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RIGHT NOTE
Three Oaks Realizes the Dream of a Performing Arts Center

T

he idea for an arts and education center in the Village of Three Oaks began to take shape in 2011. That’s when
the village adopted a 2030 Master Plan that included a call to establish a community center to serve area teens
and other residents. In practice, however, a sustainable community center is a difficult concept. Who runs it?
How are they paid? How is it funded? These issues face every municipality—a need for age-inclusive programming,
but inherently high costs for a service program that relies on paid staff, paid teachers, and pays market rent.
The goal of establishing the Three Oaks Arts & Education Center (A&E Center) was to create a collaboration between government and local residents to develop a community center with a sustainable, low-cost business model. In
fall 2014, a site for the center became available when the Three Oaks Village government announced its move to a
new location. They offered the former Village Hall as the site for an Arts & Education Center operated by the School
of American Music.
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Arranging A Musical Partnership

Since winter 2012, the Three Oaks Township Public Library
had made space available to the School of American Music
(SAM)—a local 501(c)3 nonprofit—to provide high-quality
music education at a below-market cost. SAM’s business
model relies on retired volunteers and board members to
administer the program, steeply-reduced rental costs, and
tuition to enable them to pay teachers the prevailing instructional rate. In addition, faculty from the school provide public
performances and other community services to raise scholarship money for students.
The Village offered the space to SAM at a steeply-reduced
rental cost, providing the opportunity to realize the dream
of building a recording studio as well as indoor and outdoor
performance areas for student and faculty recitals. But it
was also clear that the space could be much more important
than that. It could become a broader symbol of the quality of
life in the village. The structure, centrally located in the main
“downtown” park, could accommodate programming well

beyond music instruction. In fact, it could fill the need for the
community center described in the 2030 Master Plan.
So in fall 2014, the SAM board expanded its vision (and
work!) to take on the task of building and operating the Three
Oaks Arts & Education Center. SAM board volunteers conducted visioning sessions for potential users of the space;
worked with a volunteer local architecture firm to re-design the interior and exterior; developed public relations and
marketing materials to present anywhere they were invited to
speak; and submitted a proposal to the Public Spaces Community Places creative funding program, offered by the Michigan
Economic Development Corporation and Michigan State
Housing Development Authority. If successful, the $20,000
crowdfunding campaign would be matched by funds from
MEDC and MSHDA.
The crowdfunding campaign on Patronicity was indeed
successful. After six weeks, more than 200 individuals donated a total of about $22,000. The $20,000 match helped the
project get off the ground.

A Community Composition

But for a volunteer-driven community center to be sustainable in the long run, financial support has to come from
a broad base of local area residents and organizations. The
board’s mantra was: “We will help you build it,” not “Build it
and they will come.” This meant we relied not only on the
crowdfunding campaign, but also on donated labor and materials and whatever discounts we could get from lumber yards
to test the concept that the community really wanted the
A&E Center to be built.
Three Oaks is lucky to have philanthropic foundations
that serve the area, and individuals who are willing to make
substantial charitable gifts. After it was clear that there was
enough broad-based community support to build out the
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space, we decided to approach these sources for program
funding to cover expenses such as classroom supplies, scholarships, and internships.

Transforming Village Hall

The aim was to transform the place where you used to go
to pay your water bills into an attractive indoor and outdoor
space for leisure, recreation, and learning. The area outside
the building was reconfigured with a 600 sq. ft. performance
stage facing into a large park located in the center of the
village. The exterior appearance was improved with donated
professional landscaping; upbeat signage; a new, industrial chic
paint job, and an elegant ADA access ramp that leads from the
front of the building all the way to the stage and seating area
in back. The inside area was redesigned to include a 589 sq. ft.
general program room for large group activities; a 127 sq. ft.
all-digital recording studio; and a 361 sq. ft. room for smaller
group activities.
The business model of the Center is designed to provide
an ongoing source of revenue for the center. Teachers offer
classes and workshops, for which they charge tuition. The
teacher keeps 70 percent of the revenue, and the other
30 percent goes to the A&E Center to pay operating and

marketing costs. Some teachers generously donate all of
their proceeds.
Since the spring, the A&E Center has been in use every day.
Recent activities include student recitals, teen night, movies,
public meetings, storytelling workshops, writer workshops,
Spanish language classes, yoga, tai chi, choir rehearsal, and local musicians recording a soundtrack for a local history video,
veteran’s histories, and oral histories. Meanwhile, the board
continues to recruit teachers in order to fill the capacity.
The A&E Center is young, so its impact is just beginning
to be felt. People and organizations want to take advantage
of the resource. A locally-sponsored talent show was held
on the outdoor stage; a donor wants to set up a free movie
night every Friday; and a long-established civic improvement
organization has committed to financial support and ongoing
board membership. If we are successful, in five years 25 local
residents will be on the A&E board of directors, there will be
a locally-driven finance committee, and people will gravitate
to the center as a place for leisure, education, and enjoyment.
We are here to help that happen.
Adam Umbrasas is village manager of the Village of Three Oaks.
You may contact him at villagemgr@threeoaksvillage.org or
269-756-9221.
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To be a long-term, stable, cost-effective risk
management alternative for members and associate
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