
Perhaps the most
important creation
conceived at
UrbanGlass over the
past five years is not a
artwork but a pro-
gram:The Bead

ProjectTM. Founded in 1997 by Annette
Rose-Shapiro, a eight-year staff member
now Publisher and Managing Editor of
GLASS Quarterly.The Bead Project trains
low-income women in the making, mar-
keting, and sale of glass beads.Thanks to
the support of fellow artists, suppliers, and
patrons, the scholarship program has edu-
cated numerous women in need, and in
turn promoted and nurtured the craft
itself. Each spring and fall, up to six stu-
dents receive 25 hours of instruction in
glass beadmaking, with five additional
hours in basic jewelry training. Day one
opens with a safety discussion and a brief
history of glass beads, then introduces the
tools and materials; subsequent lectures
teach basic bead shapes and decoration
techniques, and selling and marketing skills
as well. Students receive a stipend of $125,
a torch kit and other supplies, and a half-
price three-month rental rate at
UrbanGlass.
The Bead Project is a very personal reflec-
tion of Rose-Shapiro’s own journey to
beadmaking. In 1993, after 13 years as a
corporate art director, she found herself
laid off, yet at the same time liberated to
pursue her lifetime passion for art.After
attending an open house and weekend
workshop at UrbanGlass, she was intrigued
by glass and entered the UrbanGlass work-
study program. Rose-Shapiro was initially
interested in glassblowing, but found that
beadmaking was most in tune with her
goals and workstyle: the tools and materials
are affordable, it need not be done in the
studio, and does not require the lengthy
learning curve of glassblowing. Soon she
was not only making glass beads but selling
them at the American Craft Museum, gift
shop, at galleries, and privately.
Rose-Shapiro realized if she could achieve
her dream of making and selling art,
maybe others could too.“There are a lot
of people who cannot do a mainstream, 9-
to-5 job.That pattern does not fit their
lives,” she says.“There were no real pro-
grams that address that.This is creative and
it is up to the students as to how successful
they can be.” She approached UrbanGlass
Executive Director John Perreault with the
idea for a scholarship program that would
teach low-income women the craft and
business of glass beads, and he pledged the
organization’s support.A grant from a
group of anonymous women entrepre-
neurs jump-started the fundraising efforts,
and The Bead Project was born.
UrbanGlass advertises The Bead Project in
a number of local New York City newspa-
pers, as well as at social service agencies in
all five boroughs.Applicants must be city
residents, 18 and over, who are not cur-
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rently enrolled in an academic program.
Rose-Shapiro says they vary widely from
Òretired women living on Social Security
to single mothers in their early 20s.ÓAt
their interview, each applicant is required
to demonstrate some previous art experi-
ence; in the past, women have presented
anything from paintings to jewelry to
crochet, as well as handmade hats and
dolls.The pool of applications for each
session ranges anywhere from 30 to a
high of 300, when Rose-Shapiro was
named the high-profile ÒNew Yorker of
the WeekÓ by popular local television sta-
tion NY1.
One of the first women to answer The
Bead ProjectÕs newspaper ad was Rosita
Walsh, who graduated from the fledgling
program in 1997.A self-taught artist,
Walsh found beadmaking to be her
dream medium.ÒOnce the class was fin-
ished I practiced constantly,Ó she says.ÒI
was even dreaming about it, waking up

in the night with new ideas. I was often
in the studio until 4 oÕclock in the
morning.ÓWalsh enrolled in the
UrbanGlass work-study program and
worked her way up the organization by
day while nurturing her craft in her off-
hours.Today Walsh is the Bead ProjectÕs
instructor, living proof of its success.ÒI
teach the women basic skills, and I also
remind them about how I started and
that I was just as green behind the gills
once,Ó she says.
Her teaching assistant is also an alumna.
Walsh also teaches regularUrbanGlass
classes and at the GlassRoots program
(sponsored by Rutgers/University for at-
risk youth in Newark, New Jersey), and
offers private lessons.As a visiting
instructor at UrbanGlass Abroad,Walsh
took her first trip overseas.A few years
ago, she also started her own business,
My Heart Beads for You, financed with
the sale of a handcrafted rosary to
renowned glass artist Paul Stankard. Over
the years, glass artists like Stankard have
been some of The Bead ProjectÕs biggest
supporters. In 1997, after the second class
graduated,Òa lot of the students would
still come to the studio and work togeth-
er; we thought we should offer some
special session,Ó says Rose-Shapiro. She
called Stankard, who in turn drove sever-
al hours from his New Jersey home to
teach a free class; he continues to do so

several times a year.ÒI go up and ask
what they are interested in, and we play,Ó
says Stankard.ÒI share with them my
world, and share some techniques, but
more than anything theyÕve taught me
how to play with glass again.Ó Stankard
has hosted the students at his studio, and
collects their work as well.ÒI have a
wonderful little shrine of necklaces on
my workbench,Ó he says.ÒThereÕss a cer-
tain maturity or freedom, a sophistication
to their art.Ó Beginning with the pair of
earrings each student completes as part
of the program, the beadwork the
women create with their newly learned
skills is as diverse as they are: anything
from traditional necklaces and bracelets,
to landscapes, to beaded corkboards and
pushpins, to decorated head wraps, to
dolls adorned with hair made of beads.
One graduate, a pastry chef, even has a
booth at a local greenmarket, selling her
pastries alongside her jewelry.

Stankard is now a member of The Bead
ProjectÕs advisory board, along with

Kristina Logan, a well-known New
Hampshire-based beadmaker and fre-
quent UrbanGlass instructor. She has also
given seminars to the students on how to
sell work at bead shows, sharing her
secrets of lighting, packaging, and selling.
ArtistÕs consultant Susan Schear also
serves on the board, and instructs the stu-
dents on how to best market their work.
Other seminars and workshops are held
periodically, as well as student-initiated
gatherings at the studio.

While not every student grasps the glass
bead, as it were, and takes this opportuni-
ty to better her life, many graduates do
continue with their craft;
ÒA lot of the women have other jobs and
do their beadwork on the side,Ó says
Rosita Walsh. Many show at The Bead
Expo, the annual UrbanGlass-sponsored
event in New York City also founded by
Rose-Shapiro, where the graduates share
a free booth; a share of the ExpoÕs pro-
ceeds go to the program.Walsh, who
recently bought her own condo in Jersey
City, states bluntly,ÒIf it werenÕt for The
Bead Project, I donÕt know where I would
be at this moment.Ó ItÕs clear The Bead
Project offers women the tools to trans-
form not simply glass but also their lives.

Kate Hensler Fogarty is a freelance writer
based in New York.
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