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No Strings 
Attached

Skidaway Island United Methodist Church (SI-
UMC) is known for hosting wonderful concerts. 
On Thursday, November 15, at 7.p.m., the church 

will showcase the talents of the Savannah Classical 
Academy (SCA) Strings Conservatory Ensemble at Bai-
ley Hall. The one-hour concert will include a repertoire 
performed by SCA students, as well as several selections 
of chamber music from guest artists from the Savannah 
Philharmonic; Dr. Monica Dekle from Wesley Monu-
mental Church; Dr. Kyle Siddons, baritone and choral 
director at the Savannah Classical Academy; plus a spe-
cial, surprise guest musician.

 
“Some pieces on the program are joyful, some are se-

rene,” says Dr. Sinisa Ciric, concertmaster of the Savan-
nah Philharmonic. “Some come from the classical music 
realm and some are popular tunes with the intention of 
inspiring the audience as well as representing the mis-
sion of the String Conservatory, which is to provide each 
student with a life-changing opportunity as he or she 
pursues artistic excellence.”

While this evening of music and joy is free and open 
to everyone, donations will be encouraged to raise funds 
for a once-in-a-lifetime musical field trip. The students 
will visit the Chicago Symphony, where they will ob-
serve a rehearsal of M. Bruch’s “Scottish Fantasy,” con-
ducted by Maestro Riccardo Muti with violin virtuoso 
Vadim Gluzman as soloist. Students will also visit Wil-
liam Harris Lee and Company, purveyor of fine string 
instruments and proud sponsor of this fundraising con-
cert. Finally, the students will present a brief concert at 
the Windy City performance auditorium.

Launched in January, 2016, the String Conservato-
ry enables students to learn a string instrument such as 
violin, viola, cello or bass. Instruments and supplies are 
provided at no cost to the student. Ciric agreed to de-
velop a program to teach students himself, and also to 
invite coaches to work with the students. The Hodge 
Foundation provided the much-needed funds.

The Savannah Classical Academy was founded in 
2013 as a lottery enrollment public charter school. Its 

By Lesley Francis

Free Concert at SIUMC 
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mission is to provide every child with a classical and academically 
rigorous education while instilling a commitment to civic virtue and 
moral character. The school is committed to developing literate and 
articulate students who will become active, responsible members of 
the community and make positive contributions to society. Interim 
director Barry Lollis comments, “The Strings Conservatory program 
is very important to our school. Research shows us that students who 
are supported in the pursuit of fine arts – and particularly in music 
– do better academically and stay engaged with their school and ed-
ucation.”

Students are recommended by teachers and must demonstrate aca-
demic success as well as exemplary personal behavior in order to qual-
ify. All students are asked to commit themselves to the discipline of 
learning to play, but must also maintain 
good grades and classwork. Many 
of these students’ families 
would not be in a position 
to purchase an instrument 
or pay for tuition, were it 
not for the Strings Con-
servatory.

“Our success and abil-
ity to offer instruments 
free of charge and create 
life-changing opportunities 
depends on support from our 
patrons and individuals who recog-
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nize the importance 
of programs like 
these,” Ciric says. 
“Providing inspiring 
and supportive mu-
sical opportunities 
to all children, re-
gardless of their so-
cio-economic status, 
is very important for 
a meaningful child-
hood. We would like 
to encourage every-
body who is able to 
support us to consider donating.”

As is often the case, Landings residents are 
behind the scenes, crafting wonderful ini-
tiatives. Phyllis Albertson, a member of SI-
UMC, explains, “Our church has a perform-
ing arts series that I am involved with and 
we invite musicians to share their talent with 
the community. When I attended the Strings 
Conservatory Ensemble concert last year 
it seemed to be a natural fit for the church 
program. It was an easy ‘yes’ when Dr. Ciric 
asked if this talented young group of students 
could perform on Skidaway Island.”

 
Rhegan White-Clemm, another Skidaway 

resident, is a go-getting, philanthropic pow-
erhouse. In addition to serving as vice-chair 

of the Savannah Phil-
harmonic’s board, 
she has sung in the 
chorus for eight 
years, alongside Al-
bertson. She is heav-
ily invested in the 
Strings Conservato-
ry, having personally 
donated 10 violins 
for the students. 
She is committed to 
insuring that more 
students can ben-

efit from this inspirational program. Says 
White-Clemm, “Sinisa Ciric told me about 
his dream to run a strings conservatory for 
children. We were thrilled when this became 
a reality at SCA. This exceptional charter 
school is doing a wonderful and important 
job of broadening classical education to more 
children. I admire its lottery system, which 
means more children can benefit from this 
opportunity, regardless of where they live in 
Chatham County or what their family’s so-
cio-economic position is.”

White-Clemm was involved in organizing 
a fundraiser for the Strings Conservatory at 
Asbury Memorial United Methodist Church 
earlier this year, and believes these concerts 
serve dual purposes. One is to help fund the 

Currently there are 30 SCA students, some as young as 3rd grade, in the Strings Conservatory, 
with the hope of increasing to 45 members by next school year. 

Phyllis Albertson Rhegan White-Clemm
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upcoming trip to Chicago. The other is to generate greater awareness 
in the community. “Everyone who meets and hears these kids is en-
chanted,” she enthuses. “Just hearing their stories about how playing 
their own instruments makes them feel, and how important belonging 
to a group is to their lives, is both heartwarming and inspirational.” 

A seventh grade student explains it like this: “Music calms me. My 
life changed for the better. I am happier and willing to take big steps.”

White-Clemm recognizes the importance of music education. 
“Bringing music to a child’s life is such a precious gift. The sense of 
accomplishment these kids get with learning a string instrument, play-
ing classical music in a group of their peers, and making that music 
for an audience can be life-changing. This Conservatory is a place to 
belong, that gives kids a sense of pride and achievement that many 
of them have never had. If we can provide instruments and music 
instruction by our very own concert master, Dr. Ciric, then we are 
giving something meaningful to the next generation.”

White-Clemm hopes the November 15 concert makes her 
Skidaway Island neighbors aware of the important work of the Strings 
Conservatory. “At the first benefit concert, it was amazing to see the 
families of these children sitting so proudly at the front of the church 
to watch and listen to possibly their first symphonic concert.” 

At the end of the concert, she asked everyone in the church to 
donate whatever they could to continue the Strings Conservatory and 
expand it with more instruments and tuition for more kids. Standing 
at the door as people left, she was overwhelmed with everyone’s gener-
osity. “Most touching for me were those same families of the children 
who had pooled together their quarters, dollar and five-dollar bills 
to show their gratitude with thanks and beaming smiles. It was very 
humbling for us all, and at the end of that evening we had raised in 
excess of $10,000!”

White-Clemm says, “The thing I love the most about my Land-
ings friends and neighbors is how generously they give to causes they 
believe in and how engaged in the Savannah community they are. I 
would like my Landings neighbors to see and hear what a precious gift 
music is for these children by joining us at our free benefit concert. 
Regardless of our mission, this will be a beautiful, strings chamber 
concert and, because it’s free, there are no strings attached.”

The SCA Strings Conservatory program relies on support from the com-
munity and donors. For more information about this program and con-
cert, or to learn how you can support the students, please email strings@
scasav.org or visit www.savannahclassicalacademy.org. 

WHAT:  Savannah Classical Academy Strings Conservatory 
Concert 
WHEN:  Thursday, Nov. 15, 7 to 8 p.m. 
WHERE:  Skidaway Island Unites Methodist Church, Bailey Hall
HOW MUCH:  Free, donations suggested
CONTACT:  strings@scasav.org
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