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Teaching Artist(s) Bio 

 
Wes Greer is the Executive Assistant of the Louisville Leopard Percussionists. Born in Bethesda, 

Maryland, Wes began drumming at age ten and went on to study jazz at West Virginia 

University, performing in ensembles ranging from jazz combos to world music groups. He has 

taught at the Newport Jazz Camp, performed internationally, and in 2020 founded Manimal 

Music LLC, his private teaching studio. In addition to his work directing the Leopards, he also 

performs locally with bands including Honeymack, Nick Dittmeier and the Sawdusters, and the 

Ruen Brothers. 

 

Dani Markham, a Leopard alum who began drumming with the group at age eight, is now a 

sought-after percussionist in pop, contemporary music, and New York theatre. She has toured 

globally with Tune Yards and Grammy-winner Childish Gambino, appearing at the Grammys, on 

Saturday Night Live, and in acclaimed stage productions. A Frost School of Music graduate and 

endorsed artist with Latin Percussion and Musser, Dani has returned to Louisville and instructs 

many of the Leopard programs. 

 

Diane Downs is the founder and Executive & Artistic Director of The Louisville Leopard 

Percussionists. A lifelong educator, she has spent decades nurturing young musicians and 

fostering a love for percussion. She earned her bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Morehead 

State University and Rank 1 status from the University of Louisville, teaching elementary grades 

and music in Louisville for 28 years. In 1993, she launched The Fabulous Leopard Percussionists 

with her students, which grew into The Louisville Leopard Percussionists, a nonprofit she 

founded in 2003. 

Diane’s leadership has inspired similar programs nationwide, and she consults with percussion 

ensembles across the U.S. Her work has earned numerous honors, including awards from the 

Jazz Education Network, Berklee College of Music, and the Percussive Arts Society. 

 

Artistic Content of Programming 
We provide a wide range of percussion-based programming that develops creativity, 

musicianship, and collaboration in young people from grades two through twelve. Our offerings 

include 2 steel pan ensembles, Leopard Music Lab for high school students focusing on theory, 

arranging, improvisation, and production, as well as beginner and advanced performing groups, 

a middle school ensemble, 2 elementary L.E.A.P. groups, 2 homeschool ensembles, 2 world 

drumming classes, Leopard Learners, 3 group drum set classes, as well as private lessons. These 

programs expose students to an expansive repertoire spanning jazz, Latin, rock, funk, classical, 

and global traditions, encouraging versatility while honoring the roots of each style. Students 



not only gain technical proficiency but also explore improvisation, composition, and 

collaborative performance, cultivating both individual artistry and ensemble awareness. 

 

Performance is central to our programming. Each season, students participate in concerts, 

festivals, and community events that showcase their progress and build confidence through live 

presentation. These performances provide authentic artistic experiences and demonstrate to 

the community the power of music education to unite and inspire. From large ensemble shows 

to smaller lab projects created and produced by students themselves, programming emphasizes 

both discipline and creative expression. 

 

To ensure the quality and impact of our work, we measure outcomes in multiple ways. Musical 

growth is tracked through consistent observation of student progress in rhythm, technique, 

ensemble playing, and improvisation. Regular performances act as benchmarks, revealing 

retention of material, stage presence, and ensemble cohesion. Attendance and retention also 

serve as important indicators, as many students remain with the Leopards for five to ten years, 

reflecting both sustained engagement and program effectiveness. 

 

Feedback from families, teachers, and community partners offers further insight into student 

development. Parents and educators often report noticeable increases in student confidence, 

teamwork, and responsibility as a direct result of participation. In programs like Leopard 

Learners, our collaboration with Decode Project, teachers noted improved attendance, 

academic performance, and student attitude during the pilot year. This illustrates how artistic 

programming can extend its impact beyond music into overall student well-being and success. 

 

Ultimately, our artistic content is designed not only to train well-rounded musicians but also to 

nurture lifelong learners who understand the value of creativity, discipline, and collaboration. 

