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Conn-Selmer Brings Help and Hope to Music Programs in
the US Virgin Islands after Hurricanes Irma and Maria
by Erin Cole
This issue of Touchpoint will bring a smile to your face and much warmth to
your heart. In the wake of the recent hurricane damage from Irma and
Maria, Conn-Selmer "responded-to-the-call.” Led by Mike Kamphuis, Dr.
O’Neill Sanford and Choni Arri, the trio made its way to the US Virgin
Islands to offer open-arms support. Because of this exemplary above-andbeyond-the-call-of-duty effort, many young people will continue to enjoy
their musical journey. CONGRATULATIONS are extended to Mike, O'Neill, and Choni. They
are to be hailed for "making a positive difference!"
-Tim Lautzenheiser

Hurricanes Irma and Maria caused catastrophic damage across the entire US Virgin Islands in
the fall of 2017. Many homes, businesses and schools were completely destroyed. The islands
are still trying to rebuild in the wake of the disaster. In order to assess the damage of the
instruments and develop a plan to rebuild, Dionne Donadelle, Territorial Director of Music for
the Virgin Islands Department of Education, invited a team of consultants from Conn-Selmer to
offer their expertise.
“After the two category ﬁve hurricanes in September, we have lost over 3 million dollars of
instruments, equipment and music. I won’t begin to discuss the loss of schools and buildings,”
said Ms. Donadelle. “As we begin to rebuild better than ever, we are seeking assistance in
moving forward and upward as we continue to support the ARTS in our schools.”
The team was led by Mike Kamphuis, Managing Director of the Division of Education, and he
was joined by Dr. O’Neill Sanford, Educational Support Consultant for Conn-Selmer, and Choni
Arri, Operations Director for the North Carolina A&T State University Band.
Ms. Arri has a deep personal interest in the effort given the fact she grew up in the Virgin
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Islands. Her father was a band director and her uncle is currently a Senator in St. Thomas. “I
just want everyone to know the Virgin Islands are more than a vacation destination and great
things are happening here,” said Ms. Arri. “There are issues however with students and band
programs not being able to afford instruments, not to mention maintaining them and getting
them serviced. Because of the circumstances, I wanted to give back to the people of the Virgin
Islands. As a product of the Virgin Islands Department of Education, this was a very important
connection for me to make.” With her roots in the islands, Choni was also able to organize
meetings with several important school administrators, music educators and government
ofﬁcials, as well as help coordinate travel for the Conn-Selmer team.

Ms. Choni Arrri attending a concert in the
Virgin Islands

Dr. Sanford has traveled many times to the US Virgin Islands to recruit students for the music
programs at Norfolk State University and Jackson State University. He also has a vested
interest in aiding in the rebuilding effort. “Immediately after hearing about the horriﬁc storms
and devastation, I contacted several of my friends, colleagues, and former students’ families to
check on their well-being,” said Dr. Sanford. “Several of them told me the storm impacted their
personal properties, schools, as well as did severe damage to their band rooms and musical
instruments.”
The team toured several different schools to assess the instruments and provide immediate
feedback. Hundreds of instruments were damaged and the condition was so poor they were no
longer playable. Many of the them had mold, rust, and water damage and were unsafe to use.
Mike trained the directors how to use the Conn-Selmer Inventory System. This was quite helpful
in organizing the instruments in a database, recording their values, and determining which of
them needed to be replaced.
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Instruments with severe water damage

Abandoned school: Glaydys Abraham Elementary School Building-severely
damaged from the hurricanes

Mike adds, “The schools are rebuilding. The parents, students and teachers are very positive
and resilient. After seeing the devastation ﬁrst hand it pains me to see people without the vital
resources they need to live their day-to-day lives. I witnessed the musical culture ﬁrst hand at
many schools and the joy it brought to the students in the midst of all they have gone through.
Music was taking them to another place they could not ﬁnd any other way. I’m grateful to all
the people I met and interacted with during my visit and I look forward to working with the
schools for many years to come.”
The storms also inﬂicted heavy damage on school facilities with many of the classroom buildings
being condemned. Schools were given no choice but to share sites and at times even hold
classes and rehearsals in tents. According to Choni and Mike, many of the schools also had to
adjust their class schedules to accommodate the lack of usable space.

