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The Write Track

SideWalk Chalk’s Jobn Caspian sees a bappy ending for Title I schools

f you ask the Mitchell Elementary fourth-

graders about John Caspian, they might

tell you he was born in a submarine under
the Indian Ocean or that he has 17 siblings and
seven friends. Those are just tales, of course,
but the interview answers for the make-believe
biography of this charismatic class volunteer
are bound to be creative. When the kids ask
him to identify his job, though, the 29-year-old
SideWalk Chalk cofounder offers the truth:
“hanging out with you guys.” And for the
former pastor, globetrotter, writer, sometime

My role is to leverage what
| have for someone else,
whether it's my time, my
talent, or my money,

barista, and full-time philanthropist, hanging
out in Charleston’s Title I schools means help-
ing disadvantaged students hang in there.
SideWalk Chalk gives underserved schools
an arts boost by introducing volunteers to six
classrooms for focused weekly sessions in lan-
guage, music, dance, photography, and other
media. At Mitchell, Caspian, cofounder Jana
Hodge,and the rest of the team use interviews,
narrative writing, persuasive speech, poetry,
and word games to engage the kids in reading

To continue serving disadvantaged students, Caspian

is now recruiting volunteers and seeking more funding.

Each school year; John Caspian and SideWalk Chalk work
with students to publish a book of their creative writing.

and writing. “Learning to express oneself is the
great equalizer,” he stresses.
Since SideWalk Chalk entered the picture

last spring, state tests have reflected a rise in

the pupils’ language arts achievement. Teacher
Melissa Black notes that creativity has increased.
And the nonprofit’s reputation has led to invi-
tations to run an art camp this summer and
expand into eight schools next August. But for
a dedicated wordsmith, true success lies in the
stories. Take Mateo, who showed little interest
in school and had been suspended 13 times.
One night, he surprised his teachers and com-
pleted an assignment, crafting an imaginative
story that gave life to his sneakers. “The shoes
tell him they like being his, except when he
ties them too tight,” laughs Caspian. Mateo
says that a SideWalk Chalk workshop inspired
him. “He learned that he liked to write.” In
Caspian’s eyes, there’s no better life lesson.
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