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usic has the power to make us cry or dance 
with joy; and perhaps no one better under-
stands its transformative power more than 
Jeanine Tousignant. Music not only shaped 
the person she has become, it is helping her to 
shape a community.   

Long before becoming CEO of the Manchester Community 
Music School in 2004 and being entrusted with leading a haven 

for more than 50 music educators and more than 1,000 students 
from 65 New Hampshire communities, Jeanine was a music stu-
dent trying to figure out the clarinet. 

Growing up in the poorest section of Worcester, Mass., Jean-
ine remembers how she and her two slightly older sisters would 
create an at-home variety show after a traditional Saturday night 
dinner of beans and franks. Her dad would play the  harmonica 
and violin while the three sisters would sing. “[He] instilled in us 
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a huge love of music, from folk songs to classical, and it became 
part of us,” she says.

In third grade, she took up the clarinet, but within a few 
months, her father died abruptly. She had only played for him 
once. Devastated, she cried daily and was misunderstood by oth-
er students until, eventually, the once well-liked student became 
the target of cruel taunts.

She sought refuge in music. Newly committed to playing clari-
net as a way to honor her father, Jeanine was taken under the 
wing of a kind teacher who understood her loss and strove to pro-
vide her with direction. She learned through practice and hard 
work that she could get better and better at playing the clarinet. 
And, as she earned praise from teachers, her self-esteem blos-
somed. Jeanine also started getting A’s in math as her ability to 
count music honed her multiplication and division skills. 

With financial aid and work/study programs, she became a 
student at the Performing Arts School of Worcester (PASOW), 
where she found much-needed support. “The people at PASOW 
were like a second family to me,” Jeanine says, explaining she felt 
protected and loved working even when the job didn’t involve 
playing music. 

But as she approached high school, she grew concerned about 
attending the public school, which was riddled with drugs and 
guns. She set her sights on a private school, Holy Name High 
School in Worcester, and drawing on the perseverance she ac-
quired learning the clarinet, Jeanine made a commitment to get 
accepted. She landed a job at a fast food restaurant, saved her 
earnings, applied for scholarships and was ultimately accepted. 

Her only disappointment was that Holy Name had no music 
program. So she created one. By her junior year, she persuaded 
the school to launch a music program and, within a few months, 
the sparse band was scheduled to play its first concert for the high 
school. As the band was introduced to the student body, Jeanine 

remembers hearing only a smattering of claps. But as the band 
kicked off the concert with the rocking 1955 hit “Louie Louie,” 
the audience erupted in raucous applause. Immediately following 
that, a slew of students signed up eager to be a part of the band.

“I didn’t listen to naysayers,” Jeanine says. “I always kept my 
eye on the prize.” Today the music program she helped launch 
continues to receive accolades.

Jeanine went on to graduate with a degree in music from the 
Hartt School of Music in Hartford. And in 2004, she assumed 
leadership of the Manchester Community Music School, a non-
profit that must compete for the state’s limited charitable giv-
ing with thousands of other charitable organizations. But she 
doesn’t look at her fundraising as a challenge. “If you can tell your 
story well or, better, live your story well, you can overcome the 
continual challenges of finding funding,” she says. 

“It’s personal to me. Every child in this building, I see myself 
in that child. Some donor made a better life for me. And, for 
some kids, music is a way out of poverty. I picked up a clarinet, 
not a syringe. I joined a band, not a gang. And I had many op-
portunities to take the wrong path. This is my chance to give 
back,” she says.
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HIGHLIGHTS:
•	Leadership	Greater	Manchester,	Steering   
 committee, 2007 to Present

•	Manchester	Rotary, Board member, 
 2010 to Present, and vice president, 2012

•	Council	on	Fundraising, Past board president,   
 2008 to 2010, board member, 2003 to Present

•	NH	Citizens	for	the	Arts, Board member, 2012

•	Leadership	NH, Class of 2012

•	Recognized	by	NH	Union	Leader	as	one	of		 		
	 NH’s	”Forty	Under	40,” 2007

•	Leadership	Greater	Manchester,	
 Class of 2006
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