuntufund.org), shared a once-in-a-
lifetime experience with children from our collabora-
tive South Africa initiative. The ASTEP 2007 team: 
Abby Gerdts, Kristen Knuston, Faylotte Crayton, 
Frankie Alvarez, Mary Ellen Beaudreau, Phillip 
McAdoo and Stefani Rae traveled with 47 children 
who Ubuntu hand-selected from the townships in 
Port Elizabeth on a 3-day bus tour to visit Johannes-
burg for an exciting arts-awareness trip. This special 
group of students was chosen because they are some 
of the most vulnerable children living in the Eastern 
Cape of South Africa. Many have been orphaned by 
HIV and/or have been diagnosed with HIV. 

While in Johannesburg, these children, many of 
whom had never been outside their small, neighbor-
ing villages, participated in activities that broadened 
their horizons and elevated their understanding of art 
and the history of their culture and heritage. 

ASTEP and BC/EFA arranged for them to attend a 
performance of The Lion King at the recently reno-
vated Montecasino Theater and then meet some of 
the performers for an intimate dinner at a cast 
member’s home. 

The children were also able to see a showing of the 
latest Athol Fugard play Victory, a drama about the 
plight of the dispossessed, the responsibilities of the 
privileged, and the humanity of both, at the renowned 
Market Theater.  

Mary-Mitchell Campbell, the ASTEP team and 
Anthony Rapp (original cast of RENT) collaborated, 
arranging for them to sit in on a rehearsal of the show 
RENT in preparation for the opening of the musical in 
Johannesburg. After these theater experiences the 
children then toured the Apartheid Museum to see 
its exhibitions dedicated to the saga of the nation’s 
resistance, courage, and fortitude during its years of 
oppression.   

continued on next page

New Website!

ASTEP would like to announce the launch of its new 
website, at a new address, with a new name!  
     www.asteponline.org 
We will continue to add new features and updates - 
this is just the beginning! 

New Board Member, Cyndi Lauper 

ASTEP would like to welcome Cyndi Lauper as a new 
honorary board member. Cyndi and Mary-Mitchell 
have been friends for many years and both share a 
passion for helping those in need. 

Cyndi Lauper is an American Grammy Award-
winning singer and Emmy Award-winning film, televi-
sion and theatre actress. She became a household 
name in the mid-eighties with the release of the 
album, “She’s so Unusual” and became the first artist 
in history to have four top ten singles released from 
one album. Cyndi Lauper has released 11 albums, 
over 40 singles, and has sold more than 50 million 
albums worldwide. She continues to tour the world in 
support of human rights. 

Update 2007
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School Day, Shanti Bhavan

TAMIL NADU, India - On August 26th, 2007, ASTEP 
was privileged to be a part of an extraordinary event 
uniting the children from Shanti Bhavan with some of 
New York City's top Broadway professionals for The 
George Foundation’s 10th Anniversary celebration of 
School Day.

This event is a very special occasion for the children 
of Shanti Bhavan because, after months of hard work 
and preparation, it is the one day of the year where 
the children can perform for their community and 
their parents and show off their talents to those they 
love.     

The children performed traditional dances as well as 
classical piano solos, musical medleys and poetry. 
They were joined onstage by several ASTEP artists 
who also performed musical selections from some of 
Broadway’s most popular shows. 

This was ASTEP’s first summer working in Inida. We 
sent 10 volunteers over the course of 3 months and 
brought the ASTEP experience to a whole new level. 
There was a major focus on using the arts to teach 
HIV prevention and awareness - something that the 
whole country direly needs. ASTEP will continue to 
send volunteers to Shanti Bhavan year-round and is 
very excited to see the partnership with The George 
Foundation grow and succeed in creating leaders for 
a new India.

The staff, volunteers and performing artists also 
benefited from this experience by participating in this 
rare cross-cultural exchange of conversation, craft, 
and performance. 

