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Introduction 

eclectic cast, 
made up of children 

from over 10 dif-

excited as they 
worked their 
way through 
the last scene 
of the original 
theatre piece 

they were re
hearsing. Based 

on the writings of 
children on peace 

and justice from all over 
the world, the production 

had been rewarding and fulfilling 
to create. As we staged the last section, Justina, a beauti
ful young actress from Lithuania came running up to me. 
"Trish, Trish .. .I have a line for the play!" 

I encouraged her to tell me her inspired idea, which 
she promptly did, in Lithuanian. I laughed and asked if she 
would translate for me, as my Lithuanian was nonexistent. 
With great excitement she did so. "We are all angels with 
one wing. If we wish to fly, we must hold each other up." 

"How perfect," I thought to myself, and I could sense 
that her fellow cast members were touched as well. With 
great satisfaction, we inserted her contribution into the last 
sequence of lines and rehearsed them to see how it felt. 
Eureka! The final piece of the elaborate puzzle we had cre
ated to live onstage had been found. We now had closure 
to the message of hope that we were trying to convey. 

On another stage, a young girl in a different intergen
erational cast and production began her rehearsals very 
tenuously. She had never been in a play before and I could 
tell that although she was excited to be a part of the pro
duction, she was a little afraid to totally invest herself in 
the mocess. As tirµe went on, I could see herwatching 
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self-confidence she had gained was evident to all who 
knew her. She had realized her potential and discovered a 
part of herself that prior to this theatre experience had not 
been evident. I later heard that this new self-confidence 
began to be seen in school and during other activities as 
well. Through theatre, she had reached a new definition of 
self and had come to better understand all that she had to 
offer. 

Eric is another story. I first met Eric one summer 
when he joined my youth theatre program. He was ener
getic, consistent, humorous, kind to others, and dedicated. 
He also happened to have Downs Syndrome. Eric was de
termined to succeed and had great natural talent. In 2003 , 
15 years after I first met Elie, I began developing a new 
touring educational theatre production on diversity. Eric 
immediately came to mind. 

In rehearsal for the new production, Eric often re
membered sequences better than the other actors. He was 
incredibly consistent and learned quickly by rote. Eric had 
good ideas that he contributed along with the rest of the 
cast members. He was a hard worker who learned to as
semble and strike the set along with the other actors and 
did a wonderful job pe1forming. He was clearly in his 
element and his very presence was an inspiration to all. 
Single-handedly, through his performance, Eric changed 
many perceptions about the extraordinary abilities of a 
person with Downs Syndrome. 

Far across the ocean, another audience was clearly en
gaged in the performance before them. Dark arms waved 
in the air, index fingers curling in silent appreciation. At 
the conclusion of the production, a cry went out from 
the audience, followed by another and another, a ragged 
rhythm building in the room, translating to feet and anns 
and bodies. It seemed as if the whole room were sway
ing. "Go join them," I excitedly told my young cast. "They 
want to show their appreciation to you." 

Soon the whole room was alive, white 
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young cast members interacting with their new friends, I 
was struck with the beauty of all humanity, of how simple 
getting along truly was, especially if we could but dance 
and sing together. I will never forget the sense of joy and 
connectedness I felt at that moment nor will the young 
people who shared it with me. 

Theatre is an exciting medium, allowing all those in
volved to experience life in a different way through engag
ing their imaginations and hearts and minds. Drawing on 
many different strengths and talents, young people who 
participate in educational theatre gain many skills that 
they can use throughout their lifetime. They develop their 
ability to collaborate and work well with others. They be
come disciplined and focused on the task at hand. They 
become better problem solvers and develop their higher 
order thinking skills. Their self-esteem grows. 

Theatre ignites the imagination and fills the spirit and 
the soul with the limitless possibilities of the stage. Young 
people develop their collaborative and interpersonal skills, 
their sense of belonging to a greater whole and their self
confidence as they work together to create a play. The 
value of an educational theatre experience in the life of a 
young person should not be underestimated. 

Educational Theatre Develops Collaborative Skills 

Perhaps one of the most important skills developed 
when children participate in educational theatre experi
ences is the ability to collaborate well with others. Theatre 
is the ultimate collaborative activity. It simply cannot hap
pen unless individuals are able to work together toward a 
common goal. 

Children must trust their fellow actors onstage, lis
tening for cues and supporting each other's efforts. They 
must work as an ensemble onstage and off, creating sets 
and costumes and preparing posters and programs. They 
must be tolerant and respectful of each other, encouraging 
those who need extra support. They must learn to work 
collaboratively with the director, offering their ideas and 
bringing their creativity into the process. Together, they 
experience the same applause and together, working in 
a collaborative way, a successful educational experience 
happens. 

