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A landscape study of theatre education
in United States high schools

BY MATT OMASTA

DURING THE 2011-12 school year the Educa-
tional Theatre Association (EdTA) and Utah
State University (USU) partnered to conduct
a study assessing the state of theatre arts
education in United States high schools.
Building on the foundation of research laid
by previous studies conducted in 1970 and
1991, the project surveyed theatre educators
and secondary school administrators nation-
— wide regarding a broad range of topics.

The 1970 survey, A Survey of the Status of
Theatre in United States High Schools," was
commissioned by the U.S. Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare and con-
ducted by Joseph Peluso of Seton Hall Uni-
versity. In 1991, EdTA conducted a similar na-
tionwide survey, Theatre Education in United

States High Schools,? authored by staff mem-

ber Kent Seidel, using the earlier survey as a
baseline of comparison. The present study
builds on and references data from these
earlier works throughout?
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Participants provided data about
their curricular theatre programs; play
production activities; student and pa-
rental involvement; faculty demograph-
ics, training, and employment condi-
tions; performance facilities; production
resources and new technology used;
and program finances. Teachers and
administrators detailed their views on
the purposes, roles, and values of edu-
cational theatre and drama. Questions
probed the types of social issues that
theatre educators explored with their
students through coursework and pro-

duction experiences, and discussed the
challenges that can arise when engaged
in such work. Like its predecessors,

the survey offers a snapshot of theatre
education activities in high schools
throughout the country, allowing us to
begin exploring how secondary school
theatre has both evolved and remained
the same over time.* While many of the
topics explored were addressed in the
1970 and 1991 studies, the new survey
also covered new ground, examining
the effects of technology on theatre
educators and their students.

How the survey was conducted

ANY WELL-CONDUCTED study is only
as reliable as its methodology. This
brief overview offers a summary

of how the 2012 Survey of Theatre

in United States High Schools was
conducted. Readers are encouraged
to review the full methodology report
at Schooltheatre.org to familiarize
themselves with the study’s design
and limitations, particularly if they are
interested in using the data as part of
a research project.

Study design and methodology
The broad question the survey
sought to address was: “What is the
state of theatre education in U.S.
high schools today?” A self-admin-
istered hybrid mail/online survey
was the most straightforward way to
explore this question, given the large
population of schools nationwide,
the existence of two prior survey
studies addressing similar questions,
and available resources. The study
was originally designed to employ a
randomized, stratified sampling de-
sign; however, based on early return
rates, the research team amended the
design to employ a modified cen-
sus methodology.! Ultimately, every
public high school in the fifty United
States and the District of Columbia
with a total enrollment of at least
two hundred students was invited to
participate.?
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The surveys replicated some ques-
tions from those administered in 1970
and 1991 studies, but several ques-
tions were modified or removed,
and new questions were added. To
help ensure construct validity, survey
questions were assessed using three
methods: expert review, modified
cognitive interviews, and field pre-
tests with theatre teachers and school
administrators.®> Copies of the survey
instruments are available online.

Data collection began in Novem-
ber 2011 and concluded in June
2012. Though the exact date any
given school was invited to partici-
pate varied, all data was collected
during the 2011-12 school year. Invi-
tations were sent to the principal of
each school through e-mail and/or
the U.S. Postal Service.* Each invita-
tion explained that it consisted of
two self-administered surveys: one
to be completed by the school prin-
cipal or her/his designee, and the
second, by a school faculty or staff
member who was involved with
theatre courses or activities. Partici-
pants either entered their responses
directly into an online survey sys-
tem’ or by returning a hard copy of
the survey to the research team at
Utah State University. All surveys
received by mail were processed
using a double-data entry system to
help protect against errors.

This article reports national-level
descriptive statistics’ based on surveys
completed by teachers and administra-
tors from over 1,200 U.S. high schools,
exploring issues they face and identify-
ing emerging trends in practice (see the
sidebar below for an overview of the
survey methodology). The study sum-
mary provided here is not, however,

a fully comprehensive report from
which definitive claims can be made
about every school in the nation. While
all public schools in the U.S. that met
certain criteria were invited to partici-

Participation, non-response, and
risk of generalization

In an ideal world, research projects
would be able to evaluate every case
relevant to the study (for example, it
would have been ideal if every single
high school theatre teacher in the
country completed a survey for this
study), but this is almost never the
case. Many studies therefore choose a
representative sample from which to
draw conclusions about the total pop-
ulation. A sample is generally consid-
ered representative of a population if
it is similar to the population in many
or most important ways. The “statis-
tics” in these studies describe only the
cases actually included in a sample
(e.g. “Forty-five percent of teachers
who completed surveys indicated that
they prefer vanilla ice cream.”), while
population “parameters” describe the
entire population (e.g. “Forty-five per-
cent of all teachers in America prefer
vanilla ice cream.”) Sample statistics
are often “generalized” to make infer-
ences about population parameters,
though generalization always involves
some degree of error, as no sample is
ever exactly the same as a population
(at least when humans are concerned).
Many different types of error can come
into play; for example, “sampling er-
ror” occurs when the cases in a study
are, in fact, quite different from those
in the population at large.


https://www.schooltheatre.org/advocacy/landscapesurvey

pate in the study, only some schools
opted to share information.® A degree
of caution must therefore be exercised
when interpreting the data. Despite
this limitation, the study offers a wealth
of information drawn from the great-
est number of schools to participate

in a national theatre education survey
to date. It can help theatre educa-
tors, school administrators, and others
invested in theatre education better
understand the unique circumstances
of their individual programs within the
broader context of educational theatre

Because this study employed a
census methodology, it is not suscep-
tible to sampling error. It is, however,
potentially affected by non-response
bias; of the roughly 13,000 schools
invited to participate in the present
study, about 10 percent® ultimately
participated. Any study with less than
a 100 percent response rate is poten-
tially affected by non-response bias.
However counterintuitive as it may
seem, research has demonstrated that
there is not necessarily any relation-
ship between non-response rate and
non-response bias, and in fact, in
some cases a higher response rate
actually increases non-response bias,
rather than decreasing it.” Response
rate is ultimately less important than
representativeness—if the schools that
participated are significantly different
from the schools that did not par-
ticipate based on the variables being
measured. In other words, good repre-
sentativeness makes it possible to gen-
eralize the data and make inferences
about the total population, while non-
response bias potentially does not.

A number of methods can be used
to assess the potential non-response
bias in a study. Several of these tools
(including wave analysis and respon-
dent/non-respondent analysis) will be
used to do more in-depth analyses of
the 2012 survey, the results of which
will be posted online when they are

taking place throughout the country
today.

The data presented here includes
only the most fundamental facts, fig-
ures, and analysis of the survey; it
will take time and additional study
to present a more comprehensive
report. Given the space limitations in
this printed edition of Teaching The-
atre, supplemental survey content is
available online at Schooltheatre.org.
This issue also marks the premiere
of the web-based Teaching Theatre
Digital (see the sidebar on page 29

complete. Regarding the data pre-
sented in this print report of the study,
readers are cautioned that the par-
ticipating schools are not necessarily
representative of the total population
of U.S. high schools that offer theatre
programs. When considering known
variables (data publicly available), the
schools are likely representative in
some ways (e.g. student demograph-
ics such as enrollment by race/ethnic-
ity and gender), but they are not likely
representative in other ways (e.g. stu-
dent socioeconomic status). Schools
with relatively high enrollment of
students eligible for free or reduced-
price lunch programs are likely under-
represented, as are schools located in
the southeastern region of the nation.
Conversely, schools with a relatively
low enrollment of students eligible
for free/reduced lunch programs, and
schools located in all other regions of
the country, are likely over-represent-
ed. Until the further analyses currently
underway are completed, however,
it is not possible to say what impact
(if any) these variables will have on
study-related variables.

—M.O.

Endnotes

1. Schools that participated in the original
sample design, but would not have been eli-
gible for selection using the census design, are
excluded from the present analysis.

2. See endnote six of the main article.

for more information). Additional
data and analysis related to the study
will be posted online in the coming
months.

This study was reviewed by Utab State
University’s Institutional Review Board
(IRB) and granted exempt status un-
der federal guidelines [45 CFR Part
46.101(b)]. The study was also re-
viewed and approved by school district
IRBs throughout the country as per
each district’s research authorization
process.

3. See Robert Groves, et al., Survey Methodolo-
gy (Hoboken: Wiley, 2009), 259-264 for details.
Expert reviewers included faculty experts in
theatre, education, and psychology, as well as
a team of theatre education professionals from
the EdTA central office. Field pretests were
conducted with a small group of theatre teach-
ers and secondary school principals who also
provided retrospective think-aloud feedback.

4. Schools included in the original sample
were initially contacted by USPS; schools
added as part of the census were initially con-
tacted by e-mail when a principal e-mail ad-
dress was publicly available. When e-mail was
not available, or if the initial e-mail contact did
not result in a response, schools were then
contacted by USPS. Non-responders received
three follow-up invitations, at least two of
which were delivered by USPS.

5. The commercial survey program Zoomer-
ang (Www.zoomerang.com), now part of
Survey Monkey, was used to collect data from
participants.