In April, Mary-Mitchell Campbell was 
named NY1’s New Yorker of the Week!
View the article at: http://tinyurl.com/35sk7a
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step up

ONE BILLION CHILDREN – ONE IN EVERY TWO CHILDREN WORLDWIDE – LIVE IN POVERTY. FIFTEEN MILLION CHILDREN

ARE ORPHANED EACH YEAR DUE TO THE RAMPANT HIV/AIDS PANDEMIC. IN INDIA, WHICH HAS THE LARGEST NUMBER

OF AIDS ORPHANS OF ANY COUNTRY, OVER FIVE MILLION PEOPLE ARE HIV-POSITIVE AND OVER 30,000 BABIES ARE

BORN WITH HIV EACH YEAR. AFRICA HAS MORE THAN 5.3 MILLION KNOWN AIDS SUFFERERS. BY AGE TWENTY, ONE

IN THREE WOMEN WORLDWIDE ARE INFECTED WITH THE VIRUS.

light has been shed on 

situations like the ones in 

Africa and India through 

mass media and celebrity-fu-

eled exposure. For example, 

famous actors and musicians, 

major companies such as 

Apple, GAP and American 

Express have gone RED to as-

is another organizational ef-

poverty and is supported by 

such notable people as Brad 

Penelope Cruz, Dave Mat-

Clooney, and Bill Gates, who 

support the cause.

In 2002, Richard Gere hosted 

a carnival with Bollywood 

actors in Bombay to raise 

awareness and funds to help 

prevent mother-to-child trans-

Gere Foundation India Trust, 

also supports health clinics 

Goodwill Ambassador Mia 

Farrow personally appealed 

rebel groups to ensure that 

children are placed at the 

center of peace and recov-

Madonna adopted a baby 

from Malawi after giving mil-

lions to assist the orphaned 

children there. 

-

es sight of her important role 

Ambassador, consistently uses 

her superstar status to gener-

ate media coverage on the 

dilemmas of refugees and the 

conditions under which they 

live. Two of her three children 

are adopted from third world 

countries and she is constantly 

being trailed by the paparazzi 

as they travel through such 

and Mumbai.  

poverty exist, not only over-

seas, but right here in our own 

community. With celebrities 

donating large amounts of 

funds and creating major me-

dia buzz, we tend to forget 

about the organizations in our 

own backyards that have sim-

ilar missions but do not require 

a large pocketbook to partic-

ipate in the hands-on experi-

ence of facilitating change. 

-

renowned Broadway musi-

cal director Mary-Mitchell 

Campbell, aims to mobilize 

the worldwide community of 

performing artists in an effort 

to create positive change for 

young people in need. Art-

ists, including recent and cur-

-

way professionals, and local 

university students serve as 

volunteer teachers at these 

events.

in communities with popula-

tions of impoverished children 

who have limited access to 

safe spaces in which the chil-

dren learn to communicate 

and to develop skills for mak-

ing positive decisions by inter-

acting with the artists. Topics 

covered range from self-

empowerment and positive 

awareness. 

-

cess of developing an or-

phanage in India that will be 

dedicated to empowering 

and educating severely dis-

advantaged young women. 

launch a hospital outreach 

program that will bring pro-

City hospitals and healthcare 

facilities to inspire and enrich 

the lives of children who are 

-

ments where arts education 

and experiences are rare. 

motivated and loving individ-

uals who wish to make a dif-

ference in the life of a child. 

Whether it is an afternoon 

sharing an artistic talent in a 

local hospital or volunteering 

a few weeks of time overseas 

you: the dancer, actor, musi-

cian, singer, playwright, and 

visual artist. 

BETH KONOPKA

createsomethinggood.org

Bono promoting 

her adopted son Maddox

Mary-Mitchell Campbell with children from

magazine



How a young woman from a small town in North Carolina 
ends up orchestrating the most anticipated Broadway revival 

of the 2006-07 theatre season — and owning an orphanage in India.

10    FURMAN | FALL 2006

TIMES SQUARE, 49TH STREET.  Theatregoers stream out of various 

Broadway houses as curtains come down for the evening.  Near the “Chicago” 

marquee, excited fans try to grab a glimpse of pop star Usher exiting the 

stage door after his much-publicized opening night.

Down the block stands the stately O’Neill Theatre, where a smaller 

but no less passionate crowd gathers at the stage door waiting for the stars 

of “Sweeney Todd” to emerge.  Out comes Mary-Mitchell Campbell, dressed 

in black, arms full of papers and music.  Fans hoping to see Patti LuPone sigh 

as they realize their wait will have to continue, and Campbell, unrecog nized, 

walks purpose fully past the mob of star-seekers.  There’s still much work to 

be done this evening.

