
 
 
 
 

The kids are rockin', all right 

Youths find more reasons to pick up that guitar and jam—and parents don't mind it at all 

By Lisa Black | Chicago Tribune reporter  
11:16 PM CDT, July 2, 2008  

 
 
Michael Novak, 14, of Buffalo Grove, works on his harmonizing with counselor Ken Kreis at Camp Jam. (Tribune photo by 
Charles Cherney / June 18, 2008) 

As the Krazy Kobra Kidz took the stage with a thundering rendition of a Black Sabbath classic, the moms in the front row shouted 
"Whoo hoo!" and mouthed along the words, "I AM IRON MAN." 
 
This was, after all, their music. The stuff of the 1970s. 
 
The Kidz, standing about 4 feet tall and wielding guitars nearly the same size, were born barely a decade ago. 
 
"I felt like an actual star," said Connor Sheridan, 8, as he left the stage at Camp Jam, a rock 'n' roll summer alternative to lakeshore 
bonfires and canoeing. 

Connor and his buddies join a swelling chorus of youngsters whose musical tastes have been shaped by their parents, as well as by 
video games such as Guitar Hero and the Jack Black movie "School of Rock." 
 
With two more sessions scheduled in July, Camp Jam in Lake Forest is among an increasing number of venues where kids and teens 
are performing classic rock. More than just a profitable venture, rock 'n' roll also is being used to bring music back into classrooms 
where arts funding has suffered. One such program, Little Kids Rock, is funded through private donations and has provided 700 guitars 
and training to pupils in 35 Chicago schools this year. 
 
"Rock 'n' roll is something parents and kids can share, unlike the previous generations," said Joseph Kotarba, a sociology professor at 
the University of Houston. 
 
"When I grew up, my parents watched Lawrence Welk on Saturday night. And I had to stay home and watch it with them," said Kotarba, 
whose book "Growing Old with Rock 'n' Roll" is due out in December. 
 
While the burgeoning enthusiasm for classic rock is difficult to quantify, music teachers say more of their students ask to learn songs 



that predate them by decades. The teens' T-shirts, too, say it all, sporting names like Led Zeppelin, Aerosmith, Robin Trower and The 
Who. 
 
"If you went through and found listings from Guitar Hero, it's all those songs [that kids want to learn]. Anything from ZZ Top to Guns N' 
Roses," said Spencer Johnson, 26, a guitar teacher at the Music Gallery in Highwood. 
 
Sam "Da Face" Christian, 11, of Crystal Lake was at Camp Jam. His favorite songs are by Led Zeppelin and other classic rock artists. "I 
probably play that kind of music because my dad taught me how to play guitar," said Sam, who earned his nickname for the pursed-lips 
expression he wears while performing. 
 
Over the past year, the Paul Green School of Rock has seen a 30 percent increase in enrollment at its 50 locations nationwide, said 
Paige Peavler, Midwest regional manager. The school opened a Chicago campus in 2006, where 17 students performed Pink Floyd's 
"The Wall" during its first concert. As of May, 95 students were enrolled, she said. 
 
"It is not for that kid who just wants to dip their toe in the water," Peavler said. "It's for the kid who instead of being on the football team 
is in the School of Rock." 
 
Others see an opportunity to heighten music appreciation in public schools. 
 
David Wish, founder of the nonprofit Little Kids Rock, said he hopes someday to see rock ensembles as accepted as jazz bands in 
schools. The former elementary teacher started the organization after creating a curriculum for his own pupils who wanted to learn 
guitar. 
 
When he went to buy music at a local store, "It was 'Merrily We Roll Along' and 'Red River Valley,' " Wish said. "I just could not get 
myself to use that material." 
 
He returned to his students, asked them what they wanted to play and adapted accordingly. 
 
Now his curriculum is used by teachers such as Jennifer Klonsky at Telpochcalli School in Chicago, who began an after-school 
program in April with 13 students in kindergarten through 8th grade. Before the school year's end, they gave a concert and sang Elvis 
Presley's "Hound Dog," as well as a song they composed as an ode to summer, "The Nothing To Do Blues." 
 
"This is my first time teaching music class," Klonsky said. "I have to say what a thrill it was when the kids wrote that song. I was writing 
lyrics on the white board as fast as they could yell them out." 
 
Yet fine arts enthusiasts need not worry about Ted Nugent replacing Bach. 
 
Sel Kardan, president of the Music Institute of Chicago, a private music school, said he's seen no decline in the 2,500-student 
enrollment at campuses in Highland Park, Winnetka, Evanston and Lincolnshire. Many students who take classical lessons in piano, 
violin, guitar and voice also enjoy rock, he said. One student, Rebecca Brown, was cast as the bass player in the movie "School of 
Rock." 
 
"She still studies classical guitar with us even though she has a very active garage band," Kardan said. "She loves her classical guitar." 
 
Parents whose kids rock say they enjoy watching their child excel—and they don't mind the music, either. 
 
"It's just been really good for his self-esteem," said Ellen Schein, who bought her 9-year-old son, Sammy, hair gel for his gig with the 
Krazy Kobra Kidz at Camp Jam. Sammy was so excited before the show that he tried to run out of the rehearsal room with his guitar, 
only to be stopped short because his cord was still connected to an amplifier. 
 
In another room, the older teens rehearsed by wearing headsets that allowed them to simultaneously practice songs by AC/DC and 
Joan Jett and the Blackhearts without bothering others. 
 
Sarah Bost, 14, of Island Lake—with red hair and green nail polish—began playing drums four years ago and said she likes the music 
of Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers and the Beatles. 
 
Yet while more kids are drawn to their parents' music today, traditional teenage rebellion rocks on.Grant Laskin, 15, of Glenview said 
that his favorite music is death metal, which "is not appreciated by the elderly people or people in their middle age." 
 
"There is a lot of screaming," the bass player conceded, "but I like it just because of the fact that you like something that no one else 
likes." 
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