6. The actual response rate (as it is traditionally
understood), is likely higher than 10 percent,
however. While approximately 13,000 schools
included in the 2009-10 CCD were invited to
participate, many of those schools were no
longer in operation during the 2011-12 school
year; others had moved and did not receive
forwarded mail, and still others were not actu-
ally high schools but were misclassified in the
CCD (the research team learned that the enti-
ties classified as public “high schools” included,
among others, middle schools and elementary
schools that did not enroll any high-school
level students, as well as education consulting
organizations that partnered with schools but
were not actually schools). As of the release
date of this article, post-hoc analysis is continu-
ing in an effort to identify all such cases in or-
der to better estimate the participation rate.

7. See Groves et al., 183-191.
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PART ONE

SECONDARY SCHOOL THEATRE programs
exist in multiple forms throughout the
nation. A limited number of schools

offer comprehensive, arts-based models

of education that place theatre at the
center of the curriculum, employing
multiple specialists and other educa-
tors who use theatre to teach a vari-
ety of subjects. Others follow more

traditional models while still offering

robust theatre programs consisting of
multiple classes in performance, de-
sign/technology, playwriting, or arts
management, while simultaneously
producing an array of faculty and
student-directed musicals, dramas, one-
acts, plays for young audiences, and
even student-written work on a regu-
lar basis throughout the year. Many
schools feature more modest programs,

perhaps offering a single curricular the-
atre course and producing one or two
shows each semester. Some schools
include no theatre courses for credit,
but do offer students a variety of ex-
tracurricular programs such as theatre
competitions, play production, drama
clubs, or student theatre honor societ-
ies. Conversely, some schools confine
theatre opportunities exclusively to the

Chart 1: Percentage of schools reporting availability of theatre courses and extracurricular activities

Studies drew from different populations of schools; comparisons over time should be made with caution. See Peluso (1970), Seidel (1991), and the methodology report

posted on Schooltheatre.org.
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regular school day. And of course, oth-
ers offer no theatre programs at all. All

of these program models are employed
by different schools in this study; each

offers students and teachers unique op-
portunities and challenges.

About 70 percent of participating
schools required students to take at
least one course in the arts (e.g. music,
theatre, visual art, film, or dance) during
their enrollment. School administrators
estimated that the average’ percent-
age of students from these institutions
actually taking at least one arts course

PART TWO

THEATRE TEACHERS and school admin-
istrators both shared their opinions
regarding how significant a role vari-
ous factors played in maintaining their
schools’ theatre programs (Chart

2). While responses varied, theatre
educators may be encouraged by the
finding that the majority of all re-
spondents rated every factor as being
“significant” or “very significant.” As
in previous studies, teachers and ad-
ministrators generally rated factors that
involved developing inter- and intra-
personal intelligences'? highly. The
highest-rated factor for both groups
(in all three studies) was “to enable
students to grow in self-confidence
and self-understanding.” Improving
students’ interpersonal skills and cre-
ativity ranked second and third most
significant for all respondents. Least
important to both groups were factors
related to student behavior such as
reducing anti-social behavior and low-

during their high school years was ap-
proximately 76 percent.®

Seventy-nine percent of schools of-
fered at least one course in theatre
during the regular school day during
the 2011-12 school year, which may
suggest that theatre course availability
has increased over the past twenty to
forty years’ (Chart 1). Further, on aver-
age, administrators from schools that
offered theatre classes estimated that ap-
proximately 23 percent of their schools’
students took at least one theatre course
during their enrollment."

ering truancy/dropout rates. Teachers
generally rated each trait more highly
than did administrators.

When asked to rate how important a
role their school theatre program played
in developing various skills and compe-
tencies, teachers and administrators em-
phatically agreed that theatre played a
strong role in developing students’ self-
confidence. On average, both groups
rated the importance of theatre in devel-
oping self-confidence at 3.9 out of 4.0.
Both groups ranked interpersonal skills
(communication and collaboration) and
intrapersonal skills (self-discipline, self-
understanding, and creativity) highly
(Chart 3). Most respondents also indi-
cated that theatre played an important
role in developing the skills necessary
to work with others to solve problems
(leadership, problem solving/critical
thinking, and social/cross-cultural skills).

While the majority of respondents
felt theatre played an important or

Just under 95 percent indicated that
they offered theatre-related extracurricu-
lar activities such as play production.

It is difficult to compare the availability
of such programs over time; each study
drew from a different population and
employed slightly different terminology
to ask about such programs. However,
the available data suggest that such pro-
grams may be more abundant now than
in prior years; 79 percent of respondents
to the 1991 study indicated that their
schools offered “out-of-class theatre
activities,” and in 1970, 63 percent of
schools reported having a “drama club
or similar activity.”!

very important role in developing all
of the skills listed, relatively fewer
participants felt that theatre played an
important role in developing manage-
ment/administrative abilities, media
literacy, and information technology
skills. This may stem in part from
perceptions of theatre as a live, un-
mediated art form, despite the rapid
expansion of digital technology used
in almost all aspects of the field. It
also suggests that teachers and ad-
ministrators may see theatre playing a
stronger developmental role for stu-
dents involved in performance-based
capacities, as opposed to those work-
ing as stage managers or in front-of-
house or some technical roles that do
not overtly promote self-confidence.
Nevertheless, the tasks associated
with these roles still demand that stu-
dents communicate and collaborate
effectively with other creative team
members.
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Relative value of theatre arts
School administrators were asked to
compare theatre to other student ac-
tivities at their school such as sports,
music groups, yearbook, and service
clubs, ranking theatre’s standing in
terms of how time-intensive, expensive,
profitable, and generally important it
was (Chart 4).

While many theatre educators may
agree with the 82 percent of adminis-
trators who indicated that theatre was
at least “somewhat” time-intensive/

in the top 50 percent of most time-
intensive activities at their schools, they
might be surprised to note that many
administrators indicated that theatre
was less expensive than other activities;
only 21 percent indicated theatre was
either “very” or “extremely” expensive.
However, administrators also generally
considered theatre programs to be less
profitable than other school activities,
with a clear majority (58 percent) indi-
cating it was “not very” or “not at all”
profitable.

Finally, administrators were asked to
rank how relatively “important overall”
theatre activities were to all students;
the term “important” was deliberately
undefined. Theatre fared well in this
category, with 82 percent indicating
that theatre was in the upper 50 per-
cent of activities in terms of overall
importance, and only a small minority
(just under 5 percent) not considering
it important “at all.”

Chart 2:“How important a factor do you feel each of these reasons is in maintaining a theatre program at

your school?”

Comparison of percentage of administrators'and teachers ratings for each factor was created using a 4-point scale. Respondents selecting “Don’t know/no opinion” were excluded

from analysis.
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Chart 3:“How important a role do you feel your theatre program plays in teaching and strengthening
the following personal qualities and social/workforce skills in students at your school?”

Percentages of administrators and teachers selecting each response on a 4-point scale. Respondents selecting “Don’t know/no opinion” were excluded from analysis.

Chart 4: Administrator comparisons between theatre and other student activities.

Average (mean) responses from administrators on a five-point scale (n=835).
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PART THREE

THE THEATRE TEACHERS who participat-
ed in this study were demographically
similar to those participating in the
1991 study; the majority of respondents
to both were white women in their
thirties or forties who were married or
in domestic partnerships.” Although
theatre teacher demographics (Chart
5A) are similar to those of twenty
years ago, student demographics

have changed considerably since then
(Chart 5B). The 1991 study reported a
21-point gap between the percentage
of white, non-Hispanic theatre teachers
(97 percentH™ and white, non-Hispanic
students (76 percent). When compar-
ing the percentage of white teachers

in the present study (93-96 percent,
depending on how multiracial teach-
ers are classified) to the percentage of
white students enrolled at their schools
(61 percent), an even wider gap equal
to 32-36 percentage points is revealed.
The gap between student and teacher
gender is also considerable; a slight
majority of students enrolled at the
participating schools were male (51
percent), but only 37 percent of partici-
pating theatre teachers were male.

Employment status

Most teachers were employed full-time
(90 percent), with almost 9 percent
working part-time and less than 1 per-
cent serving as volunteers. Full-time
theatre teachers reported working an
average of fifty-five hours per week
during the regular school year," while
part-time teachers generally worked
hours associated with full-time em-
ployment.'® While many participants
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(40 percent) indicated that they were
originally hired primarily to teach the-
atre courses at their school, a sizeable
minority (34 percent) were not, but as-
sumed theatre responsibilities later in
their careers. Twenty-six percent were
hired in part to teach theatre, but pri-
marily to fulfill other responsibilities at
the school.

On average, slightly less than half
of the classes taught by participants
were theatre courses (49 percent).
When only considering those who
teach at least one theatre class (e.g.,
eliminating those whose theatre
involvement was exclusively extra-
curricular), the average percentage
of courses taught was 57 percent.
Considering the average percentage
is misleading, however, as relatively
few teachers reported teaching ap-
proximately half of their class load in
theatre. Among teachers who teach at
least some theatre classes during the
regular school day, the most common
(mode) percentage of theatre courses
taught reported was actually 100 per-
cent; approximately one-third of par-
ticipants taught theatre exclusively.

A roughly equal group indicated that
theatre classes comprised 25 percent
or less of their total teaching load each
year, with the remaining one-third dis-
tributed between 25-99 percent.

