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The ‘Arts’ Mean Value To Tennessee Residents
RICH BOYD

For the past four decades, the 
Tennessee Arts Commission has 
provided support for artists and 
organizations that are engaged in 
presenting, promoting and pre-
serving our state’s cultural legacy. 

Rich Boyd, executive direc-
tor of the Tennessee Arts Com-
mission, makes a strong case for 
the arts to anyone who will listen.

The Tennessee Arts Commis-
sion is a grant making agency with 
the primary source of grant funds 
coming from the sale of collegiate/
university, personalized and special-
ty license plates. It started in 1987 
when the state legislature created the 
collegiate/university license plates. 

“Over the years that program 
has been expanded by additional 
legislation,” Boyd explains, adding 
that now the Tennessee Arts Com-
mission benefits from a series of 
specialty license plates including 
memorial plates, earmarked spe-
cialty plates and personalized plates. 
“It’s like a big quilt that has been 
patched together and has benefitted 
the Arts Commission by providing 
a designated revenue source that 
can only by changed by legislation.”

Specialty plates in the state of 
Tennessee cost individuals an addi-
tional $35. After the manufacturing 
cost of $4, the Tennessee Arts Com-
mission receives 80 percent of the 
revenues collected	  for every 
collegiate/university plate and 40 
percent of earmarked specialty plates. 

The revenues of earmarked spe-
cialty plates are divided up so that 
the sponsor organization – i.e., the 
Tennessee Titans Foundation, for ex-
ample – receives 50 percent, the Arts 
Commission gets 40 percent and 10 
percent goes to the Highway Fund. 

“We call it the 50-40-10 for-
mula,” Boyd says, adding for the 
three specialty plates the Arts 
Commission has – a cool cat play-
ing a saxophone, a fish and a rain-
bow – the Commission collects 90 
percent of the revenue (50 percent 
as the sponsor organization and 40 
percent as the Arts Commission).

But it gets more complicated. If 
people choose to personalize their 
plate regardless of whether it’s a 
specialty plate or a regular state is-
sued plate, they pay another $35. 
Production cost is once more $4 for 
the personalized plate, which leaves 
$31 in revenue. The Tennessee Arts 
Commission gets all these proceeds.

“Funds received by the 
commission through the spe-
cialty license plate program are 
granted back to communities 
throughout Tennessee,” Boyd said.

Established by legislative ac-
tion in 1967, the Tennessee Arts 
Commission falls under the execu-
tive branch of government. Its 15 
members are appointed by the gov-
ernor for five years and represent 
the state’s Congressional districts. 

Boyd has been the executive 
director since November of 1999. 
Prior to that he served in the ca-
pacity of deputy director. Now 
he is responsible to carry out the 
policies of the commission and 
supervises a staff of 20 people.

“Our mandate is that the citi-
zens of Tennessee have access to 
and participate in the arts,” Boyd 
said. That basically means that 
Tennesseans should have the op-
portunity to participate in cultural 
activities throughout the state, either 
as artists or as audience members.

Besides its grant-making man-
date, the Tennessee Arts Commis-
sion has also distinguished itself 
during the past few years with a 
national educational arts integration 
model called Value Plus Schools 
program. Currently the commis-
sion is implementing that model in 
a school district in Knox County un-
der a new program called Arts360.

TCN: What is 
your annual budget?

RB: Our operating budget for 
the current year is about $9.6 mil-
lion. And of that amount about 
$5.6 million comes from the sale 
of specialty license plates and is re-
granted back out across the state. 

We believe this is a good source 
of revenue and one we view as 
clean money. It is a revenue tax that 
people choose to participate in. The 
funding from the sale of these plates 
doesn’t take away from education, 
it doesn’t take away from correc-
tion or safety or health care, any of 
those larger items that are deemed 
necessary to the state budget.

TCN: What other fund-
ing sources do you have besides 
the specialty license plates?

RB: Besides the specialty li-
cense plates, we receive state ap-
propriations through the general 
fund. Additionally, the commission 
receives federal funding from the 
National Endowment for the Arts 
and currently we have funding from  
the U.S. Department of Education 
for our arts education program.  

Fortunately over the past 
10 years, up until this past 
year, we have seen a steady in-
crease in the sale of specialty 
and personalized license plates.

TCN: What hap-
pened this past year?

RB: This past year… 
there was about a $212,000 de-
crease from the previous year. 