The Leopards’ unique blend of diverse repertoire, innovative instruction, and meaningful 

performance opportunities ensures that young people experience the arts as a vital and 

transformative part of their lives. 

 

Educational Content of Programming 
The Louisville Leopard Percussionists’ educational programming is designed to provide students 

of all ages with comprehensive music instruction that emphasizes both technical skill and artistic 

expression. Our curriculum integrates a variety of disciplines, including rhythm, melody, 

harmony, improvisation, ensemble performance, and music theory, ensuring students develop a 

well-rounded foundation. Through participation in our ensembles—ranging from beginner and 

advanced performing groups to middle school and elementary percussion ensembles—students 

gain hands-on experience in collaborative music-making, learning how to listen, respond, and 

contribute to a collective sound. 

Our programs also emphasize creativity and leadership. Students engage in arranging and 

composing exercises, as well as recording projects, which teach practical skills in production and 

performance while fostering critical thinking and problem-solving. For older students in the 



Leopard Music Lab, advanced instruction includes jazz improvisation, complex rhythmic 

patterns, and collaborative project-based learning, allowing students to take ownership of the 

music they create. For younger participants, lessons focus on foundational skills in rhythm, 

technique, and ensemble playing, encouraging musical growth in a supportive and inclusive 

environment. 

To measure the outcomes of our educational programming, we use multiple approaches. 

Student progress is assessed through performance evaluations during rehearsals, formal 

concerts, and recorded projects. These evaluations consider technical proficiency, ensemble 

cohesion, creativity, and individual growth over time. Additionally, informal check-ins with 

students allow us to track students’ self-confidence, engagement, and understanding of musical 

concepts. For older students, successful completion of complex projects—such as arranging a 

piece for performance or producing a recording—serves as a tangible demonstration of learning 

and skill development. Retention rates are also tracked, providing insight into students’ ongoing 

commitment and satisfaction with the program. 

We supplement these measures with anecdotal feedback from students, parents, and 

educators, which provides a richer understanding of the program’s impact. By combining 

performance-based assessment with reflective measures, we ensure that our programs support 

not only musical proficiency but also personal growth, teamwork, and lifelong appreciation of 

the arts. This approach ensures that students leave our programs with both advanced musical 

skills and the confidence to apply them creatively in a variety of contexts. 

 

Process for hiring, training, and evaluating my performance/effectiveness.  
Many of our teaching artists are alumni of our group. Once being students of our program, they 

understand the teaching methods we use and it comes naturally to them. Other teachers in our 

programs come to us. We typically don't advertise teaching positions. We gather teachers from 

word of mouth from other teachers or students in the group. We have a very open teaching 

style. Teachers are free to teach their strengths in the manor that they choose as long as it's kid 

centered and broken down in a way that kids can understand. We don't use written, notated 

music with the students. We wan them to learn to feel and hear their music instead of reading it 

from a page. Evaluations are done throughout the year informally, as rehearsals and 

performances toke place. Our teaching staff is very cohesive and they always jump in to assist 

other teachers when help is needed. 

 

How are participants of all backgrounds and abilities included in programming? 
Our group has a unique approach to hiring, training, and evaluating teaching artists that reflects our 

values and teaching philosophy. Many of our teaching artists are alumni of our program. Having once 

been students themselves, they inherently understand our methods and approach to music education, 

which allows them to teach in a way that feels natural and intuitive. Other teaching artists are brought 

to our attention through word of mouth, often recommended by current staff or students. We rarely 

advertise teaching positions, instead relying on the close-knit community of musicians connected to our 

program. 



Our teaching style is intentionally open and flexible. Teachers are encouraged to focus on their 

individual strengths and to lead lessons in the manner that works best for them, as long as the approach 

is student-centered and broken down into a format that children can easily understand. We do not use 

written or notated music with our students; instead, we emphasize learning to feel, hear, and internalize 

music. This approach fosters creativity, improvisation, and deep musical understanding, allowing 

students to develop their own sense of rhythm, melody, and ensemble awareness. 