Compensation

It is difficult to compare teacher com-
pensation given the differences in cost
of living and other factors in various
regions of the country. Just under half
of the nation’s theatre educators who

participated in the study earned base
salaries of $30-$49,000 annually, well
below the national average salary for
high school teachers in 2010-11, which
was $56,350.7 Less than 2 percent
earned under $30,000 annually, while
less than 1 percent earned six-figure
salaries. The average (mean and me-
dian) salary range was $40,000-49,999.
Most teachers (86 percent) received sti-
pends, in addition to their base salaries,
for extracurricular theatre work. Of
these teachers, most (73 percent) were
paid an annual stipend (usually $2,000-
$3,000),' approximately 25 percent
were compensated on a per-show basis
(usually around $2,000)," and about 2
percent were paid an hourly wage.

Teacher qualifications
Administrators were asked to select
from a list of thirteen predefined qual-
ifications they considered to be the
minimum when hiring for a theatre
position (Chart 6). Only three crite-
ria were selected by the majority of
administrators as “minimum qualifica-
tions” for a theatre teaching position.
The first two (a strong interest/desire
to teach theatre and effective overall
teaching abilities) require no train-
ing in theatre. Experience teaching
theatre was considered a minimum
requirement by less than two-thirds of
responding administrators. The argu-
ably most rigorous qualifications (a
master’s degree in theatre or theatre
education and professional theatre
experience) were the least-often se-
lected as minimum qualifications by
administrators.



Charts 5A: Theatre faculty demographics

Chart 5B: General student population demographics

Responses were drawn from teacher surveys for faculty and the National Center for Educational Statistics' Common Core of Data for students; only students from
participating schools are included in chart 5B, which represents the mean total percentage of students of various races enrolled at each school (not the percentage of
students involved in theatre activities).
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Chart 6: Minimum qualifications administrators consider when hiring for a theatre position.

Percentage of administrators selecting each qualification (n=820).

That more administrators considered
teacher certification in a subject other
than theatre to be a minimum hiring
requirement than certification to teach
theatre speaks to the potential need for
theatre teachers to develop expertise in
and the ability to teach a second sub-
ject area; this may be particularly true
in states that do not offer teacher certi-
fication in theatre.?

It is also clear that aspiring teachers
will encounter a wide array of expecta-
tions when entering the workforce, with
some administrators expecting both a
master’s degree and professional theatre
experience as a minimum qualification for
a teaching position, and others indicating
that only an interest in theatre is required.
Given this range of expectations, pre-
service teachers may benefit from commit-
ting considerable time to researching the
qualifications required by state and local
education agencies as well as individual
schools/districts well before they enter the
field as professionals.

The two qualifications that most
administrators sought are difficult to
quantify, and the study did not assess
teacher interest in theatre or their over-
all teaching abilities. It did however
assess their directing and teaching ex-
perience and certifications. On average,
the participating teachers had taught
theatre for fourteen years. Fifty-five
percent possessed a state-issued cre-
dential, endorsement, or accreditation
specific to teaching theatre.?!

Teachers’” directing experience var-
ied widely, with some participants

18 TEACHING THEATRE

indicating they had never directed a
production at any level and others in-
dicating they had directed several hun-
dred plays in a variety of contexts. Not
surprisingly, teachers were most likely
to have directed school plays* on a
regular basis; on average, teachers had
directed twenty-six productions at the
school level. Many teachers had also
directed community theatre produc-
tions;* university theatre productions;*
and professional theatre productions,®
though the most common number of
such productions reported was zero in
each of the latter three categories.

A fair number of teachers partici-
pating in the study were members of
theatre education associations at the
regional/state level (45 percent) and/or
national (33 percent) level, considerably
more than in 1991 and 1970 (Chart 7).

Approximately 99 percent of all par-
ticipating teachers held at least under-
graduate degrees and about 62 percent
held graduate degrees. In addition,
around 38 percent had also completed
thirty credit hours of coursework be-
yond the master’s degree, and 2 per-
cent held doctoral degrees. The most
commonly held undergraduate degrees
were in English education (29 per-
cent),® theatre (excluding theatre edu-
cation or theatre for youth, 28 percent),
and theatre education (23 percent).
Among graduate degree holders, the
most common degrees were in theatre
(excluding theatre education/theatre
for youth, 29 percent), education (not
specific to theatre or any other subject

area, 28 percent), English education
(23 percent), and theatre education (22
percent).

Approximately fourteen percent of
in-service teachers were currently en-
rolled in graduate degree programs,
and 41 percent indicated that they had
taken coursework (outside of a degree
program) to update their training in
theatre or education in the last two
years. While some indicated that their
school system paid for post-graduate
study at college or universities (22 per-
cent in full, 3 percent in part), three-
quarters did not receive this type of
financial support.

Theatre teacher job responsibilities
There are myriad perspectives on the re-
sponsibilities educators need to prioritize
once they begin teaching. Teachers and
administrators were asked to consider a
list of job duties that theatre faculty might
perform, and to rate how important they
personally felt each duty was to the the-
atre teacher’s job overall (Chart 8). As
indicated, teachers assigned relatively
higher scores than administrators to ev-
ery responsibility listed.

Teacher assessment

Almost all (99 percent) participating ad-
ministrators indicated that theatre teach-
ers were assessed directly by the school
principal. Assistant school administrators
were also regularly involved with teacher
assessment (39 percent), as were some
department chairs (10 percent). Schools
rarely reported using peer-assessment



Chart 7: Percentages of teachers belonging to theatre education organizations

Data drawn from Peluso (1970), Seidel (1991), and 2011-12 teacher surveys (n=902). The studies drew from different populations of schools; comparisons over time
should be made with caution.

Chart 8:“How important do you personally feel each of these job duties is for your schools’ theatre
educators?”

Comparison of percentage of administrators'and teachers'ratings for each factor were created using a 4-point scale. Respondents indicating that theatre educators
at their school do not perform any given duty were excluded from analysis for that variable.
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Chart 9: “Is theatre teacher evaluation linked at least in part to test scores or other assessments of
student achievement?”

Data is drawn from 2011-12 administrator survey (n=829).

Chart 10: “How well trained do you feel you are in each of the following areas (based on education
and experience)?”

Percentage of teachers selecting each response on a four-point scale. Data drawn from teacher surveys (n~890).
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(3 percent) or student-assessment of
teachers (Iess than 2 percent).

Twenty-one percent of administra-
tors reported that theatre teacher as-
sessment was based at least in part on
test scores or other measures of student
achievement. While this figure may
seem relatively low, it is worth noting
that only 2 percent of theatre teach-
ers were assessed this way in 1991,
even though the studies drew from
somewhat different populations, this
sizeable difference suggests the use
of tests and other measures of student
achievement” to assess theatre teachers
has increased dramatically over the last
twenty years (Chart 9).

When asked to self-assess their own
training in various areas, teachers re-

PART FOUR

STUDY PARTICIPANTS painted a pic-
ture of a diverse landscape of theatre
education curricula in the U.S. today,
ranging from non-existent to robust.
This section describes the in-school,
credit-based theatre arts programming
that students can participate in during
regular school hours. Although there
was sometimes overlap between cours-
es and productions, most data related
to play production is presented in the
next section on extracurricular theatre
activities.

Types of courses offered

The 79 percent of participating schools
that offered at least one theatre course
were asked which (if any) of nine spe-
cialized topics they offered discrete
courses in. Schools most frequently
offered specialized courses in tech/

sponded similarly to participants in the
1991 study, indicating that they felt well-
trained as directors and performers, were
somewhat comfortable with stage man-
agement, front-of-house operations, and
set/prop design; less trained in lighting,
sound, and costume/makeup design, and
relatively untrained in the areas of musi-
cal direction/conducting, choreography,
and film/video (Chart 10).

Teaching artists

In addition to questions about regu-
lar faculty/staff, administrators were
asked if their school usually hired
teaching artists (theatre professionals
who teach at a school on a visiting
basis) to work with theatre students at
least once each academic year. About

design and acting, with 29 percent and
27 percent indicating the availability

of discrete® courses in these areas,
respectively.” Fourteen percent of par-
ticipating schools offered musical the-
atre classes, and several schools offered
courses in directing, literature/history,
playwriting, stage management, and
theatre management.

Student involvement

Teachers were asked if the majority of
students in their theatre program were
offered theatre classes and/or school-
related theatre experience prior to high
school. Twenty-nine percent of teach-
ers indicated that students had access
to such opportunities at the middle
school level, and 7 percent indicated
that theatre programs were available
to most of their students in elementary

twenty-five percent indicated that they
did hire teaching artists regularly, 71
percent indicated that they did not,
and the remaining administrators were
unsure.

When asked if they wanted more
access to outside teaching artists to
work with their schools, 49 percent
of administrators indicated that they
did, 21 percent indicated that they did
not, and 30 percent were unsure. The
level of uncertainty regarding questions
about teaching artists may indicate
that professional theatre artists need
to work with schools to build broader
understanding of the type of work they
do, as it seems likely that many admin-
istrators are unfamiliar with the role of
teaching artists.

school. Thirty-three percent of teachers
reported that most of their students did
not have access to such programs at
either level, and 8 percent were unsure
if their students had the opportunity

to participate in theatre prior to high
school.*

It is difficult to determine the pre-
cise number or percentage of students
from participating schools who were
involved in theatre arts courses. As in-
dicated earlier, the average of adminis-
trator estimates suggests that 23 percent
of students take at least one course in
theatre over during their enrollment.
Data from teachers suggests that ap-
proximately nine percent of students
were enrolled in theatre courses during
the 2011-12 school year.*!

