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Arts Academy student wins big 
Francesca Giannis to donate most of her 
earnings back to academy  
 
By Felicia Dechter  
Contributing Writer 
 
Eighteen-year-old Francesca Giannis was, "really, really 
nervous," when she tossed her name into the ring of 
performers at the Union League Club's Civic and Arts 
Foundation Jazz Improvisation Competition last month. 

"It was the first competition I ever entered," said Giannis, a 
senior at the Chicago Academy for the Arts, 1010 W. 
Chicago. "I was nervous just because it was a bunch of 
young adults, and oh, the people were so good." 

Though she may have walked into the competition as a novice, she left it as an old pro. After performing two songs
"Centerpiece" and "Lady and the Tramp"-she finished with two awards: a second-place honor in the high school vocals 
category, and the People's Choice Award. 

"I was shocked," said Giannis, a Skokie resident. "Winning second place was an honor and made me feel great. But at 
the same time, I knew how much I needed to do and get better." 

The nonprofit Civic and Arts Foundation was founded in 1949 by members of the Union League Club, based at 65 W. 
Jackson. Its mission is to develop and promote programs for Chicago-area children and young adults that support 
education, civic responsibility and the arts. 

The foundation began its unique Jazz Improvisation Competition in 2002 with five entrants. This year there were 60. The 
hope is to expand even more, organizers said. 

"We are always trying to build the program and trying to get the word out," said Cathy Pierce, chairman of the 
foundation's music program. "It's the only competition like it in the city. It's a unique competition."

The competition-which awards cash prizes-targets jazz instrumentalists and vocalists in high school, college and young 
adult categories. Professional judges select winners based on originality and creativity during eight
improvisations.  

The contest was held in two stages, with the qualifying rounds taking place in early February at the Union League Club, 
and the finals on Feb. 20 before a live audience at Buddy Guy's Legends, 754 S. Wabash Instrumentalists and vocalists 
had to improvise a required blues piece as well as a composition of their choice, and vocalists such as Giannis had to 
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include words and skat in their performances.  

Giannis, Pierce said, "was a wonderful combination of talent and audience appeal." 

"Francesca has a great little voice, for that age it's amazing," said Pierce. "She has a lot of stage presence, is talented, 
and relates to the audience very well...they warmed up to her and really identified with her. She is extremely poised and 
excellent for someone so young." 

Giannis said her love for music was inspired by her mom, Donna, who played Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald tunes 
while her dad, Nick, listened to traditional Greek music.  

"Music has always played a really big part in my life," Giannis said, adding that she discovered jazz thanks to her music 
teacher at the academy, Jason Patera. 

Her cool, jazzy skatting and smooth vocals won her the second-place prize of $650, and the People's Choice Award 
landed her another $1,000. Giannis-who hopes to attend the Berklee College of Music in Boston
for college, and the rest she'll donate to the Academy for the Arts. 

"The support that I got from my school was the best thing out of this experience," Giannis said. "The school loved me and 
supported me." 

Academy staff said Giannis, one of four finalists from Chicago-area high schools, has made them proud.

"We are so proud of Francesca's performance at the competition. It's been exciting to see her artistic growth at the Arts 
Academy," said Steve Majsak, director of development at the school. "These competitions are great training experiences 
for serious artists. They not only connect our students to a network of working professional artists, they prepare seniors 
for auditions at the nation's top conservatories and universities." 

Other local winners included: Matthew Carroll of the Francis Parker School; Laura Grill and Kendall Moore of Roosevelt 
University; and Corbin Andrick and Andrew Zallar from DePaul University. 
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