TCN: Do you know why?
RB: It is sometimes hard to 

guage exactly why specialty license 
plates sales fluctuate from month 
to month, but in it obviously tied 
to economic conditions.  Specialty 
license plates are a luxury, some-
thing you do not have to buy.  Any 
car registered in the State of Ten-
nessee requires a vehicle registra-
tion fee and then the county can add 
additional taxes or fees.  You do not 
have to buy a specialty plate which 
is an additional $35.  Car owners are 
looking at necessities and not luxu-
ries.  Car sales are down, gases pric-
es have been up and it impacts the 
purchase of specialty license plates.

TCN: Does ev-
ery state fund the arts?

RB: Yes. Every state funds the 
arts and during the past 40 years state 
governments throughout the United 
States have maintained a commit-
ment to arts funding to established 
arts agencies and allocated fund-
ing even during recessions to state 
arts agencies and their programs.

The arts create jobs and they 
produce tax revenue. A strong arts 
and cultural entity within a state is 
an economic asset that stimulates 
business activity, it attracts tourism 
revenue and it retains a high qual-
ity workforce. It stabilizes property 
values. Arts have also been shown 
to be a successful and sustainable 
strategy to vitalize rural areas, in-
ner cities and support populations 
struggling with poverty. So from 
an economic stand point, these 
are reasons to support the arts.

From an educational stand 
point, the arts foster young imagi-
nations and facilitate children’s 
success in school. They provide 
critical thinking skills, communi-
cation skills, and innovation skills 
that are essential to a 21st century 
workforce. They also help our Ten-
nessee communities provide a sense 
of identity and a desirable quality 
of life. And then the final thing I 
would say for the reason to support 
the arts as a public sector invest-
ment is that the arts preserve our 
culture, our heritage and our tradi-
tions and provide an identity of who 
we are and where we come from.

TCN: You said it stabi-
lizes property values. Can you 
explain that a little better?

RB: Many established arts 
organizations maintain facilities 
within a community such as perfor-
mance centers, theaters, museums 
and studios.  These facilities are 
active and vibrant centers where 
people gather and provide a sense of 
place.  They sponsor activities that 
add to quality of life and are desir-
able to neighborhood development.   

TCN:  Why are state 
arts agencies essential?

RB: From a personal stand-
point,  I believe the arts commission 
does what no other state agency can 
do. We administer about 21 differ-
ent grant categories here, and those 
grant categories were created to 
serve the entire populace and many 
of those serve underserved popula-
tions. We also know that as a state 
agency we may be providing the 
only source to arts enhancement 
in some of our rural and inner city 
neighborhoods for our students.

Through our  grant categories, 
we often provide the only cultural 
activity many students may have and 
it can make all the difference in their 
life.  I came from a rural background 
and it was exposure to theatre arts 
by two caring teachers that set me 
on the pathway I followed in life.

There is clear and undisputed 
documentation that when students 
are exposed to the arts it makes a 
significant impact. The arts engage 
them, they provide active partici-
pation and stimulate critical think-
ing.  We know the arts change lives.  

TCN: The Tennessee Arts 
Commission has recently re-
ceived a $1-million grant from 
the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion for a district arts integration 
model called Arts360°. Before 
we talk about what the program 
is, could you explain what an 
arts integration model is and 
how districts can tap into it?

RB: Arts integration is an arts 
education reform model that empha-

sizes learning through the arts by in-
tegrating performing, visual, literary, 
and traditional art forms into non-
arts subjects such as math, science 
and language arts.  The Commis-
sion’s focus on arts integration was 
an effort to identify arts education 
as a priority in our funding efforts.  
Over 20 percent of the agency’s 
funding annually is directed towards 
arts education.   The Commission 
received national recognition for our 
work with the awarding of a four 
year grant from the US Department 
of Education in 2006.  Based on our 
previous work with the Value Plus 
Schools program, a second four-year 
million dollar grant was received for 
the current fiscal year.  The Commis-
sion is only the second state agency 
to received such an award and the 
only state agency to receive it twice.

What we have learned from 
evaluations of our work is that test 
scores improve when there is a 
continuum among subjects when 
the arts are present.  But it was not 
just about test scores, it was about 
overall improvement in education 
in Tennessee.  The Value Plus pro-
gram has demonstrated that when 
teachers work and plan together, 
teaching skills are improved.  With 
the arts as a stimulus there is in-
creased activity both in and after 
school and parents get involved.  We 
saw increased volunteerism in our 
Value Plus Schools.  When parents 
take pride in their school, they also 
take pride that it is in their neigh-
borhood so communities improve.

