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Early in his career as an educator, Jones worked 
as a substitute teacher throughout the Chicago 
Public School system. He started bringing his 
guitar to class, leading assemblies and informal-
ly o!ering lessons on music. "en he established 
Blues Kids as a nonpro#t educational organi-
zation in 1989. "e following year, Jones began 
teaching at Columbia.

“As an educator, I had to ask, ‘Where is the 
curriculum?” explained Jones, who is current-
ly pursuing a master’s degree in Curriculum and 
Instruction at National Lewis University. “Jazz has 
been institutionalized, it has been written down—
and I say that in a respectful way. So I started cre-
ating content myself. I don’t think the blues will 
ever die—it’s part of the molecular structure of 
jazz, hip-hop and so much American music. But 
just because it won’t die, doesn’t mean it will be 
healthy. To be healthy, it has to have some sort of 
partnership in academia.”

As a part-time faculty member at Columbia, 
Jones’ duties include directing the college’s blues 
ensemble. But he has also used blues instruction 
as a way to show adult educators how to improve 
literacy. Jones was showcasing his students on a 
side stage at the Chicago Blues Festival when a 
representative from the Mary Barnes Donnelley 
Family Foundation approached him about help-
ing fund the #rst camp, which was held in 2010.

“"ere were about 77 kids in the camp,” Jones 
said. “I must have sent 500 faxes promoting it. 
Everywhere I saw a kid, I gave out a $ier. It was 
like I was running for o%ce.”

Raising revenue to keep this program free 
also involves constant campaigning. Jones said 
that he would rather build long-term relationships 
with potential sponsors than to just accept money 
outright. Funding comes from a mix of sources: 
Columbia College, philanthropic organizations 
(such as the Donnelley Foundation), corporations 
(including guitar accessories manufacturer Jim 
Dunlop) and individual donors who are reached 
through "e Blues Kids Parent Fundraising 
Committees. But Jones noted that a key task in 
maintaining Blues Camp is not just economic.

“"e challenge is, ‘How do I keep kids inter-
ested in coming back?’ What do you do for a stu-
dent who has been coming for #ve years and gone 
from being a guitar player in grammar school to 
guitar player/singer/bandleader in high school? 
What can I do to keep him coming back for the 
next two years of his high school life? What can I 
do to keep him when he goes to college to want to 
come back—for me to develop a division for my 
adult learner students to give them a home? How 
do I create activities to keep them engaged that 
have nothing to do with music?”

Guitarist Dan Peetz attended the #rst Blues 
Camp as a student and did keep coming back. 
Today he is an instructor and said that one reason 
why he and others return is the environment that 
Jones and the participants create.

“With the camp, there’s a sense of community 
from the love for the music” Peetz said. “It’s a very 
friendly environment. Parents all love the music, 
too. "ese are people who show the same passion 
for the blues and keep it going.”

During the past three years, Jones has expand-
ed his weeklong summer course to California 

Drummer Frank Donaldson with Blues Camp students

Jones and some campers perform in concert
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