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AEE Learning Circle Campus Connection: Engaging College Students in the Arts

Brainstorming Session Feedback
SUMMARY
From the whole slew of rich information presented by the panelists at the AEE Learning Forum about Campus Connections, many ideas resounded for the attendees. Arts administrators, consultants, students, and university and faculty staff put their heads together to reflect during the brainstorming session, churning the information into ideas, questions, action items, and collegial advice.  

Attendees were particularly responsive to information presented that outlined best practices about getting the attention of college students, their habits, and different ways to engage them. The important advice and information that was gleaned dealt with understanding what appeals to college students.
Many of the ideas that resounded dealt with communicating and advertising to college students.  Offering food and beverages is, of course, a must. Organizations must also appeal to their passion and excitement. When advertising to college students, images should be bold and adverts should be intriguing to inspire curiosity. 

Communicating with college students, however, can occur on several levels. Organizations can communicate with students through their educators, tying programs and events to class curriculums. Organizations can contact faculty to communicate event deals that pertain to the class or organize giving “extra credit” to students. Contact can also occur through “influencers,” like faculty and student advisors. The key to successfully communicating to college students is to integrate contact seamlessly into their social life. Continuous contact can be more lasting and more habit forming. 

One way to achieve this is to employ students as interns. Establishing personal connections will create new incentives for their friends to develop interest in your organization’s programs. Additionally, developing relationships with key students from universities could be used as a major point of contact between the organization and thousands of other students. Likewise, organizations can use these students, or allocate a staff member, to facilitate contact with student organizations at the university. Alumni are another potential bridge between the arts and university communities. Artistic directors who also teach are another possible link into college classrooms
Beyond the typical ways of advertising through social media, organizations can also develop specific ticketing programs for students. Several ideas were shared for creating special student tickets. Tickets can be offered free, as pay-what-you-can, at day-of prices, or discounted for groups. These tickets would need to be set aside and pre-planned. Although students plan last minute and look for last minute deals, ticket distributors and organizations do not. A viable option includes offering student rush or discounted tickets online. Students say they don’t mind an online processing fee because buying tickets online saves them time and money from going to the theater. 
Students, however, need to have consistent access to tickets, beyond rush tickets. One of the major concerns is the need to build healthy buying habits and expectations, like having student membership plans. Some attendees recommended tickets be cheap over free so that students learn to invest in their arts community. 
True to any brainstorming session, members from different arts organizations sought to collaborate their efforts to connect with college students. Bill Michel and Ashtin Berry’s presentation of University of Chicago’s new student Arts Pass created a lot of interest. The Art Pass allows students to use their University of Chicago Student ID as a pass to gain free and reduced price access to many of the city’s cultural organizations. Many of the arts organizations present not only expressed interest in getting involved with the Arts Pass but also shared ideas about forming a consortium arts pass of their own. Others proposed interest in finding new ways to collectively share information among their peers and organizing collective ways to contact and advertise to universities. 
The brainstorming session also fostered many new ideas on how to connect with college students on different levels. Some of these ideas continued the collaborative spirit. A consortium of arts organizations could create an arts tour for students, much like the jazz club tours. Also, an “arts on the road” program could be developed. Schools could schedule a small fair featuring arts organizations to promote events to students. Additionally, such a consortium could develop an arts alternative to GroupOn. The consortium would compile all of the student discounts in Chicago and create a more concentrated location for students to access tickets. 
Other ideas focused on connecting with students on their own turf. For example, programs could be directed more toward college students. Performances could focus on issues important to students today and celebrate diversity. These performances could also be conducted as short campus performances. Additionally, arts organizations could target university departments to create dissertation support networks that would put students in touch with relevant arts centers and organizations. On a much larger level, an Emerging Leaders Network could be created as a possible forum to involve students from the many universities. 
Following these ideas, many present offered some valuable advice. Arts organizations need to be aware of the particulars of a given university. Asking the right questions of your audience is still important. Students will need to be segmented down into thoughtful and specific groups. 
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