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�roughout CASMEC, just outside of the exhibit hall, stood a 
row of poster boards with QR codes and written statements. �is is 
our Music Composer’s Walking Gallery, facilitated and coordinated 
this year by CMEA’s Creating and Composition Representative, 
Dr. Megan Foley. Guests can access the audio of the composition 
through the QR code and read about the piece and the composer’s 
process and inspiration. �is year, seven young composers, in grades 
7-12, were featured. 

One student, Stephen Van Dusen, shared with us a little 
about his experience with and after the Music Composer’s Walking 
Gallery. In his own words:

Hello, I wanted to do a follow up on my adventures 
from the CMEA Gallery. My parents and I went to 
Sacramento and it was an awesome experience. We 
got to see other very talented musicians and my junior 
high school music teacher was there representing 
MCS District. �at was a nice bonus to our trip. I was 
fortunate enough to be able to keep the poster that was 
made. It is now hanging in my school’s music room 
with my signature on it. �e school district wrote a nice 
article about my accomplishment and I wanted to share 
that with you. �ey also created a YouTube video that 
is attached to the article at the bottom. I would like to 
thank you and everyone that listened to my piece and 
recognized my thoughts behind my composition. 

�ank You again 
Stephen Van Dusen

Downey High Senior StrikesDowney High Senior Strikes
a Chord with His Original Compositiona Chord with His Original Composition

by Leah Klascius, Administrative Assistant to the Chief Communications 
O�cer of Modesto City Schools 

Reprinted with permission of Modesto City Schools
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February 4, 2025
�omas Downey High School senior Stephen Van Dusen has 

added “composer” to his growing list of accomplishments with the 
debut of his original work, Ballade No. 1 in D# Minor, Op. 4. He 
was one of only nine high school students featured at the California 
Music Educators Association’s Music Composition Walking Gallery 
during the California All-State Music Education Conference in 
January.

Van Dusen’s passion for music is rooted in stringed 
instruments, as he skillfully plays the viola and guitar in Downey’s 
orchestra, mariachi, and jazz ensembles. �e Ballade marks his 
fourth arrangement. He draws inspiration from classical masters like 
Beethoven, Chopin, and Liszt, blended with the modern orchestral 
creativity of DM Dokuro.

 To create the composition, Van Dusen tackled the complexities 
of double sharps and harmonic scales for the �rst time, crafting 
a musical journey designed to evoke powerful emotions. �e 
dynamics shift with every phrase—from tender to ferocious—
creating a vivid narrative of inner con�ict and �eeting peace.

�e opus opens delicately, with light, airy notes reminiscent 
of �oating through a serene sky �lled with soft clouds. �e melody 
�ows gently and o�ers a sense of peace and re�ection. But the calm 
is �eeting. �e mood abruptly shifts as stormy chords crash like 
thunder and rumble with intensity. Each note is infused with raw 
emotion, capturing the essence of despair, unrest, and anger as they 
ebb and �ow.

Van Dusen’s work showcases his dedication to both technical 
skill and emotional storytelling, solidifying him as a talent to watch 
in the world of music composition.

“Stephen plays his thoughts,” said Alexis True, Downey High’s 
instrumental music director, who has taught Van Dusen since he 
was a freshman. “He’s a gifted thinker who loves dissecting music, 
and it’s amazing to watch his con�dence blossom.”

Van Dusen plans to study piano performance and composition 
in college. “Music is my companion, my puzzle, and my passion,” 
he shared. “I listen to it, deconstruct its layers, and feel its essence.”

To immerse yourself in the powerful emotional journey of 
Ballade No. 1 in D# Minor, Op. 4, click here.

�is article originally appeared on the Modesto City Schools 
Website at https://www.mcs4kids.com/article/2010450
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