Educational Theatre Creates a Sense of Belonging 

Another rewarding aspect of participating in edu
cational theatre is the sense of belonging that is created 
through working closely with a group of people toward a 
common experience. Because theatre involves many dif
ferent kinds of jobs, requiring many different talents and 
skills, there is a place for everyone. The community cre
ated when individuals work together to produce a piece of 
theatre is a strong one, for everyone shares ownership. 
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If the director of an educational theatre piece is smart, 
he or she will foster the community spirit and sense of 
belonging inherent in an endeavor of this kind. If all par
ticipants are valued for their individual contributions and 
appreciation is shown for each contribution, large and 
small, a strong sense of belonging will be built. Everyone 
is left with a feeling of pride for his or her combined ac
complishments. 

Educational Theatre Instills Discipline and Develops 
Focus 

Much like organized sports, educational theatre helps 
children develop discipline and focus. They need to learn 
their lines, be where they are supposed to be and show 
up for rehearsals on time. The rest of the cast depends on 
them in order to create a successful production. Personal 
responsibility comes into play and children develop an un
derstanding of the importance of being a dependable and 
reliable team player. 

Consequences for not having discipline and focus are 
pretty cut and dry in theatre. If an actor shows up with 
lines unlearned or the set that is supposed to be painted 
and finished isn't or the posters are not designed and hung 
up, everyone knows it and the peer pressure alone can rein
force more positive behavior. Failure to follow through on 
assigned responsibilities is not something that only affects 
the individual. The whole cast and the overall production 
suffers if everyone does not do his or her own individual 
part to make the play a success. 

Educational Theatre Creates Cognitive Connections 

The act of rehearsing and producing a play involves 
numerous opportunities for learning. Throughout the re
hearsal period those involved learn the connection be
tween thought and action, motivation and subtext. Good 
directors make the theatre process an intellectual as well 
as artistic process, almost a mini-course in psychology. 
Students are asked to get "inside" their characters and to 
understand why an individual might make a certain choice 
within the action of the play. 

I am reminded of a story told by the famous Brit
ish drama educator Dorothy Heathcote in her film Three 
Looms Waiting where she describes working with a group 
of delinquent boys to create a play. When she asked them 
what they would like to make a play about, one boy piped 
up in a mischievous voice, "Murders, Miss." Without miss
ing a beat, she answered him, "Well, then, I suppose we 
would have to start with the question of why in the world 
one person would want to kill another." 

It wasn't just about the physical violence of the mur
der, it was about why, it was about questioning motives, it 
was about creating a strong and well thought out founda-
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tion for the characters living in the story being enacted. 
This same process should occur in all aspects of a qual
ity educational theatre experience. Children will be im
minently more engaged if they are asked to think beyond 
the learning of the lines to the reasons why. 

Educational Theatre Improves Problem-Solving Skills 

In addition to challenging children to think more 
deeply about the reasons why, theatre also creates numer
ous opportunities to problem-solve. Throughout rehears
als, problems are identified and solved. Blocking a play or 
setting the movement of the actors on stage, involves tak
ing into consideration not only their psychological motiva
tion but also the need to create a series of visual pictures 
onstage that tell a story. There are thousands of choices 
made when producing a play that involves not only the ac
tors, but also the set, costumes, lights and publicity. 

I believe that children should 
feel a part of this aspect of produc
ing a play. Great ideas and solu
tions to the inevitable impasse that 
happens when we have to figure 
out how to make something hap
pen on stage are often lost if direc
tors do not empower the actors to 
take some responsibility for solu
tions. I am not suggesting a free 
for all, but I also do not advocate 
the "children should be seen and 
not heard" policy. Ultimately, the 
director needs to make the final 
decision, but the glow on a child's 
face when they suggest a possible 
solution that works is a priceless thing. The director con
cerned with giving ownership where it is due should ac
knowledge the contribution publicly. The children begin 
to see the production as more and more of their creation. 
They move from being passive participants to active learn
ers with a real stake in the outcome of the performance. 

Educational Theatre Ignites the Imagination 

I remember once during a production of Peter Pan, 
I was sitting in the audience watching both the perfor
mance and the audience's response. Sitting next to me was 
a young boy who was completely entranced. He was ac
tively living inside the world of the play unfolding before 
him, glued to the action and the nuances of the charac-
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and he was abruptly torn from his engagement, but at that 
prior moment of wonder his imagination was on fire! 

