
Sowing the Seeds for a Creative Future 

Laughter and chatter fill the room as a group of young Black men and women go back 

and forth over The Simpsons’ Principal Skinner “steam ham” memes. The fluorescent 

lights in the meeting room bounce off their black and brown skin as the conversation 

switched to the future. They speak on their passions. Professions like playwright, fashion 

designer, filmmaker, ballet dancer, and journalist flow around the room. These 

affirmations come from being in the National Black Arts Festival’s wide range of youth 

programs. 

Since being founded in 1987, the National Black Arts Festival has been the premiant 

space for many Black creatives pursuing their dreams within the entertainment industry. 

Despite their presence within entertainment, the organization has an underrepresented 

gem within its wall: the NBAF Youth Program. Young Black and brown creatives partake 

in a variety of activities while building towards careers in the creative arts – film, television, 

music, visual arts, etc. Supporting the arts within Metro Atlanta school systems is part of 

the organization’s mission to highlight emerging Black creatives. 

One participant stands out from the others as she shakes hands with one of the festival’s 

chairs. She mentions having gone through portions of the Youth Program. Her name is 

Angelique Tolbert, an effervescent 20-year-old dark-skinned Black girl, whose curly hair 

and freckles match her go-getter mentality. Her journey with the Youth Program begins 

as an eighth grader in the inaugural year of the Move/Dance program where the creative 

arts and physical education collide to battle childhood health issues. 



“I barely had any rhythm, but I put my best foot forward,” Tolbert giggles when speaking 

on her experience in the Move/Dance program. “Having two left feet made it worst as I 

kept tripping over myself. I was a hot mess.” 

Despite her rocky beginnings in the Youth Program, Tolbert survives the Adopt-a-School 

Program long enough to find her footing as a designer. 

“I grew up drawing and observing people, especially clothing. I would sometimes draw 

my friends and design clothes for them like they were Barbie dolls. I paid attention to 

every seam and stitch,” she recalls. 

As a little girl’s dreams morph into her passion, Tolbert becomes more determined to be 

a designer as she moves farther into the program. 

“Attending those panels, lectures, and events allowed me to see my future as a fashion 

designer,” Tolbert states when mentioning her time in the program. “I found a great 

support system with amazing mentors who nurtured me. These circumstances led to me 

obtaining a scholarship and an apprenticeship. For that, I’m grateful to this program and 

what it has done for me and my future.” 

Like Tolbert, many young creatives can build a stable foundation in the arts within the 

NBAF Youth Program. Besides the Move/Dance Program, there are two other pillars: 

NexGen Artist, a program that nurtures high school participants’ dreams and talents for 

their creative future, and Fashion Forward, a program highlighting outstanding fashion 

students in the Atlanta area. 

The bond between the program and its participants is a significant one as evident by 

Tolbert’s recent achievement. She has been named as one of this year’s Fashion Forward 



recipients. She admits to balling like a baby when she first heard the news from a former 

mentor. 

“I couldn’t believe I was selected to be one of the recipients out of all those candidates in 

Atlanta. I mean the competition was fierce,” Tolbert mentions as she looks forward to her 

moment at the Fine Art + Fashion event. 

Despite her initial excitement, Tolbert believes it won’t be real until she sees her piece in 

the windows of Neiman Marcus. 

Her smile illuminates the room as she states “I know the event and the display with 

Neiman Marcus are just the beginning of my future. I want to be the next Tracy Reese or 

Kimora Lee and inspire the next generation of young Black girls in fashion.” 

Tolbert, like many Black and brown children, has the odds stacked against her from the 

beginning. But with perseverance and the NBAF Youth Program, she is beginning to see 

her future and purpose within today’s ever-changing world. 