It is similarly difficult to compare the
demographics of students who partici-
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pated in theatre courses to total school
populations, as official records of

such information do not exist at many
schools or would be extremely difficult
obtain for a study of this size. Rather
than repeat the unreliable use of teach-
er perspective to determine race used
in the 1991 survey, this study omitted
such questions.?> However, teachers
were asked if any students with dis-
abilities participated in their theatre
programs, as such official information
is often available to teachers about the
special needs of their students. Seven-
ty-nine percent of teachers indicated
students with disabilities were involved
in their theatre programs.

Beyond coursework and play pro-
duction, teachers noted the availability
of several other theatre programs at
schools. Forty-eight percent of teachers
indicated that their students partici-
pated in high school theatre competi-
tions almost every year, while sixteen
percent participated on a less regular
basis, and 36 percent never did. Ap-
proximately 36 percent of teachers
reported that their school sponsored a
chapter of the International Thespian
Society, and about 7 percent reported
that their school offered another theatre
honor group. The diversity of programs
suggests that, at least in some school
theatre programs, efforts are made
to serve a variety of different student
needs, ranging from social activities to
competitive events, to the many oppor-
tunities involved in play production.

Student assessment

Given the increasing emphasis on
student assessment as a diagnostic of
teacher quality, it is interesting to con-
sider the ways in which teachers are
already assessing their students’ accom-
plishments. The most commonly em-
ployed method for assessing students’
acting, directing, playwriting, and
technical theatre skills, as well as stu-
dents’ self-confidence/personal growth,
was performance/practical demonstra-
tion. Written exams were used most
frequently for assessing knowledge of
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theatre history and literature. Teachers
rarely used portfolios or oral exams to
assess student achievement in any area.

Both teachers and administrators rat-
ed how effective the theatre program’s
assessment methods were in each area
using a three-point scale:

Poor: The assessment methods do
not adequately reveal students’ true
performance.

Fair: The assessment methods give a
general idea of students’ performance.

Excellent: The assessment methods
reveal students’ true performance.

In general respondents felt that
their assessment methods in acting and
history/literature were most likely to
reveal students’ true performance, and
were least confident in their playwrit-
ing assessments. Teachers consistently
believed that the assessment methods
they used were more effective than ad-
ministrators from their schools believed
they were.

The primary person responsible for
assessing students’ coursework at 98
percent of the surveyed schools was
the theatre teacher. Theatre programs
also relied heavily on student self-
assessment (70 percent) and peer-
assessment (62 percent), while a lim-
ited number of schools brought in out-
side adjudicators (13 percent) to review
students’ coursework.

Unfortunately, despite the major
role that teachers play in assessing
student work, only 28 percent of the
participating educators indicated that
they received assessment training
specific to theatre education as part
of their college coursework. About 67
percent of respondents indicated that
they did not receive any such train-
ing, while approximately 4 percent
of respondents were unsure if they
received any training related to assess-
ing theatre work.

Textbooks and state standards
Many theatre teachers reported that
their choice of texts was subject to ap-
proval from other parties, and more
than half of the respondents indicated

that they were required to use a partic-
ular text as part of their theatre course
offerings. In most cases where ap-
proval was required, the school district
(61 percent) or individual school (51
percent) decided what texts were ap-
proved for use in the classroom. Some
teachers indicated that texts had to be
approved by their state department of
education (22 percent).*

Fewer teachers reported that any
of these bodies required them to use
any particular texts, but 33 percent
indicated that their school required
the use of particular books, while 35
percent were required to use texts
designated by their district, and 17
percent received approved titles from
their state department of education.
When asked how often they used any
books required or recommended by
any of the agencies above, less than
25 percent of teachers indicated that
they used the books “often” or “almost
always.” Twenty-three percent rarely
used required or recommended texts
and 12 percent never used them. This
may suggest that many teachers per-
ceive their current theatre textbooks to
be of little or no value, pointing to a
need to develop new, more engaging
educational materials for high school
theatre students.

Teachers generally held fairly posi-
tive views of their state theatre educa-
tion standards, though not without
some dissent. Fifty-three percent indi-
cated that they found their standards
“somewhat” useful, with 22 percent
identifying their standards as “very”
useful, and 25 percent finding their
standards “not very” or “not at all” use-
ful. Regardless of the level of standards
buy-in, most theatre teachers indicated
that their curriculum was aligned with
their state standards. Two thirds said
that their curriculum was “very” aligned
with the standards, while 31 percent
indicated their curriculum was only
“somewhat” aligned. Less than 4 per-
cent said that their curriculum was “not
very” or “not at all” aligned with the
standards. *1



PART FIVE

MOST SCHOOLS (93 percent) indicated
that some form of extracurricular the-
atre activity was available for students.
Theatre teachers were asked to provide
details regarding the frequency with
which their schools produced faculty
and/or student-directed productions of
various types each year.*> The results
indicate a wide variety of production
programs (Chart 11).

The average (median) number of to-
tal faculty- and/or student-directed pro-
ductions mounted by all participating
schools producing at least one show
annually was five.** When productions
were weighted to count one-act shows
and the presentation of scenes/cuttings
as only 0.5 productions, the revised
median was 4; many schools produced
more of these productions than they
did full-length shows.?

Factors influencing play selection
Teachers were asked to rate how im-
portant each of twelve potential factors
was when selecting a play for produc-
tion for the general public (Chart 12).
The factor receiving the highest aver-
age score was the quality of the script
(3.8/4.0).% The next four highest factors
(with mean scores between 3.8-3.4)
were related to the students the teach-
ers worked with, including practicalities
such as cast size (overall and by gen-
der breakdown) and the availability of
student talent, as well as whether the
play was within the students’ range of
understanding. Other important factors
(with average scores between 2.3-3.0)
concerned the likely approval of the
play by school administrators and the

local community and the play’s potential
to teach about the power of theatre or
social issues. The lowest-rated factors
(with mean scores below 3.0) included
a show’s potential to influence/expand
audience taste and factors related to
finances (cost of royalties and potential
for profit/large audiences).

Program finances
In many respects, the high school the-
atre programs included in this study
were in relatively sound financial
health. The low mean scores related
to production costs are particularly in-
teresting when cross-referenced with
the average spending on productions.
Schools reported spending consider-
ably more on both musical and non-
musical productions (in constant,
inflation-adjusted dollars) than schools
in prior studies. Despite the economic
downturn that began around 2008,
spending on high school theatre pro-
ductions remains relatively high. On
average, schools reported spending
$7,510* on musical productions and
$2,701 on full-length non-musicals.*
Although 65 percent of school ad-
ministrators indicated that their total
school budget had decreased over the
past three academic years, only 32 per-
cent of theatre teachers at those same
schools reported decreases in their
program budgets during that time pe-
riod. Conversely, while only 7 percent
of participating schools experienced an
overall increase in their budgets over
the past three years, 12 percent of the-
atre teachers from the same schools in-
dicated that their program budgets had

increased. These figures suggest that
many schools safeguarded their theatre
programs from larger economic issues,
or that theatre programs were able to
replenish lost school funding with sup-
port from other sources.

When asked what happened to net
profits (if any) from performances to
which admission is charged, only 6
percent of teachers indicated funds
went to non-theatre accounts as deter-
mined by administrators. Most teach-
ers indicated that any profits earned
remained in theatre accounts for fu-
ture productions, supplies, or general
program use. At the same time, when
asked if their theatre programs were
required to make up for any deficits
they might have at the end of the year,
only 38 percent of teachers indicated
that they were, while 22 percent in-
dicated that they were not. However,
about 40 percent of teachers were
not sure if they would be required to
make up a deficit, perhaps suggesting
that their programs have not yet en-
countered such a situation. In sum, the
theatre programs under consideration
in this study generally seemed to enjoy
healthy relationships with their schools
and communities in terms of funding.

Sources of program funding
Teachers were asked to indicate how
much funding their program received
from various sources using a four-point
scale:

e None: The program has never re-
ceived support from this source.

e Occasional: The program some-
times receives support from this source,
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Chart 11: Percentages of schools producing various types of plays for public audiences (not including
class exercises).

Data drawn from teacher surveys for schools that produce plays and the specified the number of each type of play produced. Schools not offering any plays or not
specifying the type of plays produced were excluded (n=864).

Chart 12:“How important is each of the factors below when selecting a play for production for the
general public/community?”

Data drawn from teacher surveys from schools that produce plays (n=860).
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but less than once a year. Less than 25
percent of the budget comes from this
source.

e Regular: The program receives
support from this source annually. Less
than 25 percent of the budget comes
from this source.

e Substantial: The program regularly
receives more than 25 percent of its
budget from this source.

The only funding source from which
most schools received regular or sub-
stantial support was ticket sales, with
89 percent of teachers indicating they
received this revenue from box office
receipts. Only 4 percent of teachers re-
ported earning no ticket revenue.

Seventy-five percent of schools held
fundraising events for theatre at least
occasionally, though only 38 percent of
schools received regular or substantial
funding through such events. Just over
half of schools received occasional sup-
port for theatre from school budgets,
but this support was only characterized
as regular or substantial by about one
third. Just under a third of respondents
received regular or substantial support
from their district budgets.