In our world of gadgets and electronics and Internet 
and television, imagination has lost its proper place in so
ciety. Children must be given opportunities to wonder and 
to pretend. Teachers need to encourage imaginative think
ing in classrooms and seeing and making theatre provides 
multiple opportunities for this to happen. Children need 
the chance to fill in the blanks with their own creativity, 
not with predetermined answers. Educational theah·e pro
vides a place for imaginations to flourish and grow. 

Educational Theatre Develops Interpersonal Skills 

Creating a piece of theatre involves countless interper
sonal encounters between actors, actors and the directors 
and stage managers and other children and adults involved 
in the production of the play. Working well with others 

is incredibly important to the success 
of any theatrical endeavor. In my pro
ductions I have a "No Divas or Divos 
Allowed" policy. Everyone is expected 
to treat each other in a positive and en
couraging way and to actively support 
those around them. No one actor is 
considered more important as the size 
of the part is not what matters. Children 
learn quickly that what does matter is 
their ability to work together in a posi
tive way. 

There are numerous opportunities 
throughout the course ofrehearsing and 
performing a play for cast members and 
crew to socialize and enjoy each other. 

If the atmosphere is a good one, a kind of theatre fam
ily comes into being. Time spent putting on make-up or 
waiting to go onstage helps new friendships blossom and 
old ones deepen through the magical process of creating 
something new together. 

Educational Theatre Enhances Self-Confidence and 
Self-Esteem 

Applause is a mystical thing. It wafts its 
cast and crew like a mist of positive re1nt<)rnerr1enrt1lm 
anteed to lift the spirits and gratify t 
path. It doesn't matter wheth 
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production can make a big difference. Even if the child 
begins in a tentative way, it is so easy to catch them do
ing something well. I immediately seize on this, bellowing 
from the audience, "Great job Katie! You are a super danc
er! Wow!" The child stands a little straighter and walks a 
little prouder because an adult has noticed. Over time, this 
kind of reinforcement really makes a difference. 

Beyond the applause and the positive reinforcement, 
there is a kind of self-confidence and self-esteem that de
velops when quality work is accomplished in a successful 
and positive way. Educational theatre provides an oppor
tunity for each child to feel important and valued. With all 
the many aspects of producing a piece of theatre, there is a 
place for all different kinds of children. They need not be 
the actor onstage; they might become a master carpenter 
backstage. They might discover that they are great at pub
licity or costumes or make-up. They might have excellent 
computer skills and offer to design the program with their 
friend who creates a logo for the cover. So many possi
bilities for shared ownership and shared glory are present 
when educational theatre happens in the life of a child. 

Conclusion 

I have spent the majority of my life creating educa
tional theatre with people of all ages. I know, firsthand, 
how it can change lives, empower individuals and engage 
young people. If this article does nothing more than enable 
you to think of theatre in a different way the next time your 
classroom schedule is changed because of a rehearsal or 
you are asked to help out with an after-school production, 
then I have accomplished my goals, for I truly believe that 
theatre should be a vital part of each child's educational 
experience. 

It is not easy to provide this for our children. There 
are few people trained to work with children in this holis-
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tic way and logistics are often a nightmare. This is where 
administrators play a key role. It takes hundreds of hours 
to successfully initiate an educational theatre experience 
within a school. Producing a play involves working with 
parents, teachers and administrators as well as children. 
Those trying to accomplish this monumental task need 
support. 

I remember once directing a play in a local elemen
tary school and having the principal come up to me and 
ask, "What can I do for you? What do you need to make 
this happen?" How magnificent! We were able to sit down 
and talk through the logistics of the schedule and what I 
would need to accomplish the task of making the produc
tion happen. His help was instrumental in the success of 
the project and I was deeply grateful for his invaluable as
sistance. 

Too often, plays are devalued and not given the prop
er support either financially or administratively within 
schools. I remember once being amazed at the salaries al
lotted in a graduate student's school budget. The coaches 
were making $1,000 to coach a sport and the drama di
rector was making $500 to direct the play. Both activities 
required hours and hours of commitment and were impor
tant, yet one was clearly more valued. 

As children become more and more isolated from 
each other by instant messaging and television, we need 
activities to give them structured ways to practice their in
terpersonal skills, to gain self-confidence, to develop their 
problem-solving skills and to ignite their imaginations and 
their minds. Educational theatre is one way to accomplish 
this goal for our children but it is not something easily ac
complished without support. As Justina said, "We are all 
angels with one wing. If we wish to fly, we must hold each 
other up." 
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