Subscribe to our email list

Outdoor tent rehearsal after being displaced from band room, Tortola, British Virgin Islands

During the trip the team met several of the island’s music leaders, including Mr. Kevin
Hendricks, Band Director at the St. Croix Educational Center, and Mr. Dion Parson, the Director
of Music at the University of the Virgin Islands.
Mr. Hendricks shared his thoughts on the impact music has on his students saying, “We have
students coming to us from economically disadvantaged environments. I ﬁnd music helps to
keep the students engaged academically. Regardless of their choice of studies, their musical
ability helps them earn additional funding they otherwise would not have garnered on their
pathway to higher education.”

Left to Right: Dr. O'Neil Sanford, Kevin Hendricks-St. Croix Educational Center, Mike Kamphuis
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In reference to the partnership developed between the University of the
Virgin Islands and Conn-Selmer, Mr. Parson said, “This is a dream come
true. Conn-Selmer recognizes the need to assist and invest in a community
from the ground-up. One of our many challenges in the Virgin Islands is
having direct access to quality music, musicians, educators, and
instruments. This afﬁliation affords our students access to these resources,
the ability to attend music camps, help set up a viable instrument sales/repair shop/program on
the island, as well as provide professional development for our music educators.” Having had a
successful career as a jazz percussionist, including a Grammy win in 1997, Conn-Selmer is
fortunate to now call the St. Thomas native, Mr. Parson a select Ludwig Artist.

As the government releases funds to the music education programs in the Virgin Islands, the
Conn-Selmer team continues to help advise and support the initiative. Dr. Sanford was even
asked to extend his stay and present professional development sessions to the directors on
curriculum as well as initiate and design a recruitment plan. Many families relocated to Florida
and elsewhere after the hurricanes which impacted the enrollment of several programs. The
hope is after the rebuilding takes place, families will return to the islands.

Left to right: Chief of Staff-Anthony Thomas, Dr.
O'Neil Sanford, Territorial Director of Music-Ms.
Dionne Donadelle, Mike Kamphuis

According to Ms. Donadelle, “Music is such an important part of our culture. We cannot
imagine our lives without it.” For example, music students from the St. Thomas School District
perform quarterly concerts for the community at the cruise ship port. She believes
performances like these are a critical part of perpetuating the morale and tradition of music in
the islands.
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Students from the St. Thomas School District performing a community concert at the cruise ship port

“I am positive the love for music was key in helping the people endure the impact of these
two storms. When the people of the islands play and dance to the music of their culture, they
free themselves from the problems and challenges in their lives,” said Dr. Sanford.
Ms. Arri added, “With music being such an important part of our island heritage, it is
imperative we are equipped with nothing but the ﬁnest. As a member of this global community
there is no better way to make a bigger impact than through music!”
The “Everything is Going to be Alright” culture was evident to the team throughout its visit.
Conn-Selmer is thrilled to join hands with the musical community of the US Virgin Islands to keep
the morale positive and the tradition of great music alive!

Erin Cole
Currently, Erin is an Educational Consultant for Conn-Selmer, Inc. and also an Educational
Communications Specialist for their Division of Education. Previously, Erin Cole had a very
successful career as the Director of Bands at Tapp Middle School in Cobb County
Georgia for 22 years. Under her leadership, the Tapp Band had many honors included
being selected to perform at the 58th annual Midwest Band and Orchestra Clinic in
Chicago, Illinois in December of 2004. While at Tapp, Erin commissioned four pieces of music for the band
including Robert W. Smith's "The Great Locomotive Chase", Frank Ticheli's "Simple Gifts – Four Shaker Songs".
Samuel R. Hazo's "Ascend" and was part of a consortium of directors to commission Eric Whitacre's "The Seal
Lullaby". Erin has written chapters for the popular GIA publication series Teaching Music Through Performance
and is also currently a contributing editor for Hal Leonard's Essential Elements method book and interactive
website team. Erin is currently in high demand as a guest conductor for honor and all-state bands across the
country as well as a clinician and presenter for music conferences all over the world.

New Content on Education Website:
The Division of Education has added several new features to our website! Visit education.connselmer.com and click on CSI Connect to engage with music leaders from across the nation, view
articles and videos from our world-class clinicians, and participate in our new online message
board.
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CONNECT ONLINE

Do you have a personal story you would like to share
about Conn-Selmer or the Division of Education?
» Send us your story.

education@conn-selmer.com
| 574.523.0698
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For more information about how Conn-Selmer is supporting music
education around the globe, visit Education.Conn-Selmer.com.
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