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Looking at the demographics of the military population in Oklahoma, there are about 19,000 active-duty service members and about 14,000 reservists living in Oklahoma.

Oklahoma has five military installations (Altus Air Force Base, Fort Sill Army Base/Sheppard Air Force Base, McAlester Army Ammunition Plant, Tinker Air Force Base, and Vance Air Force Base). There are two federal VA Health Care Systems, 12 community based outpatient clinics, and three federal vet centers.

The 2010 Census identified 12.5% of the state’s population as veterans; those numbers have shifted–a 2014 report on the number of Oklahoma Veterans indicated that there were 337,571 veterans in Oklahoma. (OK Pop. 3.878 million, so closer to 9% now)

There are nearly 160,000 veterans in Oklahoma under the age of 60 (47%).
There are nearly 180,000 veterans in Oklahoma at the age of 60+ years (53%).
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In response to the groundwork done by the NEA and AFTA, the Oklahoma Arts Council developed the Oklahoma Arts and the Military Initiative in 2014 to aid community organizations in providing arts-focused programs to those who have courageously served our country. We also sought to build and strengthen the connections between arts and military communities to leverage the arts as part of the military experience in Oklahoma.

Drawing on recommendations made in the AFTA white paper to conduct a needs assessment and to benchmark research, we began the first phase of our initiative in January 2015 by distributing the Oklahoma Arts and the Military Initiative 2015 Community Survey to collect data from across the state and to assess the presence of arts programs serving members of the military community.  

A total of 400 individuals from across the state responded to the survey. When asked about awareness of arts-based programs or activities that directly target and serve the military population in Oklahoma, only 15% responded that they are aware of specific programs taking place in their local communities. The majority of respondents indicated that they are not aware of programming or are not sure, underscoring a possible lack of awareness but also the need for arts programs for Oklahoma service members and their families.�
Existing arts programs in Oklahoma serve individuals across the military continuum, including families and caregivers; however, the majority of services reported target veterans and VA community systems. Community-based nonprofits throughout the state offer the highest number of arts programs. Additional service providers include government agencies at the municipal, county, and state level, as well as tribal entities, public libraries, colleges and universities, and K-12 public and private schools.

It was eye-opening and inspiring to hear what is taking place across our state. Many organizations are first and foremost recognizing the financial barriers faced by our veterans and military families and are providing free or discounted admission. These include 32 museums and historical sites, as part of the Blue Star Museums program, along with one theatre as part of Blue Star Theatres. In addition, free or discounted tickets are provided by a number of community theaters, philharmonics, and symphonies to service members and their families.
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Beyond free or discounted tickets, a handful of organizations in Oklahoma are providing deeper engagement through creative arts therapies, performances, service learning, and workshops. These groups recognize the transformative power of the arts to truly make a difference in the lives of our service members and their families.  

Tulsa Symphony’s Heart Strings program brings live music to the VA Medical Center in Muskogee, OK.
Theater Bartlesville performed the compelling drama about the wartime experience If All the Sky Were Paper.
Youth Trumpet & Taps Corps, founded by Girl Scout Katie Prior, trains high school trumpet players to sound taps at veterans’ funerals.
Oklahoma Teaching Artist Albert Gray Eagle led flute-making workshops as part of the Military Experience and the Arts Symposium in 2015. 

The next step in the initiative was to look at the practice of arts and military programs, identify the needs and gaps of service to see where we could make the most impact, and develop a model that would create benchmarks and strengthen best practices across the state. We recognized that there were relatively few programs reaching service members in Oklahoma and that most of our Oklahoma teaching artists did not have the level of training or experience needed to work with of the military. 




Pilot Arts Program
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In response, Oklahoma Arts Council reached out to the Oklahoma Department of Veterans Affairs to create a state agency partnership. This collaboration not only provided high level endorsement of our goals and objectives for the initiative but also led to a pilot arts program that allowed us to experiment with diverse methods of arts instruction and creative engagement as well as build standards of practice that could be leveraged statewide. 

We conducted the Pilot at the Norman Veterans Center, one of seven long-term care facilities operated by the Dept. of Veterans Affairs. The program offered three tracks of arts instruction in photography, creative writing, and visual arts. Creative writing and visual arts also included sessions that served individuals with advanced stages of dementia and their families. 

We partnered  with a community based arts organization (and one of our grantees), the Firehouse Art Center in Norman, whose executive director is an army veteran and provided the lead instructors for photography and visual arts. Additionally, we paired up with another army veteran, a professor and writer from Cameron University in Lawton, OK, to lead the creative writing sessions.

Show video. In conclusion, we had approximately 30 veterans who participated in the Pilot, with additional reach to about 30 veterans with advanced stages of dementia. In addition, we learned that our participant base also included staff, volunteers, and family members associated with the project.
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At the conclusion of each track, we showcased the veterans’ creative work – first, with a photography exhibition in the community at the Norman CVB offices and as part of the monthly art walk. Next, we held a public reading of the veterans’ creative writing at the Norman Veterans Center, which served a built-in community of residents, their families, and staff.

At the end of the final track, we celebrated all the veterans’ creative work (along with the incredible partnerships and success of the pilot) with an exhibition that was graciously hosted by our community partner, Firehouse Art Center. 

At the opening reception of “Veterans: Experience & Expression,” instructor Jason Poudrier did a reading of one of the veterans’ stories. We had about 15 residents from the veterans center attend, along with our team, staff from our agencies, and members of the community. The residents were moved by seeing their work on view in this setting and were incredibly proud. During focus groups after the opening, we learned that many of the residents considered this gallery to be a “sacred space.” One veteran said that he thought his writing would die with him at the veterans center and cried when he saw it on exhibit.

Currently, we are publishing an anthology of the creative writing to honor the life and stories of these incredible men and women who took part in the program.




Chandra Boyd

Arts Learning in Communities Director

Oklahoma Arts Council 

www.arts.ok.gov

Chandra.Boyd@arts.ok.gov

(405) 521-2023
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The impact of this program has been profound and has produced noticeable changes in the behaviors of the residents as well as the culture of the center. We are currently finalizing our assessment, working with a faculty member at the University of Oklahoma. Through interviews and focus groups with our partners and program team, we looked at partnerships and engagement, the scope and depth of involvement with the participants, the instructional strategies and “what works” on behalf of the teaching artists, the kinds of benefits received by the participants, and any implementation challenges or issues that would need to be addressed to increase the success of the program. 

Next month, we are convening the first Oklahoma Arts and Military Summit in partnership with the Oklahoma Department of Veterans Affairs. Our goal is to reach their activity directors and recreational staff from the state veterans’ homes, along with teaching artists and staff from arts organizations across the state. The purpose is to increase the capacity for artists and arts organizations, as well as veterans centers, to implement and provide high quality arts  programming and instruction to veterans in Oklahoma. Again looking back to the AFTA recommendations, this lined up with engaging and developing training programs for artists and performers. 

As for next steps, we are looking to sustain the model at the Norman Veterans Center and develop a second model in the community of Lawton, Oklahoma, which is home to Fort Sill Army Base and Cameron University. Our goal here is to expand reach to younger veterans on campus as well as active duty service members.
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