“Sorry it took me so long,” she says.  “Kevin Kline wanted to say hello.” 

A DECADE AFTER GRADUATING FROM Furman, Mary-Mitchell Campbell ’96 

� nds herself working on Broadway and in Holly wood as a music arranger 

and orchestrator for many of the most talented and successful people 

in the world of show business. 

In November alone she made her Broadway debut as an orchestrator 

and also served as conductor for Tony Bennett’s 80th birthday celebration 

in Los Angeles, which was co-hosted by Paul Newman, Jack Nicholson, 

Bruce Willis, George Clooney and Billy Crystal and featured such perfor-

mers as Kelly Clarkson, Marc Anthony and Rascal Flatts.  And before 

the year is done her solo album, “Songs I Grew Up On,” will be released.

Even more extraordinary is that as exciting as her career is at the 

moment, a life in theatre is not what really drives her.  She may make 

her living by entertaining, but she lives for her non-pro� t work, which 

she con� rms with her description of why she works so tirelessly in both 

areas but has no problem prioritizing:  “It’s a matter of feeling creative 

versus people dying.”

Last year Campbell created Artists Striving to End Poverty (ASTEP), 

a humanitarian organization that combines her love of the arts and artists 

with her desire to � ght for the children most in need of advocacy.  And 

in addition to getting the established artists with whom she works involved 

in ASTEP, she also has access to some of the country’s brightest upcoming 

talents as a faculty member of The Juilliard School, where she has been on 

staff since 2003 — and holds the distinct ion of being one of the youngest 

individuals to serve on that distinguished faculty.

How Campbell achieved so much in so little time is, well, a tale 

worth attending.

ACT I. 
“SWEET CHARITY” LAUNCHES CAMPBELL’S CAREER — 
AND CHARITY WORK BECOMES HER PASSION.

TO THE CONSTERNATION OF MANY OF HER MUSIC PROFESSORS, Campbell, 

who hails from Wilson, N.C., chose not to attend graduate school after 

Furman but to instead move to New York and brave the Great White 

Way by taking any and all gigs that came her way.  And like a classic 

heroine in one of those Broadway musicals with which she now works, 

Campbell landed a doozy of a � rst job:  collaborating with composer 

Cy Coleman on a special anniversary bene� t performance of his biggest 

Broadway hit, “Sweet Charity,” at Lincoln Center. 

The event, laden with some of the theatre’s biggest names, including 

the original Charity herself, Gwen Verdon (in what was to be her last stage 

performance), was a smashing success, and Campbell realized that she’d 

found gold in her � rst professional mentor:  “It was like winning the lottery.”  

For despite his great success, Coleman, the Tony Award-winning composer 

of “City of Angels,” “Barnum” and “The Will Rogers Follies,” was not one 
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to rest on his laurels and was a strong supporter of younger musicians 

and composers in the theatre industry.

“He believed it was important to never stop creating, no matter 

how old you are,” says Campbell.  “He was working 12-hour days at age 75.  

I learned from him to work hard and stay focused.”  In addition to basically 

saying yes to any job offered to her, Campbell continued working with 

Coleman until his death from a heart attack in 2004.

The year 2004 also marked another major turn ing point 

in Campbell’s life.

The presidential election of that year upset her greatly.  

Partisanship aside, what bothered her most, she says, 

“was the way we treated each other as fellow Americans.  

All the name-calling, the 

insults.  No real conversa tions 

were had, no attempts to 

connect were made, and  

almost everything was 

fear-based.”  Wanting to � nd 

some thing to take her mind 

off of the state of affairs at 

home, she booked a trip to 

spend time the following 

year in India, working 

with children.

The trip would 

change her life.

WHEN SHE FIRST ARRIVED IN INDIA, SHE STAYED IN 

BANGALORE WITH THE FAMILY OF THE DOORMAN OF HER BUILDING 

IN NEW YORK.  She lived in Bangalore for six weeks, volunteering 

in an orphanage for physically challenged girls.  There she realized 

that corruption was rampant and that a lot of money meant for the 

orphanage was being pocketed.