No other funding source was identi-
fied as offering regular or substantial
support by at least a third of respon-
dents. Relatively few schools received
support from grants offered by govern-
ment agencies or corporations/founda-
tions (26 and 16 percent, respectively).
A modest number of schools did report
regular or substantial income from such
programs (5 percent and 2 percent,
respectively). Other common sources
of occasional support came from indi-
vidual donors (75 percent), advertising
in production programs and elsewhere
(56 percent), parent booster clubs/sup-
port groups (46 percent), or rental of a
school’s theatre space to outside groups
(16 percent). About 19 percent of schools
charged students a fee to participate in
theatre productions or similar activities.

Parent involvement and support
Teachers were asked if and how parents
and/or other adult volunteers partici-
pated in their theatre programs. Almost
all teachers (99.8 percent) indicated that
parents attended theatre productions at
least some of the time, with 90 percent

of teachers indicating that parents did so
often or very often. Teachers said that
parents were least likely to participate in
booster clubs or similar activities, with
35 percent reporting that parents never
participated in such clubs, and only 24
percent indicating that they did so often
or very often.! Eighty-three percent of
teachers indicated that parents some-
times donated money to their theatre
programs, though only 21 percent indi-
cated that parents did so often or very
often. Similarly, 76 percent indicated that
parents sometimes donated in-kind con-
tributions, but only 17 percent indicated
that parents did so often or very often.
Most teachers said that parents ex-
erted a positive influence on school ad-
ministrators (91 percent) and/or school
board members (82 percent) at times,
though fewer teachers indicated that this
occurred often or very often (34 percent
and 23 percent, respectively). Parents
were far more likely to offer positive
reinforcement to theatre students (nearly
99 percent) and teachers (98 percent),
and in most instances did so often or
very often (79 percent and 65 percent
of the time to students and teachers, re-
spectively). Most teachers also indicated
that parents were sometimes directly
involved with productions (76 percent),
but only 24 percent said that parents did
so often or very often.

Administrator support
If a school’s theatre program involved
play production, its administrators were
asked how valuable they felt the produc-
tions were to various groups of people
using a four-point scale ranging from
“not at all valuable” to “very valuable.”
Administrators consistently reported that
play productions were “very valuable” to
the students directly involved (97 percent
selected this option), while less than 1
percent indicated play production was
“not at all valuable” to the students in-
volved. Most administrators also believed
that their school’s play productions
were “very valuable” for parents of the
students directly involved (82 percent),
while less than 2 percent indicated they
were not very or not at all valuable.

A majority of administrators (58
percent) believed their schools’ play
productions were either somewhat (58

percent) or very (31 percent) valuable
for other students in the school (not
directly involved in the production).

Eleven percent felt that the produc-
tions were not very or not at all valu-
able for any other group, including
parents and the community at large.
Approximately one-half of a percent of
administrators believed their produc-
tions had no value to the community.
Several administrators who stated the
productions were “not at all valuable”
to the students directly involved indi-
cated that they were of at least some
value to the broader community (even
if they were not very valuable), which
raises questions about the various
types of “value” theatre productions
might be perceived to offer. Overall,
94 percent of administrators believed
the productions were either somewhat
or very valuable to their communities
at large.

Since simply being present at per-
formances may signify the relative
value of play production to adminis-
trators, both they and theatre teachers
were asked how frequently school
principals and other administrators at-
tended their schools’ theatre produc-
tions. Using a five-point scale ranging
from “never” to “almost always,” most
administrators (87 percent) said that
they “almost always” attended pro-
ductions, while 8 percent indicated
that they attended “often.” However,
only 45 percent of the participating
teachers believed administrators at-
tended “very often,” while 28 percent
indicated their administrators attend-
ed “often.” Eight percent of teachers
indicated that administrators rarely or
never attended productions, though
only 1 percent of administrators re-
ported that this was the case. While
the level of support administrators
offered varied greatly by school, and
though they often saw their produc-
tion attendance as more frequent
than did teachers, most administra-
tors seemed to support their theatre
programs both ideologically (indicat-
ing that they were of value to most
school and community stakeholders)
and practically, through production
attendance and school-level financial
support.
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PART SIX

AS PRELIMINARY RESULTS from this study
were shared with theatre educators,
researchers, and school administra-
tors, many commented on the salient
themes—both surprising and mun-
dane—that the data revealed. Much
seems to have changed since 1970:
diverse program models abound, many
of which focus exclusively on theatre
and invest significant financial and
personnel resources in play produc-
tion; programs that comingle theatre,
speech, and forensics seem less preva-
lent, and though many schools carry
on with minimal financial support, such
programs are less common.

Meanwhile, the objectives of many
programs remain identical to those of
four decades ago: mainly, developing
student self-confidence and other in-
ter/intra-personal skills. The collective
body of teachers seems unchanged in
several respects, from how well trained
they feel in different areas to their col-
lective demographics, despite signifi-
cant shifts in the student body makeup
over time.

The study’s findings also raise many
questions for future study. At present,
the differing responses from teachers
and administrators are being analyzed
to determine when these parties’ per-
spectives converge, and how any sig-
nificant differences in responses might
be addressed. Variables that might play
a role in shaping a schools’ theatre
program (such as the types of degrees
and certifications teachers hold and
school administrators’ involvement in
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theatre when they were students) are
being evaluated, as are the potential
relationships between theatre offerings
and overall measures of school suc-
cess (such as graduation rates and test
scores). Future publications will ad-
dress these topics.

Other questions cannot be answered
by survey data. Why, for example, do
theatre teacher demographics seem
to have changed so little over time?
What types of students actually enroll
in theatre courses when they are of-
fered? How do other stakeholders (stu-
dents, parents, community members)
view their local high school theatre
programs, and why might their views
matter? If theatre education effectively
develops students’ creative capaci-
ties and interpersonal skills, how does
this impact them as students? Does it
influence their success in college or
the workforce? If so, how? If not, why?
The field would greatly benefit from a
variety of in-depth case studies of par-
ticular program models as well as lon-
gitudinal research that tracks student
involvement with arts education experi-
ences literally from birth through their
adulthood to explore any long-term
impacts theatre and drama experiences
might have.

An invitation to learn more

While this article has shared details
gleaned from several areas addressed
by the survey project, much more is
available online at Schooltheatre.org,
including:

e Data related to the role of new
media and technology in theatre class-
rooms and production programs.

e Teacher and administrator percep-
tions of the types of social issues that
should (and should not) be addressed
through theatre productions, including
details regarding challenges teachers
have faced when trying to produce
particular content, and how conflicts
between teacher/directors and adminis-
trators have been resolved.

e Data regarding the availability and
quality of production tools and perfor-
mance facilities.

e Technical details related to the
study design and other methodological
issues.

¢ A look at ongoing projects related
to the survey that will be released in
the future.
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Endnotes

1. Joseph Peluso, A Survey of the Status of The-
atre in United States High Schools: Final Report
(Washington, D.C.: Department of Health, Educa-
tion, and Welfare, 1970), ERIC, ED 053117.

2. Kent Seidel, Theatre Education in United States
High Schools: A Survey Report, Teaching Theatre
3.1 (1991): 1-20.

3. The principal investigator for the present study
was Dr. Matt Omasta, assistant professor of the-
atre arts and director of the theatre education
program at USU. Address correspondence to USU
Department of Theatre Arts, 4025 Old Main Hill,
Logan, UT 84322-4025.

4. While the three studies have much in com-
mon, they were not identical, and they drew
from different populations of schools using dif-
ferent methods of data collection and analysis.
Any attempts to compare data over time must be
made with caution. Please refer to the methodol-
ogy section of this article online for additional
details.

5. The data reported in this study is descriptive in
nature and limited to the actual schools that par-
ticipated. As discussed in the methodology sec-
tion of this study (available online), the schools
that opted to participate in this study are not
necessarily representative of the total population
of U.S. public high schools; no inferences regard-
ing population parameters should be drawn from
the study statistics at this time. Additional analy-
sis, including assessment of non-response bias
and other factors influencing the interpretation of
this data, will be available online in the coming
months.

6. Schools were identified using the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education Institute for Education Sci-
ences Common Core of Data, which is publicly
available online at http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/.

All schools classified by school level as “high
schools” and by school type as “regular schools,”
with a total enrollment of at least 200 students,
which were in operation during the 2009-10 aca-
demic year (the most recent year for which CCD
data was available when the study began), were
invited to participate in the study. This included
public charter and magnet schools, but excluded
special education schools, vocational schools,
and alternative schools (such as adult education
centers and educational programs located in cor-
rectional institutions), and privately funded or
faith-based schools.

7. Unless otherwise noted, the term “average”
in this article refers to the arithmetic mean (e.g.
the sum of data in a set divided by the number
of data in that set). When informative for a par-
ticular analysis, the median and mode are also
included, usually in the endnotes.

8. Most administrators (58%) indicated that
the figures they provided were estimates/best

guesses rather than official figures, and ~0.5% of
administrators indicated they were unsure if arts
courses were required; readers should exercise
appropriate interpretive caution.

