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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

Geva Theatre Center honors  
Nydia Padilla-Rodriguez 

for her contribution to diversity in the 
community and in the arts. 

 

Geva presented Ms. Padilla-Rodriguez with the 2015 Essie Calhoun Diversity 
in the Arts Award at a performance of The Mountaintop. 

 
 

Rochester, N.Y., April 9, 2015 – Nydia Padilla-Rodriguez was honored with the 2015 Essie Calhoun Diversity 

in the Arts Award at a performance of The Mountaintop at Geva Theatre Center on Tuesday, April 7.  

 

Geva Theatre Center created the award in 2011, which was named in honor of Essie Calhoun-McDavid, Retired 

Chief Diversity Officer, Director of Community Affairs, Vice President of Eastman Kodak Company and Chair of 

the 2011 United Way of Greater Rochester Campaign. Ms. Calhoun-McDavid was the first recipient of this 

award, given annually to a person or organization that promotes and encourages diversity in the arts. Garth 

Fagan received the 2012 Essie Calhoun Diversity in the Arts Award, School of the Arts was the 2013 recipient 

and Thomas Warfield received the honor in 2014. 

 

As a child in the Rochester area, Nydia Padilla-Rodriguez dreamt of being a dancer. She began to take lessons 

from Joan Grabell in ballet, point, jazz and tap from the age of 10. As a high school student, Nydia received her 

big break as a member of the "Bottom of the Bucket" Dance Company, where she studied under the one-and-

only Garth Fagan. 

 
After touring at the national and international level with Fagan, Nydia went on hiatus from dancing to be the 

first in her family to go to college, which she describes as a “goal she needed to accomplish.” She graduated in 

1976 from SUNY Brockport with a degree in elementary education and dance. She later went on to earn a 

Masters Degree in education and a Certificate of Administration from SUNY Brockport after completing a 

thesis on Puerto Ricans in greater Rochester.  
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Soon after college, with the encouragement of her mentor, Fagan, Nydia put her talents to good use in 1981 

by opening the Borinquen Dance Theatre under the aegis of the Puerto Rican Arts and Cultural Center in 

Rochester - thereby establishing the first Hispanic professional performing arts group in upstate New York. She 

had decided that instead of pursuing dance fame, she wanted to use the arts to work with young people and 

instill the same values that she learned as a young dancer- that education is the key to success. Borinquen’s 

initial focus was on teaching adults and teenagers, but she soon realized that her true mission would require 

reaching youth at a younger age. In 1984, Nydia began teaching Caribbean Dance at the David Hochstein 

Memorial Music School, now Hochstein School of Music and Dance, where for nearly two decades Borinquen 

was the Ensemble in Residence and where Nydia still teaches. Since 1995, she has served in administrative 

capacities for the Rochester School District –again, serving young people.  

 
Honoring Puerto Rico through traditional dance and teaching youth about the country’s colorful culture are 

also essential components of Nydia’s educational philosophies. The name, “Borinquen,”- the original name of 

the island of Puerto Rico - and the dance company’s offering of traditional Latino and Puerto Rican dance pays 

homage to Nydia’s culture while providing an educational experience. “Traditional dancing is important for me 

to remind the young people of our culture,” says Nydia. “I want the children - Puerto Rican and non-Puerto 

Rican - to have a sense of the rich history, culture, music, tradition, and values of what makes Puerto Ricans 

unique as a people.” In order to participate, the 40-50 youths regularly enrolled in the dance program must 

meet attendance and grade requirements; in addition, they are encouraged by Nydia and her staff to pursue 

some form of higher education. 

 
“Using dance as a way to educate people and celebrate diversity has been a very resourceful tool to expose 

the entire community.” To honor Puerto Rican culture, Nydia arranges for performances to start and end with 

a traditional dance.  

 
As a result of her hard work, the Borinquen Dance Program was acknowledged by the President’s Committee 

on the Arts and Humanities as a distinguished program across the nation. 

 
Ms. Padilla-Rodriguez remains one of a handful of experts on the tradition of dance within Latin culture, and 

she and her husband John Rodriguez are longtime activists in the Puerto Rican community of Rochester. She is 

currently the Director of Strategic Partnerships at RCSD and wants to continue outreach programs at Monroe 

High, School #9 and East High schools.   

 



The Essie Calhoun Diversity in the Arts Award recognizes that art allows for the expression of truths and 

beliefs and helps us gain an understanding of one another and our world. It further acknowledges that a 

mixture of cultures stimulates creativity, the sharing of ideas, and the building of a common collective future, 

which has always been close to Ms. Calhoun’s heart.  

 

Geva’s Artistic Director Mark Cuddy remarked, “This unique award personifies its namesake, Essie Calhoun-

McDavid. Each year we are honored to present it to someone who has made a significant contribution in our 

community, and Nydia Padilla-Rodriguez certainly has done that. Rochester is a better place because of her 

dedication to arts, diversity, and young people.” 

 

The Essie Calhoun Diversity in the Arts Award is designed by local artist Nancy Gong, one of America’s 

foremost glass artists. Ms. Gong combines the traditional techniques of stained glass craftsmen and stone 

carvers with her own style of creating texture and painting to craft pieces which are coveted by collectors 

from all over the world. The Essie Calhoun Diversity in the Arts Award is a stunning, circular piece of glass, with 

hues of sunset pink graduated to champagne and carved on one end with a diversity quilt pattern. 

 

Attached Photo: Essie Calhoun-McDavid, Nydia Padilla-Rodriguez and Mark Cuddy. Photo by immaginé 
photography. 
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GEVA THEATRE CENTER 
Founded in 1972, Geva Theatre Center is a not-for-profit, professional theatre company dedicated to creating and producing 
professional theatre productions, programs and services of a national standard. As Rochester’s leading professional theatre, 
Geva Theatre Center is the most attended regional theatre in New York State, and one of the 25 most subscribed in the 
country, serving up to 160,000 patrons annually, including more than 16,000 students.  
 
The 526-seat Elaine P. Wilson Mainstage is home to a wide variety of performances, from musicals to American and world 
classics. The 180-seat Ron & Donna Fielding Nextstage is home to Geva’s own series of contemporary drama, comedy and 
musical theatre; Geva Comedy Improv; Geva’s New Play Reading Series and the Hornets’ Nest - an innovative play-reading 
series facilitating community-wide discussion on controversial topics. In addition, the Nextstage hosts visiting companies of 
both local and international renown. 
 
Geva Theatre Center offers a wide variety of educational, outreach and literary programs, nurturing audiences and artists alike. 
Since 1995, the organization has been under the artistic direction of Mark Cuddy.  
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