She then went to Calcutta and volunteered at one of Mother Teresa’s 

missions.  Upon arrival, she immediately picked up a little girl, then noticed 

a large sign on the wall that said, “Don’t pick up kids!  They have highly 

contagious tuberculosis.”

Campbell remained healthy, and shortly thereafter she met a couple 

with an orphanage in the village of Nelamangala, in southern India.  

By chance, they were looking for someone to take the place over, a leader 

who wanted the orphanage for reasons greater than merely acquiring 

the land.  After meeting Campbell and showing her the facility (also for 

disen fran chised girls), the couple offered to give the orphanage to her.  

Although surprised by the offer, Campbell accepted — and immediately 

realized she had an incredible challenge on her hands. 

“I believe we’re responsible for what we know.  Once I went to India, 

I then knew,” says Campbell.  “We’re at a point where we can, one, accept 

things as they are, or two, choose to � ght.  Children are our only hope 

for creating a different world, and as a result, they’re worth � ghting for.”

Upon returning stateside, Campbell landed the dream job of orches-

trating the music of Stephen Sondheim, Broadway’s most revered composer, 

for an updated production of “Company,” the Tony-winning musical in 

1971.  The director would be John Doyle, a Brit known for having the 

performers in his shows double as an onstage orchestra.  Given this style, 

the orchestrators in his productions play an enormously important role 

that puts them more in the spotlight 

than usual.

“It never occurred to me that 

I’d get this job,” Campbell says.  

“But John wanted an all-American 

team for this show, think ing 

it would be irrespon sible, given 

the material, not to have one.  

So he needed a new collab-

ora tor.  It’s all a bit magical 

and a bit overwhelming.”

And again, Campbell’s 

timing was perfection.  Doyle, 

previously unknown in the 

United States, opened his 

version of “Sweeney Todd” 

on Broadway in 2005 to 

rave reviews and strong 

box of� ce, so interest 

in “Company” escalated 

accordingly.  Suddenly, 

producers were  ying 

to see “Company” when 

it opened in Cincinnati last March.  

Many were pleased with what they saw, includ ing the 

critic from The New York Times, who called the show a “sleek, stylish 

production” and made ample note of Campbell’s contribution:  “. . . The 

lively new orches trations, by Mary-Mitchell Campbell, � nd the various 

couples communicat ing in musical notes, sometimes in happy harmony, 

some times in more complicated patterns.  These wordless colloquies hint 

at the subterranean levels of con geniality that marriage can bring. . . . 

We are reminded that for many long-partnered pairs, speech is only 

the most public of many modes of commu nication, and it can 

be a misleading one.”

Such a review from the Times can create momentum for a show, and 

soon thereafter, a transfer to New York with the entire cast was announced.  

In June, Doyle won the Tony Award for Best Director for “Sweeney Todd,” 

immediately making “Company” the must-see musical revival on Broadway 

this fall — and putting a very bright spotlight on Campbell. 
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INTERMISSION.

CAMPBELL REFLECTS ON HER EXPERIENCES AT FURMAN AND THE WORLD 

AT LARGE THROUGH A SERIES OF RAPID-FIRE QUESTIONS.

FAVORITE CLASS AT FURMAN?

Social Problems.  “The poverty tour [part of 

the class] opened my eyes and was the emotional 

foundation for what would become ASTEP.  

From that point forward I learned how important 

it is to use your heart in a way that is for the 

greater good.”

FAVORITE PROFESSOR?

Dr. Albert Blackwell, religion.

MOST EMBARRASSING MOMENT?

“While I was accompanying the Chamber 

Singers at a humor-in-music seminar in Tennes-

see in front of 350 music educators, the piano 

bench fell apart.  Everyone thought it was part 

of the act.  It wasn’t.”

FAVORITE PART OF THE FURMAN EXPERIENCE?

“Having come from a conservatory background 

in high school [North Carolina School of the 

Arts], I really enjoyed the liberal arts aspect 

of Furman, being able to learn a wide array 

of materials.”

IF YOU COULD GO BACK AND CHANGE ONE PART 

OF YOUR FURMAN CAREER, WHAT WOULD IT BE 

AND WHY?

“I would work less and spend more time with 

my friends.”

PERSON YOU MOST ADMIRE?