9. The finding that theatre course availability

has increased over time is discordant with data
from the most recent U.S. Department of Educa-
tion “Arts Education in Public Elementary and
Secondary Schools” report, conducted during
the 2009-10 school year. The DOE study focused
primarily on music and visual arts education (it
did not survey teachers of theatre and dance),
but did include some questions related to theatre
on its administrator survey. Only 45% of high
school administrators participating in the DOE
study reported that their schools offered theatre
courses during the day. [See Basmart Parsad &
Maura Spiegelman, Arts Education in Public El-
ementary and Secondary Schools: 1999-2000 and
2009-2010. NCES 2012-014. (Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Department of Education, National Center
for Education Statistics, 2012).]

It is difficult for any one study to paint a com-
plete picture of the status of the field, as all
studies have limitations. While the present study
would likely overestimate the percentage of
schools offering theatre and drama if treated as a
representative sample, the DOE’s Fast Response
Survey System (FRSS) report may underestimate
these figures. For example, schools participating
in the present study tended to enroll students
with relatively higher socioeconomic status than
the national population of schools. Furthermore,
the data suggest a slight, positive correlation
between student SES and the likelihood of offer-
ing theatre programs. Given these factors, it is
likely that that the percentage of schools report-
ing theatre activity in this study is higher than
the percentage of schools nationwide that offer
such activity. At the same time, the DOE study
surveyed only school principals, music teach-
ers, and visual arts specialists; it did not survey
theatre arts teachers. Data from the present study
suggest this may have led the DOE study to
underestimate the availability of theatre courses
available nationwide. We found in the 2012 study
that administrators sometimes reported that their
schools did not offer any theatre courses, but
nevertheless received completed surveys from
teachers at those same schools who taught the-
atre courses and provided detailed information
about those courses. This may suggest that some
school administrators are unfamiliar with the arts
education programs in place at their schools; this
may have led some administrators to incorrectly
indicate that their school lacked such activities
when completing the DOE survey. Furthermore,
a number of administrators indicated that they
were “not sure” if their school offered theatre
activities. The DOE study questionnaire did not
appear to allow for administrators to select a “not
sure” option; as such, some “unsure” administra-
tors may have opted to indicate their school had
no such activities.

10. Only 13.4% of participating administrators in-
dicated that they provided official figures for this
question; the remainder indicated that the figures
were estimates/best guesses. Responses should
be interpreted with appropriate caution.

11. Tt is difficult to compare extracurricular the-
atre activity between this study and the DOE
study, which combined extracurricular theatre
with other performance activities. That study
asked administrators if their schools offered “arts
instructional activities outside of regular school
hours” that were guided by a curriculum; such as
“school performances or presentations in the arts
(e.g. concerts, plays, art shows).” Respondents
were explicitly instructed not to include extracur-
ricular activities “such as drama clubs.” It is un-
clear how exactly administrators determined if a
play production was “extracurricular” or “guided
by a curriculum” given the inherently pedagogi-
cal nature of student/teacher interaction that
takes place during play production.

12. See Howard Gardner, Multiple Intelligences:
New Horizons in Theory and Practice (New
York, Basic Books, 2012).

13. 93% of teacher respondents to this study
were white, 63% were women, 53% were in
their 30s or 40s, and 72 % were married or in
domestic partnerships. In 1991, 97% of participat-
ing teachers were white, 58% were female, 66%
were in their 30s or 40s, and 68% were married
(the phrase “or in a domestic partnership” was
not included in the response options in 1991).
For comparative purposes, the U.S. DOE reports
that in 2007-08 (the most recent school year for
which data is available), 76% of public school
teachers nationwide were female, 44% were
under age 40, and 83% were white. [See Ashley
Keigher, Teacher Attrition and Mobility: Results
from the 2008-09 Follow-Up Survey. NCES 2010-
353. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, National Center for Education Statistics,
2010).]

14. The 1991 study reported that 97% of teach-
ers indicated “white” as their race; however, that
study classified all participants as members of a
single race, whereas the present study permit-
ted respondents to select two or more races. Of
the teachers who selected multiple races in this
year’s study (and were therefore categorized as
“two or more races”) all but one respondent se-
lected “white, non-Hispanic” as one of the races
they identified as. Had these individuals only
been able to select one race, and had they identi-
fied only as “white, non-Hispanic,” the revised
total percentage of white teachers in the current
study would increase to 96%.

15. Mean=54, median=55, mode=60, n=792, after
adjusting for outliers beyond three standard de-
viations from the mean.

16. Mean=35, median=40, mode=50, n=77, after

adjusting for outliers beyond three standard de-
viations from the mean.
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17. National average data from: National Educa-
tion Association, Rankings & Estimates: Rankings
of the States 2010 and Estimates of School Sta-
tistics 2011 (Atlanta, National Education Associa-
tion, 2010).

18. mean=$2,739, median=$2,100, mode=$1,000,
n=696

19. mean=$2,060, median=$1,800, mode=$2,000,
n=174

20. Because this article presents analysis of the
data at the national level, it does not account for
variables such as whether any given administra-
tor worked in a state that offered and/or required
certification in theatre. Additional analysis is
forthcoming in future publications.

21. This figure should be interpreted with cau-
tion, as the percentage of teachers holding certifi-
cation varied immensely between states

and with regard to the licensure requirements. In
some areas over 90% of teachers were licensed;
in others the figure neared 0%).

22. School Theatre was defined as “grades 7-12
student-based productions at your own or other
school.” mean=26, median=16, mode=4, n=890

23. Community Theatre was defined as “non-
profit theatre company where actors and other
staff are usually unpaid.” mean=4.8, median=2,
mode=0, n=661

24. University Theatre was defined as “college/
university productions not including productions
when you were a student.” mean=1.4, median=0,
mode=0, n=524

25. Professional Theatre was defined as “non-
profit or commercial theatre work for which you
were paid, and all actors, designers, and other
staff were paid wages at or near union mini-
mums.” mean=1.5, median=0, mode=0, n=521

26. Figures indicate the percentage of study par-
ticipants holding each type of degree. Percent-
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ages do not sum to 100%, as some participants
held multiple undergraduate degrees.

27. Given the multitude of state, district, and
school-level tests employed throughout the
country, administrators were not asked to specify
which tests were used to assess theatre teacher
achievement.

28. Meaning courses specializing exclusively in
each area, not including general courses such as
“Drama I” or “Advanced Theatre.”

29. Excluding those schools which did not offer
any courses in theatre/drama. n=982 for all per-
centages reported in this section.

30. n=868. Percentages do not sum to 100; teach-
ers were able to select multiple (or no) responses
for this question.

31. Participating teachers estimated the number
of students involved in theatre classes during

the 2011-12 academic year; it is not yet possible
to compare these figures with the total enroll-
ment for any school as the DOE has not yet
released that data. To calculate a rough guess as
to the percentage of students enrolled, the total
number of students that teachers indicated were
involved in theatre activities was divided by the
total number of students enrolled at participating
schools during the 2009-10 academic year (result-
ing in the 9% figure). This calculation relies on
assumptions that are nearly certainly false (e.g.
that enrollment remained constant for two years),
and should be interpreted with significant cau-
tion, but a more precise estimate is not possible
at this time.

32. In 1991, the study authors suggested that the
students involved with theatre activities tended to
be more affluent than their peers and were more
likely to be white, of non-Hispanic backgrounds.
However, the study relied exclusively on teacher
and administrator estimates of enrollment and
required participants to judge the racial and
ethnic backgrounds of students. Given the unreli-
able nature of such data, teachers were not asked

to estimate their students’ relative socioeconomic
status or race as part of the 2012 study.

33. Many participants who indicated that texts
were approved/required indicated that more than
one entity played a role in the approval process;
as such, figures do not sum to 100%.

34. Given that standards vary widely state-by-
state, this national-level data should be inter-
preted with caution. Future analysis may explore
teacher perceptions on a state-by-state basis
when this is possible.

35. For the purposes of these questions, teach-
ers were asked to provide data only about
productions that were produced for a public
audience, not including any productions that
resulted from class exercises. The number of
productions at any given school would likely be
higher if class-based performance were included.
Schools that did not offer theatre productions
(and which would reduce the mean significantly
by introducing 0 values) are not included in this
score.

36. n=864. mode=2. mean=6.1
37. n=860. mode=2. mean=4.75

38. n varied slightly (between 855-860), as some
teachers did not rate some factors; non-responses
were treated as missing values and were exclud-
ed on a factor-by-factor basis.

39. N=730, median=$5,000, mode=$5,000, in un-
adjusted 2011-12 U.S. dollars.

40. N=765, median=$1,500, mode=$1,000, in
unadjusted 2011-12 U.S. dollars.

41. Tt is possible that the relatively high percent-
age of parents never engaged in such activities
is due to a lack of such programs at any given
school; teachers were not asked if such clubs
existed for their program.



Research matters

Theatre education needs more than opinions

BY JAMES PALMARINI

WHEN THE EDUCATIONAL Theatre As-
sociation conducted its 1991 survey,
it was a monumental accomplish-
ment for both theatre education and
the organization. It gave the field the
first new look at its practitioners and
students in twenty years, and gave
EdTA a level of heightened credibil-
ity. The survey was also a leap for
the then-fledgling Teaching Theatre;
for the first time, the journal (volume
three, number one) was printed in
a two-color format. Fittingly, this
issue also marks a technological
breakthrough: the journal, like its
sister publication Dramatics, is now
available online in a digital format.
Teaching Theatre Digital is a mem-
ber benefit, available to all EATA
adult members. Because of the wide-
spread interest in the 2012 survey,
the digital edition of this issue will
be open to anyone who logs on.
Twenty years (plus) is a long
time to wait for an updated family
portrait. But the 2012 Survey of

Theatre Education in United States
High Schools, a fresh snapshot of
theatre teachers, their students, and
school administrators, was worth

the wait. It’s a picture that both af-
firms what we suspected was true,
and offers some new and sometimes
surprising facts and figures about
the state of our field. In other words,
the study does what you expect reli-
able research to do: confirm or dis-
pel what we think we know about

a particular practice, belief, or issue
and prompt new questions for future
study.

