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Little Kids Rock

On the Tampa side of the Bay water, five 
Canella Elementary students prepare to take 
the stage in front of friends and family at a 

neighborhood restaurant on Himes Avenue. It’s their 
band’s second public performance.
 
But if you’re expecting the screeching sounds of brass 
instruments in fumbling fingers, forget about it. 
These kids can really rock.
 
Arranged on a makeshift stage are a set of mics, 
keyboard, guitar and bass backed by a full drum kit. 
The outdoor house is SRO. The air expectant.

Juan Rios, Canella’s music teacher, hustles among the 
waiting crowd greeting people, checking cables and 
measuring sound levels. For a brief moment, he stops 
to chat.

“We’ve been together since September,’’ Rios explains. 
We’ve only performed once before — a Christmas 
program in December. We started putting this set 
together in January. We rehearse every Friday for one 
hour after school. And they practice on their own at 
home.’’

Rios’ band is the product of a program called Little 
Kids Rock, a resource for music teachers that provides 
a free, fully loaded modern band program to kids in 
underserved school districts.

 
“It’s a great foundation. When you go through the training 
they give you everything you need to use for the students 
-- the instruments and curriculum. Everything is free.
 
“The program started with an ideal,’’ Rios continues. 
“People were calling music programs irrelevant. The 
founder [David Wish] said that can’t happen. So he started 
Little Kids Rock and just went all the way. The program -- 
it’s relevant to the kids. We play songs from ‘80s, ‘90s and 
now. They can relate to them.’’

Picking Band Members
 
Rios chose six kids from his fourth- and fifth-grade music 
classes to form the band. However, this gig only features 
five due to the sixth member’s schedule conflict.

Cables laid, instruments tuned and mics hot, the band 
makes its entrance to whistles, hoots and applause.
The set opens with a cover of Katrina and the Waves’ 



“Walkin’ on Sunshine,’’ followed by covers of Katy 
Perry’s Roar and the White Stripes’ Seven Nation 
Army, along with an “True Thing,’’ an original written 
by the band’s Lead Singer 11-year-old Lissette Rocha-
Permentermi.

Permentermi’s smooth vocals sail over the band’s 
pumping synchronicity. She’s sometimes joined on 
the mic by bass player Emma Yepes, 10 years old, 
who adds a bluesy growl to the vocals.

Gavin Martinez, age 11, is on lead guitar for the 
evening, filling in for his missing band member. He 
periodically takes over the drumsticks for Nathael 
“Nate’’ Santana, age 10, who spends most of the 
gig behind the kit. Eleven-year-old Karla Oramas 
handles the keyboard, her expert fingers providing 
both melody and counterpoint in turn.

At the end of the set, the crowd demands an 
encore. “Can we do the whole thing again?’’ Rocha-
Permentermi pleads. Rios agrees and it’s on. Again. 
The band’s confidence and flair levels appear to 
jump about three notches throughout the repeat 
performance.

After the concert, band members sit down to discuss 
their music and goals.

Everyone at the table agrees that being in a band is awesome. 
“This is my first time in a band and I feel great,’’says Yepes, 
the band’s only fourth-grader. “Mr. Rios said there was an 
opening in this band and asked me if I wanted to join. I 
said, ‘Hecks, yeah, I want to be in a band’.’’


