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From Broadway to Sarasota: 
Justin Gomlak takes the 
stage as the Van Wezel’s 

education director
BY MICHELLE VALKOV

Town Chronicle Correspondent

Justin Gomlak has been director of 
Education and Community Engagement 
at the Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall 
for onlyabout 18 months — and already 
he’s making an impact with his unique 
programs and innovations.

“It’s a gift, because this is a vibrant edu-
cation engagement program and it was 
already very vibrant,” he said. “And when 
I took it over, I get to take that already 
excellent foundation and move it even 
further forward in service of our commu-
nity service members and our patrons.” 

The director, who transferred from 
New York, also brings one outstand-
ing advantage to his position: Broadway 
experience. 

“Before I worked here, for about a 
decade I was at a fancy-shmancy private 
school in Manhattan. I taught theater and 
dance to elementary students there — 
and, before that, I was a Broadway actor.

“At the beginning of my career, I did 
nine Broadway shows throughout the 
course of 15 years, which were musicals. 
While I was there and acting, I was devel-
oping a parallel career as an educator, and 
when it came time for me, essentially, to 
retire from the stage, I was able to transi-
tion pretty smoothly into the classroom.” 

While Gomlak was teaching, he got his 
master’s degree in educational leadership 
from New York University, living his life 
in the Big Apple.

Then COVID struck.
Gomlak spent the first part of the pan-

demic down in Sarasota. 
“I realized that it’s pretty awesome here 

and decided to transition down here full 
time. I feel so lucky to have landed here 
because, here in this commercial theater, 
I get to kind of use my Broadway com-
mercial theater experience … combined 
with my education experience. And so, 
this job is a combination of my life’s 
pursuits.” 

He thinks of his job as having three 
parts: a program series for children’s 
theater, working with a staff of teaching 
artists that are well versed in arts inte-
gration, and finding ways to engage the 
community. 

Engaging everyone
Gomlak explains arts integration as fun-

damentally using the art form to help cur-
ricular learning — math, reading, social 
studies and, sometimes, science. 

“But it’s an art-centered lesson and the 
learning goals are, actually, oftentimes rein-

forcing the things that kids are learning 
in school. For me, it’s a win-win: They get 

arts, and they get the 
reinforcement of these 
important skills that 
they are being tested 
on.”

Gomlak’s commu-
nity engagement piece 
also focuses on part-
nering with senior 
centers, organizations 

that serve the previously unhoused, people 
with disabilities and others. 

In late January, Gomlak offered an Arts 
and Disability week: The Van Wezel part-
nered with Clearwater’s Ruth Eckerd Hall 
to produce a schooltime performance of 
a Tampa Bay physically integrated dance 
company, which featured both disabled and 
non-disabled dancers. They filled the audi-
ence with kids with disabilities.  

“We provide programming, free tickets 
and tours of our amazing Van Wezel build-
ing,” Gomlak said. 

To help support the show, Gomlak and his 
coworkers held some dance workshops at 
the local Oak Park School, which is a school 
that primarily deals with disabilities, and the 
experience was truly transformative. 

“There are many companies across the 
country but none of them have a show 
that is specifically designed for school-age 
children to learn and see what they are 
doing on stage. It’s incredibly inspirational to 
watch the collaboration and the camaraderie 
between these dancers and the beautiful 
movement that they create together,” Gom-
lak said. 

He noted that the kids were stoked to 
experience the interactive show, being dis-
abled themselves and watching someone 
else with a disability perform onstage as a 
featured artist.

Gomlak said he was proud, not just because 
of the positive feedback about Arts and Dis-
ability Week he received from Wilkinson 
Elementary and Oak Park schools, but also 
because he was able to demonstrate to the 
disabled community that the Van Wezel is a 
place of access and accessibility.

“I’m really proud that we created some-
thing new, that never existed,” he added. 
“We are going to continue this work and 
continue these conversations.” 

But there’s more to his position than just 
reaching out. One thing he has created — 
that he enjoys particularly — is his Master-
class Series.

Behind-the-scenes 
education

Gomlak designed the Masterclass 
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Justin Gomlak engages students during a class at the Van Wezel.
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YOUR NEXT GOLF ADVENTURE AWAITS
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Book Now!
RATES STARTING AT $69

BOOK YOUR TEE TIME ONLINE

North Port, FL 34287 www.heroncreekgc.com 941-240-5100

Book your tee time now and embark on 
a golfing adventure like no other. Grab 
your clubs, invite your friends, and take 

advantage of this incredible offer.

Don’t wait; reserve your spot today!

Call 941-423-6955 to book or 
scan the QR code to book online