Abraham George, a business entre preneur who 

created the George Foundation after serving as 

a managing director at a global investment � rm 

and founding and heading a software company, 

the pro� ts of which he uses for the foundation.

PEOPLE YOU MOST WANT TO WORK WITH?

Alanis Morissette, Oprah Winfrey, Tony Kushner, 

“and people who have money to invest in the 

children!”

IN 2002 YOU HAD THE AMAZING OPPORTUNITY 

TO REASSEMBLE A “LOST” AARON COPLAND 

SCORE FOR TWO STAR-STUDDED PERFORMANCES 

OF ERNEST HEMINGWAY’S “THE WORLD OF NICK 

ADAMS,” THE PROCEEDS OF WHICH WENT TO 

BENEFIT THE PAINTED TURTLE CAMP, ONE 

OF PAUL NEWMAN’S SUMMER PROGRAMS FOR 

CHILDREN WITH LIFE-THREATENING DISEASES.  

WERE YOU INTIMIDATED?

“Because of my age, a lot of the actors initially 

thought I was an intern.  Once that idea was 

corrected, I cracked the whip as normal, just 

that time with Matt Damon, Julia Roberts and 

Tom Hanks, among others.  It’s always impor-

  tant to be present, to be where you are and face 

illusion versus the realities of the world.  As 

people we all have so much more in common 

than differ ences.  We’d be better off recognizing 

that we’re all the same.”

WHAT DO YOU LIKE MOST ABOUT THE STUDENTS 

AT JUILLIARD?

“They’re very inspiring — all that unharnessed 

energy and enthusiasm.  I work in the drama 

division.  I much prefer actors to singers.  It’s 

wonderful to watch their bravery as they make 

themselves vulnerable.”

BOOK MOST RECENTLY READ?

India Untouched by Abraham George.  

And The Zen of Fundraising.

IF YOU COULD CHANGE ONE THING ABOUT THE 

WORLD, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

“Many people have way more than they need.  

We don’t need to feel guilty for what we have, 

but we do need to be conscious of what we waste, 

such as buying food we don’t eat.  When you 

think about that, the fact that people are starv-

ing in the world is inexcusable.”

WHAT DO YOU MISS MOST ABOUT FURMAN?

“The beauty of the campus, and the simplicity 

of what I knew.  Being a little ignorant made 

life simpler.”
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TO LEARN MORE ABOUT ASTEP: 

Web

www.createsomethinggood.org

E-mail 

info@createsomethinggood.org

Phone

(212) 706-1516

Mary-Mitchell Campbell and friends, 

from top:  At the Sisters of Charity mission 

in Calcutta; hanging with Raúl Esparza, 

star of “Company,” and with actress 

Kristin Chenoweth; children at Ashakiran 

orphanage.  Opposite:  At the Taj Mahal; 

with Broadway star Patti LuPone; a scene 

from “Company.”
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ACT II.
HOW CAMPBELL TURNED SOMETHING PAINFUL INTO SOMETHING 
POSITIVE, AND WHY STATISTICS PLAY SUCH AN IMPORTANT PART 
IN HER LIFE.

REALITY HIT CAMPBELL UPON HER RETURN TO NEW YORK FROM INDIA.

She now owned an orphanage, which is called Ashakiran (“Rays 

of Hope”).  And she needed a way to run and provide for it, a task that 

would be daunting for anyone, much less for someone with a full slate 

of work on the other side of the world.  Many of her colleagues were 

surprised at her determination, including Sondheim, who upon hearing 

about Campbell’s acquisition asked, “Couldn’t you say no?”

Campbell couldn’t say no, and instead started investigating how 

she could create a non-pro� t organization that would include managing 

the orphanage but would also be able to expand into other areas.  Once 

again, timing played its part. 

Campbell’s marriage had ended, and the brownstone apartment she 

once owned had to be sold as part of the divorce settlement.  Rather than 

buy another place, Campbell used her half of the money to create ASTEP. 

ASTEP is an arts-based organization that strives to combat child 

poverty by bringing together artists and children who can bene� t from 

artistic encounters.  Campbell believes in the power of art to teach:  

“Art is a vehicle to get to know the children, get them to open up, get 

to the real issues.  We use art to access all that other stuff that stands 

in the way of breaking the cycle of poverty.”

