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BY JULIA SAYRE 
AND JAKE GLASGOW 

Renowned Brazilian tap 
dancer and choreogra-
pher Leonardo (“Leo”) 

Sandoval visited Martha’s 
Vineyard Regional High 
School (MVRHS) recently 
as part of a partnership be-
tween the Yard and Martha’s 
Vineyard Public Schools Eng-
lish language learning (ELL) 
program. During immersive 
workshops with a variety of 
students and staff, Mr. Sando-
val introduced participants to 
the history and cultural sig-
nificance of tap dancing and 
body percussion.

Mr. Sandoval is currently 
based out of New York City, 
where he dances with Music 
from the Sole, a tap dance 
and live music company. He 
traveled to Martha’s Vine-
yard in March to complete a 
dance residency at the Yard. 
As part of this residency, Mr. 
Sandoval visited the high 
school to work with Portu-

guese classes, the Black Stu-
dent Alliance, theater classes, 
and the wider student body. 

Junior Jahzarah McIn-
tosh participated in a dance 

workshop with peers from 
the Black Student Alliance 
(BSA). “I really appreciate the 
administration creating this 
positive environment with 

these cultural dances,” she 
said. “[Mr. Sandoval] did an 
amazing job explaining the 
history and the dance itself.”

Jahzarah and fellow stu-
dents learned about the 
revolutionary tap dancer Bill 
(“Bojangles”) Robinson, the 
cultural significance of body 
percussion during slavery, and 
the evolution of tap dancing 
in Harlem, New York. 

Yvonne Mendez, acting ex-
ecutive director and program 
director of the Yard, helped 
arrange Mr. Sandoval’s visit to 
the high school. “We started 
to identify what groups or 
classes would want Leo to 
come while he’s here, and we 
got requests from several Por-
tuguese teachers,” she said.

Leah Palmer, the English 
language learner director for 
Martha’s Vineyard Public 
Schools, believes these work-
shops served several impor-
tant purposes for students. 
“It was exciting to see Leo’s 
passion in his work, and for 
him to teach us about the 

history of tap dancing be-
ing an African American 
dance,” she said. “It was also 
great for students to see that 
you can follow your pas-
sion with hard work. Some 
students shine in academics, 
and for others, rhythm and 
movement might be a time 
to shine.”  

Ms. Mendez agreed that 
the workshop provided a 
new avenue to creativity 
and self-expression. “The 
goal was to engage people 
with creativity,” said Ms. 
Mendez. “In a workshop, 
anytime there is someone 
who wouldn’t ordinarily tap 
into their creative spark, and 
they’re able to do that, then I 
feel like we had success.”

Ms. Palmer said, “It was 
great to see [ELL] students 
light up with the experience. 
Leo is Brazilian and moved 
to the U.S. to start his life as 
a dancer, and this connected 
with many students who 
have uprooted to start a new 
life in the U.S.” 

When Portuguese teacher 
Daniel Soares learned that 
Mr. Sandoval was coming to 
MVRHS, he thought it would 
be a perfect opportunity for 
students to explore the simi-
larities between dance and 
poetry. “In class, we chose [to 
study] a poem from a Brazil-
ian writer, rich with nouns 
and rhythm,” he said. “When 
students were exposed to the 
body movement that Leo 
brought to the workshop, it 
was important for students 
to realize that poetry is about 
sound, expression, move-
ment, and rhythm.”

Mr. Sandoval’s workshop 
consisted of call-and-response 
movements as well as reading 
and chorus performances. 
“The students loved to under-
stand that poetry is beyond 
words and interpretation,” 
said Mr. Soares. 

Reflecting on the sig-
nificance of Mr. Sandoval’s 
visit, Ms. Palmer believes 
that it comes down to con-
nection.  HSV
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Actress, singer, and sto-
ryteller April Arm-
stong performed a one-

woman show for Martha’s 
Vineyard Regional High 
School (MVRHS) students 
last week. In two separate 
performances, she depicted 
the life of Bessie Coleman, 
the first African-American 
woman and the first Na-
tive American to obtain a 
pilot’s license. The purpose 
of the assembly was to of-
fer students an experience 
with theatrical storytell-
ing connected to both Black 
History and Women’s His-
tory months, while explor-
ing themes of empowerment 

and perseverance.
Many students had never 

seen a one-woman show be-
fore, and found it to be im-
pressive. “I thought it was 
really cool and interesting 
to see her changing char-
acters. She would go from 
playing Bessie to playing 
her aviation teacher,” said 
sophomore Caleb Dubin. 
“I was surprised she could 
perform so many characters 
[from the story of her life] 
as just one person.” 

Ms. Armstrong not only 
engaged the audience 
through different voices and 
seamless costume changes, 
but also included the crowd 
at different points in sing-
along, with lyrics projected 

on a backdrop for all to see.
Senior Maria Andrade was 

inspired. “[Bessie Coleman] 
clearly paved the way for 

so many women, especially 
women of color,” she said.

Throughout the perfor-
mance, Ms. Armstrong 

conveyed Bessie Coleman’s 
experienced in pursuit of 
becoming a pilot in the ear-
ly 20th century. The story 
chronicled the various ob-
stacles she faced, including 
discrimination for being an 
African American woman 
in the predominantly male 
field of aviation. 

One of the more surpris-
ing parts of the story was 
Bessie Coleman’s journey to 
France to enroll in aviation 
school, because she wasn’t 
allowed to enroll as an avia-
tion student in the U.S. as a 
Black woman. 

History classes were able 
to connect the performance 
to topics recently covered in 
class such as redlining and 

Black nationalism. Fresh-
man English students rec-
ognized the poetry of Paul 
Laurence Dunbar — who 
was featured in the play as 
one of Bessie Coleman’s 
literary heroes — as poetry 
they’d recently studied in 
class. There were physics les-
sons on flight and aviation 
as Bessie Coleman learned 
about flying, and when she 
traveled to France for avia-
tion school and met with 
reporters, she spoke French.

Many students left the per-
formance feeling empowered 
and hopeful. When Bessie 
Coleman received her pilot’s 
license, the audience erupted.

“She inspires me to try 
more things that are hard,” 
said Caleb. “Maybe I fail at 
them, but she gives me hope 
that I can do things I never 
thought I could.” HSV
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April Armstrong showcases 
“Two Wings to Heaven: The 
Story of Bessie Coleman.”

April Armstrong channels Bessie Coleman
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