The often quoted remark of vi-
sionary education theorist Sir Ken
Robinson is worth mentioning here:
“Without data, you're just another
person with an opinion.” In the wan-
ing months of 2012, when educators
and schools in America are under
increasing pressure to do more with
less, there are lots of opinions on how
to ensure that students’ learning and
opportunities don't suffer. Like every

other subject area at risk in schools to-
day, theatre needs data that affirms its
value as a curricular subject in the well-
rounded education of every student.

The challenges and the issues are
many for all of arts education. At this
writing, the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act (ESEA)—the law
authorizing federally funded educa-
tion programs that are administered
by the states—has been stalled in
Congress for five years (it expired in
2007). The arts are listed as a core
subject area under ESEA, a crucial
designation for advocates seeking
funding, staffing, and curricular time.
A focus on testing in math, science
and English and a new commitment
to the Common Core standards in
math and English by most states has
prompted districts to re-allocate re-
sources, often at the expense of sub-
ject areas (such as the arts) that are
not tested.

There are good things happen-
ing as well. Most notably, the 1994
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Arts Education Standards are currently
being revised by a broad coalition of
arts professional organizations (includ-
ing EATA) and other arts-committed
partners. The 2013 National Core Arts
Standards, expected to be completed
early next year, will be web-based and
feature a strong assessment component
that will clearly measure what students
know and know how to do. These
new standards will give arts advocates,
teachers, and others new tools that can
help validate the disciplines and the
learning curve of students.

While theatre is an equal partner
in the standards revision, it's 7ot on
a par with music and visual arts in
terms of availability and student access,
especially at the elementary-school
level. The numbers in the 2012 sur-
vey confirm that theatre education is
widely available for some high school
students, but that availability is not
necessarily reflective of all students
everywhere, as lead researcher Matt
Omasta notes.

Earlier this year, at the release of
the Department of Education’s own
survey, the FRSS report Arts Education
in Public Elementary and Secondary
Schools 1999-2000 and 2009-10, Sec-
retary of Education Arne Duncan called
the lack of access to arts education “an
equity and civil rights issue.” Indeed,
his remark was particularly telling
given the report’'s numbers on the per-
centage of elementary school children
who have regular access to theatre (4
percent in 2009-10, compared to 20
percent in 1999-2000), and theatre op-
portunities for students in low- versus
high-poverty schools (56 percent for
low poverty schools, and 28 percent
for high-poverty schools).

It is also unsettling that the Depart-
ment of Education’s study (focusing on
eighth-grade educators) did not survey
teachers of theatre (or dance), though
they did ask some theatre-specific
questions to administrators. It can be
argued that, from a statistical perspec-
tive, it would have been a challenge
to find enough middle school theatre
educators to create a valid sample, and
that it would not have been a sound
financial choice to survey a subject
area that is not widely available in our
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country’s fourteen thousand school
districts. But when the federal govern-
ment makes such a choice, it also can
have the effect of becoming a self-
fulfilling prophecy: if they don’t survey
the subject area perhaps some decision
makers will believe that theatre educa-
tion is not important enough to budget
time, staffing, and financial resources
towards.

This 2012 survey is not the silver
bullet that states, beyond all doubt, that
every student should take at least one
curricular theatre course before they
graduate from high school. But it does
offer data that will help researchers
begin asking some specific questions—

the kind of inquiry that Omasta sug-
gests in his narrative overview, and that
Dawn Ellis poses in her analysis (page
31) of the survey data.

The 1991 EdTA survey was the
standard in the field for twenty years,
used by researchers, graduate stu-
dents, teachers, and others to help
them shape their studies and conclu-
sions about the theatre education field.
We think this survey will serve in the
same capacity. And, again, we need
the data if theatre education is going
to be recognized as a legitimate cur-
ricular subject area, with a canon of
measureable knowledge and skills that
must be taught by well-trained profes-
sionals. Certainly there has been strong
research that has validated theatre:
Champions for Change (Arts Educa-
tion Partnership, 1999), Critical Links
(Arts Education Partnership, 2002),
and James Catterall's Doing Well and
Doing Good by Doing Art: A 12-Year

Longitudinal Study (I-Group Books,
2009). And the Washington, D.C.-based
Arts Education Partnership’s recently
launched ArtsEdSearch website features
a broad list of recognized research
studies on PreK-12 theatre and other
arts.

But for both practical and politi-
cal reasons, theatre education must
have more clarity about who is teach-
ing what and why and who the stu-
dents being taught are. And there
is this: every teacher (and probably
student) who has ever been involved
in the creation of a theatrical perfor-
mance—as a director, performer, or
backstage technician—has a story they
can tell about themselves or some-
one they know. That story has a lot
of variations, but at the core of each
tale is a theatre experience that was
transformative; it made a difference
to the person who experienced it.
Maybe it just made them laugh or cry,
but perhaps it prompted something
more meaningful and resonant: a life
changed or even saved.

Without those stories, our allies—
parents, decision makers, and arts
advocates—have only half the evi-
dence they need to make the case for
a theatre program. Between research
like that contained in this survey and
the stories we all know, theatre educa-
tion’s champions can help shape meth-
odology, training, public policy, and
more. Ultimately, it is students who
stand to benefit the most. And that is
why we do what we do.

This study could not have been possible
without the support and hard work of
many individuals: Matt Omasta and
his Utab State University graduate stu-
dents; past and present EATA Executive
Directors Michael Peitz and Julie Woff-
ington; the EdTA Board of Directors;
and publications staff members Julie
York Coppens, Don Corathers, Susan
Doremus, and Harper Lee.

A special thanks to Joe Burnsworth,
Dawn Ellis, Jobnny Saldana, and Jay
Seller for their thoughtful analysis of
the study data and participation in the
survey presentation at the 2012 EdTA

Conference.
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Good news, bad news

What the survey results might say to the students we hope to reach

BY DAWN M.ELLIS

THIS 2012 LANDSCAPE survey of theatre education led by
Matt Omasta and his colleagues captures the current state
of public high school theatre education in America. Nearly
a tenth of America’s high schools with more than two hun-
dred students weighed in on the state of theatre education
in their schools. This large group of over twelve hundred
schools has a similar distribution to that of magnet and
charter schools in the country, and it represents the geo-
graphic regions fairly well. In the study, we hear the voices
of school administrators as well as theatre educators. Their
candid self-assessments speak of strengths, new challenges,
and opportunities in the work of theatre education. We can'’t
freely generalize all the findings of the Omasta study, par-
ticularly in areas of under- or overrepresentation in survey
response rates, but the large size, scope, and distribution of
the response group give us enough information to raise is-
sues, point at priorities, and encounter trends that are worth
exploring more deeply.

I had the privilege of looking over Omasta’s shoulder as
he completed the initial survey analysis, serving as a criti-
cal friend during the examination of this data. I approach
these results as someone who studies arts education, school
district systems, and professional development, but also as a
youth advocate, educator, theatrical performer, and parent.
My commentary here addresses the survey findings that I find
particularly relevant for the theatre and arts education fields.

Since all this work is, at heart, about our students and their
learning opportunities, I'd like to frame the results from their
point of view. I'll open each new topic with questions I imag-
ine I'd ask if T were a teenager in love with theatre, or at least
curious about it, and eager to know how all these facts and
figures translate into real-life experience for me and my class-
mates, on stage and off, during the school day and beyond.

‘What'’s the story here?’
The Omasta study paints a picture of active theatre educa-
tion in the majority of public high schools—that’s good
news. Budgets for the field trend up over the last forty years,
using inflation-adjusted figures, remaining resilient even as
school budgets fell during recessionary times. Many schools
responding to the survey offer courses and extracurricular
opportunities. Around one-fifth of the student body takes
a theatre course before graduating, according to adminis-
trators, out of a total of 70 to 80 percent who take an arts
course, depending on the region. Administrators value the-
atre in and out of the classroom. Theatre teachers as a work-
force have a more seasoned tenure than twenty years ago
and are more involved in national networks than in 1991
(Seidel, 1991) or 1970 (Peluso, 1970). Theatre in high school
teaches a variety of social issues.

At the same time, theatre education has begun to lag in
key areas that affect its relevance to the next generations.
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The facilities are old. The teaching
workforce remains mostly white, fe-
male, and middle-aged while the stu-
dent body continues to diversify. More
work needs to be done to support the
emerging artistic voices from class-
rooms and communities to better por-
tray the broad spectrum of people who
comprise the American perspective. As
Ben Cameron of the Doris Duke Chari-
table Trust noted in a speech at the
2012 Educational Theatre Association
Conference, there’s been a revolution
that democratizes both the mechanics
and distribution of art-making through
the Internet and digital media. Actors,
storytellers, performers, designers, and
directors play key roles in the artis-

tic crafting of plays, film, video, and
virtual worlds. Yet, the study shows
teachers rating these same areas as the
ones they are least prepared to teach,
often acquiring what they can of the
knowledge and skills needed through
professional development and on-the-
job learning. This may be a particular
challenge for the great many who
move into the subject area without a
degreed background in theatre or the-
atre education. Regarding freedom of
expression, when a conflict arises over
content, rather than catalyzing a teach-
able moment for a larger community,
we find censorship raising its head,
and the show pays the price two-thirds
of the time.