And for the artists?  “It gives actors real perspective.  After they 

do one of our programs, they seem more grateful and have more apprecia-

tion for the many things we take for granted.  They have something more 

to say in their art and have more important stories to tell.”

ASTEP now has a staff of six.  Though it relies on her heavily, Campbell 

hopes the organization will eventually function independently and be able 

to strengthen non-pro� t structures already in existence.  As part of that 

latter mission, ASTEP has expanded beyond the orphanage in India 

to include: 

>  Workshops based in Port Elizabeth, South Africa, where a 

shockingly high 32 percent of the population has HIV or AIDS.

>  Workshops in Homestead, Fla., where the focus is on children 

of migrant workers with combined annual incomes of $10,000 to $15,000.

>  ArtCents, the primary fundraising arm of ASTEP, in which artists 

donate their spare change, the idea being that “Small change makes 

big change.”

WHEN SHE’S FEELING OVERWHELMED, WHAT KEEPS CAMPBELL GOING 

ARE THE STATISTICS, WHICH SHE CAN RATTLE OFF AS EASILY AS SHE 

CAN PLAY A C-MAJOR SCALE.

“A billion children live in poverty.  That’s half the children in 

the world.  Six hundred forty million children have inadequate shelter, 

and 400 million struggle to get safe drinking water.  I believe it’s my duty 

to protect and educate those impoverished children with whom I come 

into contact.”
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She admits it’s not always easy to main-

tain her intense schedule.  She makes lots of 

lists, she says, and typically gets by on only 

four or � ve hours of sleep.  At times, she adds, 

she has to force herself to stop and take a breath.

Still, she thrives on the pace and variety 

of her life. “I don’t expect everyone to do 

what I do,” she says, “but I do believe you 

can be very successful in your � eld and still be 

able to give a lot.  You don’t have to sacri� ce ambition.”

With that attitude and drive, it’s not surprising that Campbell 

makes a strong impression on those she meets.  Paul Newman and Joanne 

Woodward, who have mastered the art of using celebrity to encourage 

others to support charity, are friends and mentors.  Tom Hanks took 

her trick-or-treating with his kids. 

Kristin Chenoweth, the Tony-winning actress starring in the current 

Broadway revival of “The Apple Tree,” recently completed a concert tour 

with Campbell and says, “I love how committed she is to music, her students 

and her friends.  I love that with her spare time, of which she barely has 

any, she started this non-pro� t ASTEP.

“All she wants is to stay on her path.  She knows what her purpose 

is and will stay the course.  She is an optimist and has incredible faith.  

That’s why people love to be around her!  She’s a source of inspiration 

to all who meet her.” 

Tim Thomas, the executive director of MTV’s Staying Alive Founda-

tion and a member of the ASTEP board, says, 

“Mary-Mitchell is ruthless in her pursuit of the 

better side of human nature.  Working with her 

has reinvigorated my own commitment to the 

world’s poor and margin alized.  She possesses 

an artist’s curiosity and hunger for information 

about every thing from the structure and gov-

ernance of non-pro� ts to land reform laws 

in northeastern India.

“The world would be a far better place if more artists could break 

out of their creative shells and engage with real, dif� cult issues like poverty, 

disease, corruption and oppression, [as] Mary-Mitchell has done.  She 

is an incredibly inspiring force in my life these days.”

The stages of Broadway present very different challenges to the realities 

of the world, realities that include great poverty and suffering.  No matter 

the challenge, Campbell faces all obstacles in the same manner.

“You don’t have to not be scared,” she says.  “The desire just has 

to be greater than the fear.”  |F |

The author, a 1991 Furman graduate, is a playwright and businessman 

in New York City.  His “In a Town Called Faith” is scheduled for 

an off-Broadway opening in 2007.

Phone rings, door chimes, in comes “Company:”  

The new version of this unconventional musical about 

love and commitment, which fi rst played on Broadway 

in 1970, was scheduled to open November 29.  In this 

year’s revival, the performers also serve as the on-stage 

orchestra.  Mary-Mitchell Campbell’s work as music 

supervisor and orchestrator received prominent billing 

in an October 1 ad in The New York Times.
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