TCN: How long has Val-
ue Plus Schools been around?

RB: We’re in our fifth year, the 
final year of the federal grant. The 
Value Plus Schools program began 
in 2006 with six model schools re-
ceiving funding and we also identi-
fied six additional schools to evalu-
ate where the students  would not 
be benefitting from the program. 
This evaluation was a central  re-
quirement of the federal grant. 

The Value Plus Schools pro-
gram was our first using federal 
dollars to supplement with state dol-
lars.  We took the valuable evalua-
tion from that program and applied 
it to our newest program for which 
we also received 
federal funds.  
Arts 360 involves 
fives schools in 
Knox County 
receiving arts 
i n t e g r a t i o n 
training with 
one of our 
Value Plus 
S c h o o l s 
s e r v -
ing as 
a mentoring school.  The principal, 
classroom teachers, and arts spe-
cialists from Mooreland Heights in 
South Knoxville will be the mentor-
ing school.  Arts integration virtually 
turned that school around as part of 
the Value Plus Schools program.   
We want to see how arts integration 
works on a district level and Dr. Mc-
Intyre has embraced the concept as 
director of schools in Knox County. 

TCN: Tell us more 
about the Arts360 program.

RB: Kim Leavitt, arts edu-
cation director for the TAC has 
worked closely with Knox County 
Schools in developing this new 
arts integrated program.  We know 
that it will received national at-
tention as did Value Plus and the 
University of Tennessee education 
department will develop the evalu-
ation criteria.  Teaching artists will 
be visiting the schools and artists-
in-residence will also be involved.  

TCN: How long with 
the Arts360 program last?

RB: Federal funding covers 
a four year period, but the TAC 
is also providing state funding so 
Arts 360 may be expanded as has 
the Value Plus Schools program.  

Over the five-year period, we 
will have put about $375,000 in 
each of those six schools. Fund-
ing they would not have received 
otherwise. We will continue with 
the Value Plus schools, but not at 
the same level. Our intent all along 
was that if this program was suc-
cessful, the communities where 
these schools are located and/or the 

school districts where they’re lo-
cated would see that this program 
works and would want to continue. 

We have seen that already hap-
pen.  For instance, at Oak Grove 
Elementary in Cleveland, Tennes-
see, those students graduating out 
of the elementary school into the 
middle school did not have the same 
level of music education.  The par-

ents demanded 
a music special-
ist be added to 
the faculty of the 
middle school be-
cause the parents 
saw how that was 
important to their 
children’s lives.

TCN: The 
Tennessee Arts 
C o m m i s s i o n 
will host the first 

Creativity in Education Insti-
tute, July 10th-14th, 2011, at 
Middle Tennessee State Univer-
sity. Can you tell me a little bit 
about the event and its benefits?

RB: The Institute is an out-
growth of our Value Plus Schools 
program and our effort to provide arts 
integration training to a larger audi-
ence. Each summer we brought the 
faculties of our VP Schools program 
together for a week for intensive 
training.  We had phenomenal results 
so we are taking the same approach 
and broadening the participation to 
classroom teachers, arts specialists, 
gifted and talented teachers, princi-
pals and arts education supervisors.

We have entered into a partner-
ship with Middle Tennessee State 
University, specifically with the Col-
lege of Education. Dr. Lana Seivers 
is the dean of the college, and we’ve 
receive funding from the Tennessee 
Department of Education to provide 
a similar approach to arts integra-
tion, teaching, exposing, learning 
about, working with individuals 
in the field in arts integration. This 
first year will be for a week but our 
hopes are that there’s going to be 
such interest in it that we will be 
able to expand it to multiple weeks. 
As soon as we had announced it, 
we had inquiries from all over the 
United States. Primarily because the 
Commission’s Value Plus program 
has received national attention. 

TNC: If county leaders 
and districts are interested in 
learning more about these pro-
grams, who should they contact?

RB: Our most knowledgeable 
resource is the architect of our arts 
integration work, Kim Leavitt. She 
is our director of arts education and 
can be reached by email at kim.lev-
itt@tn.gov or by phone at (615) 532-
5934. There is also information on 
our website at www.arts.state.tn.us.

TCN: Are there oth-
er special projects that the 
commission is engaged in?

RB: Beyond the grant mak-
ing activities we do, I have a 
highly qualified, very profes-
sional, extremely talented staff 
that is doing individual projects. 

