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NYFA QUARTERLY - Fall 2001

Chalkboard Article 1 For Your Information

Artists on Rikers Island

Barbara Fisher, Richard Spiegel, Dennis
Nurkse, Jenny Romaine, and Candido Tirado
Chalkboard and the directors of Ten Penny
Players invited three teaching artists—a
poet, a playwright, and a puppeteer—for a
discussion about teaching in Austin H.
MacCormick Island Academy, the alternative
high school for adolescent men (16-18) who
are incarcerated on Rikers Island in New York
City. The discussion, moderated by
Chalkboard’s Kate Wilson, took place at
NYFA on July 31, 2001.
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The participants speaking in the transcript S
below are: Fall 2001, Vol. 17, No. 3
A Better World
Barbara Fisher, co-Director of Ten Penny
Players and a printer, artist, and writer.
Dennis Nurkse, Brooklyn's Poet Laureate,
who works on Rikers through TPP.
Jenny Romaine, a member of Great Small Works (theater collective), who also
teaches on Rikers through TPP.
Richard Spiegel, co-Director of Ten Penny Players, who is a poet and editor of
Streams.
Candido Tirado, a playwright who works on Rikers through the Manhattan Theatre
Club.

What do you find different about working as teaching artists on Rikers Island?

Barbara Fisher: When we're in a prison, we're as locked in as they are. Yes, we can
leave; but we are in a prison. We’ve had artists who, after one or two times, said
they couldn’t go back.

Jenny Romaine: The first thing you encounter at Rikers is a small wooden shed.
You have to present sometimes one, sometimes two picture IDs. They check in
"the Board of Ed Extended File #76 Island Academy" or whatever. The first time, we
missed our classes completely—even though we had gotten there an hour early.

Once you go to clearance, you drive over the bridge and you park your car. Then
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