Fleeing her country, but keeping her passion

Founder of Tucson Academy of Music and
Dance celebrates 20 years
By Theresa Poalucci
She did not speak a word of English
when she landed on American soil, but
she knew another more international
language — music. Nina Tishkevich came
to this country in 1992 as a refugee
from the Eastern Block. With her came
a husband, two children, parents, and
grandparents.
“We were lucky to be chosen to come,”
said Tishkevich, in her rich Russian
accent. “The U.S. Government sent us
here to Arizona and it is where we have
made our home.”
Tishkevich and her family may have
left behind an unbearable situation,
but they also left behind good paying
professional jobs. Nina’s husband was
an engineer and she had trained at a
respected conservatory in music. When
she left her home she was the Director
of Methodology of 34 schools and some
15,000 students under her management.
“When we got here we had nothing,”
said Tishkevich. “I got a job at a
Montessori school and soon I found
myself giving private music lessons.”
Those first students certainly were
getting an extremely over qualified
teacher, but more importantly they
received instruction from a person who,
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no matter what barriers she faced, had
the desire to teach.
Over time Tishkevich validated all
her diplomas with US institutions. At
the same time she grew her student list
to 75. It became obvious to her, and to
her student’s parents, that it was time to
take the next step and rent some space
and start a school.
“We have met so many good people
in this country who have been so
supportive,” said Tishkevich. “Some of
them helped me develop my first studio
in 1995.”
It was the parents that helped with
teaching Tishkevich how to start a
business in Tucson, The Tucson Music
and Dance Academy. Soon she was hiring
teachers. Here first employees consisted
of a guitar instructor, a flute instructor,
and two piano teachers.
“Today we have over 35 teachers and
between 400 to 500 students,” she said
about her two locations — one in the
Catalina Foothills and the newest (2007)
in Oro Valley.
It was not long into the history of
the Academy that Tishkevich’s second
passion for dance was added to the
curriculum. Her students are truly all
ages, from 18 months to the school’s
oldest at 90.
Tishkevich philosophy for operating
the Academy is to get the very best
teachers she can find. All have degrees
in their perspective fields. Further she
advocates teaching more than just music
or dance. She wants the students to learn
responsibility, teamwork, commitment,
and to nurture in them the importance
of giving back to the community. Every
year the school raises funds or collects
food for a chosen organization that
helps others.
“As a teacher, what is important is
the impact we make in peoples lives,”
said Tishkevich. “I want our students to
become well rounded human beings.”
“I would much rather teach a child
that is motivated and whose parents
support their efforts than one who has
a natural talent but does not practice or
take their art seriously,” she continued.
“Every child is capable.”
The school also believes in getting
students out in the community to perform
and they do so often. Their rigorous 27
performances a year schedule includes
big ticketed recitals on the professional
stage to giving performances at a senior
center or community event.
Each year The Tucson Academy of
Music and Dance puts on Musical Magic
for Kids in partnership with the Southern
Arizona Arts & Cultural Alliance to
introduce children to music and dance
through story telling. The next such
event takes place on September 5. At
this performance the poetry of Shel
Silverstein will be set to the music of
stringed instruments with interactive
playing and movement. The event
begins at 10 am at Oro Valley Town Hall
(11000 N La Canada Drive) and is free to
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the public.
The Academy also hosts a Magic
Carpet Concert Series, which introduces
the youngest among us to dance and
music. The program introduces different
cultures, composers and movement in
an interactive way.
The Academy has been recognized
in Tucson as one of the best. A visit to
their website (www.musicdancetucson.
com) certainly demonstrates the breath
of learning opportunities available.
Classes in music, which uses the
Suzuki method of teaching for several
instruments, start with preschool
programs through adults. Private and
group lessons are available, but the
scope goes beyond learning to use the
instrument. There are classes in music
composition and song writing, as well
as voice, and coaching for auditions.
Theory classes are taught in preparation
for exams in all levels of Arizona Study
Programs, Royal Conservatory theory,
history, harmony, counterpoint and
analysis.
On the dance side of the Academy
ballet is just one of the offerings.
Students can study jazz, tap, hip hop,
modern, musical theater, ballroom and
more. There is even a class for those
with two left feet who want to learn
social dancing for a wedding or other
social event. A real plus is that both
schools have floating dance floors that
reduce fatigue and prevent injuries. It
was Nina’s husband, the engineer, that
made this a reality at the school.
“After 20 years I probably should
not teach at this point, as I have a lot
to take care of just with the day to
day operations of the school,” said
Tishkevich. “But I love teaching and
cannot live without it. Put a child in the
right nurturing environment and it is a
joy to watch them blossom.”
“I never ever imagined that it would
happen this way,” concluded Tishkevich
on her journey to the U.S. and the
building of The Tucson Academy of
Music and Dance. “I have a great team
of teachers and they fill the school with
a great spirit for quality and excellence.
Now all these years later, it is so
gratifying to see our earliest students as
fine young adults.”