The director of our Performing 
Arts program has spearheaded a proj-
ect covering a two and half year pe-
riod beginning with an inventory of 
historic performance venues in Ten-
nessee and culminating in  the publi-
cation of  Historic Tennessee Stages 
– An Architectural and Cultural 
Survey of Performing Arts Venues.

The Folklife Program has just 
published Tradition – Tennessee 
Lives and Legacies, the result of 25 
years of field work experience by the 
director, Dr. Robert Cogswell.  The 
book features essays on 25 living folk 
arts subjects with expressive photog-
raphy by Dean Dixon.  It is available 
for sale on the Tennesseans for the 
Arts web site at www.tn4arts.org.

Along with the book state 
standardized teaching materials 
have been produced by the agency 
and a traveling exhibit with im-
ages from the book has been de-
veloped.  Presently on exhibit at 
the Hunter Museum of American 
Art in Chattanooga through De-
cember 4, the photography exhibit 
will then travel the state to 13 dif-
ferent venues over the next 3 years.

Our Community Arts Develop-
ment program has just completed 3 
workshops across the state where our 
Cultural Inventory Toolkit was intro-
duced.  Our visual arts director de-
veloped workshops across the state 
on how Tennessee artists can utilize 
social media opportunities in pro-
moting their work.   This comes after 
the agency sponsored social media 
training workshops for Tennessee 
arts organizations.  We have unique 
partnerships with other state agen-
cies to serve underserved population.

Currently a prison art project is 
taking place at the Lois M. DeBerry 
Correctional Center that involves 
work with Tennessee State Universi-
ty and the Department of Corrections. 

About The
Tennessee Arts Commission 
When the Tennessee Arts Com-
mission was created in 1967, it 
was given a special mandate by 
the General Assembly to stimu-
late and encourage the presen-
tation of performing, visual and 
literary arts throughout the state 
and to encourage public inter-
est in the cultural heritage of 
Tennessee. Through a variety 
of programs, the Commission 
has encouraged excellence in 
artistic expression through the 
state’s artists and arts organi-
zations. That commitment has 
continued to expand through 
the years to ensure that the 
citizens of Tennessee have ac-
cess to, and the opportunity to 
participate in the arts. 

We build better communities 
by: 

•Investing public dollars in Ten-
nessee’s nonprofit arts industry.
•Providing services to citizens, 
artists and arts organizations.
•Undertaking initiatives that en-
hance Tennessee ‘s cultural life.

These activities give Tennes-
see citizens a better quality of 
life, provide our children with a 
more complete education and 
attract tourists to our state. 

Operating Structure
of the Commission 

The Tennessee Arts Commis-
sion consists of 15 members 
broadly representative of all 
fields of the performing, visual 
or literary arts. The members 
are appointed by the governor 
from among the citizens of the 
state who have demonstrated a 
vital interest in arts disciplines. 
In making the appointments, 
diversity is a priority. The gov-
ernor strives to ensure that at 
least one person serving on 
the Commission is 60 years of 
age or older and at least one 
person is a member of a racial 
minority. It is also important 
that all geographic areas of the 
state are represented. There 
is at least one, but not more 
than two members, from each 
United States congressional 
district in Tennessee. Members’ 
residency is determined by the 
congressional district in which 
they are registered to vote. 

Commission members serve 
five-year terms with the chair 
and other officers being elected 
annually. The chair employs, 
with approval of the Commis-
sion, an executive director as 
administrative officer. The ex-
ecutive director employs other 
officers, experts and employ-
ees as may be needed. Em-
ployment of staff members is 
subject to the approval of the 
commissioner of personnel. 

The Commission may also, at 
its discretion, form advisory 
panels from qualified persons 
within the state to obtain ad-
vice and counsel on matters 
pertaining to the arts. Members 
of these panels serve at the will 
and pleasure of the Commis-
sion and receive no compensa-
tion. 

The Commission meets quar-
terly, holding at least two of its 
quarterly meetings in Nashville. 
However, the Commission may 
at its discretion hold either or 
both of its remaining meetings 
elsewhere in the state.

The TAC is about promoting 
Tennessee artists and cultural activi-
ty in Tennessee emphasizing the val-
ue the arts add to our lives and com-
munities.  We publish a quarterly 
news magazine and provide current 
information about the arts through 
our weekly online newsletter.  

We are public servants and TAC 
is a public agency making the arts ac-
cessible to every citizen of the state.

Boyd