Evaluations of teaching artists are ongoing and informal, occurring naturally throughout the year during 

rehearsals and performances. Our staff works collaboratively, observing each other’s sessions, providing 

feedback when needed, and stepping in to assist whenever a teacher requires support. This dynamic 

creates a cohesive and supportive teaching environment in which staff members learn from one another 

while maintaining a consistent standard of excellence across all programs. 

Through this model, teaching artists not only develop professionally but also contribute to a culture of 

mentorship, creativity, and flexibility that directly benefits our students. By blending experienced alumni 

with a collaborative and adaptive teaching approach, we ensure that every student receives high-

quality, engaging instruction that nurtures both their musical skills and their confidence as performers. 

 

How do I engage teachers and community center staff before, during, and after 

programming? 
We engage our teaching artists throughout the entire performance season to ensure they are fully 

prepared, supported, and valued. Before programming begins, teachers participate in planning sessions 

where program goals, curriculum approaches, and ensemble structures are discussed. While our 

teaching style is open and flexible, these sessions provide context, introduce new projects or repertoire, 

and foster alignment across staff. For many of our teachers—especially alumni—this period also 

includes sharing experiences and strategies, which strengthens cohesion among the team. 

During programming, engagement is ongoing and collaborative. Teachers lead rehearsals in ways that 

highlight their strengths, while also supporting colleagues as needed. Staff communicate regularly to 

coordinate lessons, discuss student progress, and troubleshoot challenges. Rehearsals and 

performances serve as opportunities for informal mentorship and peer feedback, ensuring that teachers 

remain connected to one another and to the evolving needs of students. Our open, student-centered 

approach encourages teachers to adapt dynamically, creating a responsive and creative learning 

environment. 

After programming concludes, teachers reflect on the season’s successes and challenges through debrief 

meetings and informal discussions. This period allows for evaluation of student progress, assessment of 

teaching strategies, and sharing of insights that can inform future programs. Alumni and returning 

teachers often mentor new staff, strengthening the continuity and culture of the program. Additionally, 

post-program engagement includes recognition of teachers’ contributions and celebrating the 

achievements of both students and staff, reinforcing a sense of community and shared purpose. 

Through this cycle of pre-program preparation, in-program collaboration, and post-program reflection, 

our teaching artists remain engaged, supported, and invested in both student outcomes and the 

ongoing growth of the organization. 

 



How do I engage participants in the creative and learning process? 
We actively engage our students in every stage of the creative and learning process, fostering both 

musical skill and personal growth. From the beginning, students are treated as collaborators as well as 

learners. They participate in selecting repertoire, shaping arrangements, and exploring rhythm and 

melodic ideas, giving them ownership of their musical experience. This hands-on approach encourages 

creativity, critical thinking, and decision-making while reinforcing fundamental concepts in rhythm, 

ensemble playing, and improvisation. 

Our teaching philosophy emphasizes learning by ear and feeling rather than reading notation. Students 

develop their musical intuition and listening skills, learning to internalize patterns, respond to one 

another in real time, and build cohesive ensemble sound. Teachers guide students through interactive 

exercises, improvisation, and small-group explorations that make learning both engaging and tangible. 

Participants are also encouraged to take leadership roles within ensembles, mentoring peers, leading 

sections, or experimenting with new sounds and arrangements. This peer-to-peer learning strengthens 

confidence, accountability, and teamwork. Additionally, recording projects and performance 

opportunities give students a platform to apply what they’ve learned creatively, reflecting on their 

progress and celebrating their achievements. 

Throughout the program, engagement is reinforced by a supportive, student-centered environment 

where curiosity and experimentation are valued. Students receive immediate feedback from both 

teachers and peers, fostering continuous learning and refinement of their skills. By integrating creativity, 

collaboration, and hands-on exploration, we strive to ensure that participants are not only mastering 

musical techniques but also developing a lifelong appreciation for artistic expression and collaborative 

problem-solving. 


