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Singer-songwriter's story has 'School of Rock' echoes 

To some, it's a rock movie classic.

By Chris Welch

chris.welch@htimes.com

In 2003's "School of Rock," actor/rocker Jack Black cons his way into substituting in a private school, pulls out his electric guitar and teaches all the nerdy-type students Rock 'n' Roll 101.

That's not exactly what Corey Smith did, but he had the same results: The kids loved the music.

Smith, an Americana singer who is performing Wednesday night at Crossroads Cafe, started performing as a teenager, but when he graduated from the University of Georgia in 2001 and got married, he realized that he probably needed a real job. So he took a job at North Gwinnett High School in Suwanee, Ga., as a social studies teacher, picked up the chalk and put down the guitar, right?

Not exactly. Smith did teach social studies, but every Friday, if the kids did their assignments, Smith would pull out his guitar and play. Not only did the students like it, so did the school administrators.

"I can identify with the 'School of Rock' movie," Smith said in a phone interview. "But we weren't so out of control."

Most probably figure that the students just wanted to get out of a little classwork. That might have been the case for some, but Smith said the students really liked his music.

"I'd written all the songs, and I thought since there was about a 10-year difference in me and the students, they wouldn't respond to it," he said. "But they really responded to it. Every class I played for, they begged me to do it.

"I was really driven by the desire to make people think about things and educate people. I'd like to think I do that in my songwriting in a different way."

The more Smith played for his students, the more he felt like a hypocrite. How could he tell them anything was possible and never settle when he was settling as a musician? In 2003, he went to open-mic nights at places such as Eddie's Attic in Decatur, Ga., and Cheetah Marie's Cafe in Monroe, Ga., where he won a songwriting competition that allowed him to record his first album, "Undertones." Although the record was intended as a demo, it captured the raw emotion of Smith's music and served as an example of his songwriting ability.

Encouraged by the positive response, Smith released "In the Mood" in 2004 and "The Good Life" last year. He sold out the 1,000-seat Georgia Theater in Athens, Ga., and decided it was too tough to teach and perform, so he opted to perform full time. Now he's gaining new fans every day and is a big hit on the Internet. He has more than 2.5 million MySpace plays and more than 44,000 MySpace friends and is consistently ranked among MySpace's "Top Artists."

"The Internet has been huge," he said. "The whole focus for us is to let as many people hear the music and find out about us as possible."

 