So, the field shows signs of health,
but must be vigilant not to yield to
stagnation. The creativity applied to
show direction needs to be brought to
bear on other theatre education areas,
such as professional development,
partnership building, educator collabo-
ration, and peer support networks. The
field can harness new networks and
media to exponentially increase the op-
portunities for students to do innova-
tive creative work. Even as the chosen
handful of students perform the fall
show, any number of other students
could participate in theatrical projects
that intersect with digital media or oc-
cur in nontraditional spaces through
community partnerships. With the
strength of the field, the presence of
the programs, and the commitment and
dedication of the faculty apparent in
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the study, I believe that theatre educa-
tion can steer the course to stay strong
in tomorrow’s educational landscape.

‘What'’s there for me?’

The 2012 Omasta survey investigates
what kind of theatre high schools offer,
including curricular and extra-curricular
learning opportunities.

Three-quarters of responding high
schools offer specialized theatre courses,
usually more than two. If my hypo-
thetical student wants to know, “Can I
take a theatre class?,” most of the time
the answer is “Yes!,” according to the
Omasta survey.! Around three-quarters

of responding schools report offer-
ing one or more specialized theatre
education courses beyond something
general, like ‘Drama I.” In those 742
schools, 42 percent comprise an “ex-
posure” group, offering one to two
courses. An even bigger group—the
47 percent of schools in the “choices”
group—Ilist three to six courses. At the
high end, 11 percent of the schools in
this “diverse offerings” group provide
a range of seven to twelve different
courses. For advocates, it’s heartening
to see that there’s a healthy middle
range, with 31 percent of schools offer-
ing four to six different theatre classes.
But, access matters. In one-quarter of

the schools participating in the survey,
the students go without.

Specialized theatre courses offered most
likely cover technical theatre/design or
acting. According to the survey, tech/
design (24.8 percent) and acting (23.7
percent) rate as the most commonly
available courses. It's no surprise that
acting is near the top, but the availabil-
ity of technical theatre as number one
may surprise some. After acting come
musical theatre (12.1 percent) and film/
video (10.3 percent). While it's only of-
fered in around one-fifth of responding
schools with theatre courses, musical
theatre sits third in the ranks. Here, we
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see a potential link to the popularity
of musicals in school productions (and
their resurgence in popular culture).
Likewise, spending on musicals has
shot up since the 1991 and 1970 the-
atre education surveys. The study offers
mixed signals about film/video, which
is a close fourth in the rankings, per-
haps reflecting the difficulty in tracking
newer subjects that often fall under
different departments from school to
school. Directing (8 percent), literature/
history (7.1 percent), and playwriting
(6.3 percent) come in at low levels,
with less than a tenth of schools pro-
viding theatre courses in these areas.
So, a student wanting to study theatre
in high school may find it easiest to
study the actor’s craft or technical the-
atre, arguably the most fundamental
theatre skill sets. But, it’s much harder
to study the creator skills of theatre,
such as directing and playwriting.

‘What kinds of shows can 1 do?’
High schools are most likely to produce

JSull-length non-musicals or musicals.

The Omasta survey finds a sprinkling
of extracurricular show genres, includ-
ing both faculty- and student-directed
productions. The big play comes in
first: around 85 percent of schools
responding stated they do at least

one faculty-directed, full-length, non-
musical production on average once a
year. Next, around 77 percent of these
schools report doing faculty-directed
musicals. About one-half of producing
schools report offering annual faculty-
directed one-acts.

One-acts and student-written plays
provide top student creative leadership
opportunities. If my imaginary student
wants a leadership role in theatre off
the stage, he might ask, “Can I direct a
show? Could I get my play produced?”
According to the survey, some schools
might answer, “Yes, you could be one
of the lucky ones.” Around a third of
schools producing shows say they of-
fer student-directed one-acts. Also,
around a quarter doing shows report
offering faculty-directed student-written
plays (24.5 percent) and/or producing
student-directed student-written plays
(24.8 percent). So, in at least a third of

the schools that do shows, at least a
few student directors can try their hand
at a short piece, and some student writ-
ers can see their original works pro-
duced. In addition, a variety of schools
note that their students direct other
types of material, including scenes/
cuttings (20.5 percent), full-length non-
musicals (8.8 percent), plays for chil-
dren (7 percent), and for the intrepid
few, full-length musicals (3 percent).
For advocates, it’s a time to celebrate
the opportunities provided for these
students, as well as strategize ways to
expand that access.

‘Will my school even offer theatre?’
According to the Omasta study?, the
answer is, “It depends.” While three-
quarters of responding schools report
theatre coursework, one-quarter do
not.

Racially mixed schools most often report
curricular and quite frequently re-
port extracurricular theatre programs.
Based on the study’s analyses at the
time it was presented during the 2012
EdTA Conference, the schools most
balanced between students of color
and white students are most likely to
report theatre course offerings. They
are also among those most likely to
report offering extracurricular produc-
tions. And yet, in general education,
researchers find a trend of re-segrega-
tion across American communities and
their schools, as noted by education
researcher Gary Orfield (Orfield, 2009),
co-director of University of California,
Los Angeles’s Civil Rights Project. In
that light, this is a particularly fascinat-
ing finding. While we don’t know from
this study which students participate in
the theatre programs, it points towards
the need for further study. It makes me
wonder what insights these racially in-
tegrated schools can provide the field,
given multiple theatre learning oppor-
tunities in diverse education communi-
ties.

Fewer racially homogeneous schools
offer theatre courses. Schools with ho-
mogenous, segregated populations are
less likely to report offering theatre
courses than more integrated schools.



In a somewhat surprising finding, the
scatterplot of schools offering course-
work declined dramatically in nearly
all-white student bodies (around 96
percent white and higher). At the other
end of the spectrum for highly segre-
gated schools of color (around 93 per-
cent students of color and higher), it
also trended down, though not quite as
consistently or as much. When control-
ling for student socioeconomic status
(SES)—that’s when you eliminate such
factors as a family’s education, income,
and occupation—there’s still a statisti-
cally significant difference. Further
analysis can investigate other poten-
tial relationships that could affect this
racial-theatre course trend, such as ge-
ography, presence of an extracurricular
program, and school size.

Most suburban and city high schools
offer theatre courses. In the same data,
over 85 percent of city and suburban
schools offer theatre courses. This
declines by 20 percent in the smaller
geographic categories, as only around
two-thirds of town and rural area high
schools report theatre coursework.

Overall, across these findings, ho-
mogeneous schools and less densely
populated areas miss out on curricular
opportunities for students to learn
theatre. But, coursework during the
school day may be the best way to
provide theatre education access to all
students, since extracurricular produc-
tions may only be available to those
who have the after-school time, their
parents’ support, and the director’s
favor, since casting may determine
participation.

Most schools offer after-school produc-
tions, less so in schools predominantly
of color or with few financial resources.
Extracurricular theatre appears strong
in this study. With a higher school par-
ticipation rate than for theatre courses,
most schools (89 percent) report hav-
ing after-school theatre opportunities.
We find a particularly high proportion
of extracurricular participation among
responding suburban schools (93.8
percent) and schools in the Northeast
(95 percent). With so many involved,
who’s left out? Across the study’s

schools, students are more likely to
miss out on extracurricular theatre op-
portunities in schools serving primarily
children of color. You're a little less
likely to have school productions if you
go to school in an urban area.

These findings highlight some very
obvious gaps. The very white schools
reporting low theatre coursework are
also among the highest in extracur-
ricular theatre activity. In other words,
they’re not doing theatre in class, but
they do produce plays. While theatre’s
not completely accessible to everyone,
it’s available to some. But in the segre-
gated schools primarily of color, there
is no corresponding increase in extra-
curricular availability. Courses aren’t
widespread, and after-school access
simply does not close the gap. Similar-
ly, we find extracurricular theatre pro-
duction in over 90 percent of respond-
ing schools in schools serving mostly
lower-middle to upper income families.
But, when the schools tip towards
families with fewer financial resources,
with more than 50 percent of their stu-
dents eligible for free or reduced lunch,
school extracurricular production drops
12 percent or more. Omasta finds a dif-
ference is still there and still statistically
significant, even when you control for
student race and ethnicity. That’s a
money gap, where a community with
higher income, education, and job sta-
tus has more production opportunities
in its schools. So far in the analysis,
that’s correlation, not causation, but it
points to access discrepancies.

‘Why should I do theatre?’

The survey asks theatre educators and
administrators to rate various rationales
for offering theatre in their high school.
A student might ask, “What’s in it for
me?”

“Soft skills” are the top rationale for
theatre in the curriculum. Both admin-
istrators and teachers place the highest
value on how theatre helps students
learn to interact with people and ideas.
This area includes teaching self-confi-
dence and self-understanding, as well
as developing interpersonal skills and
creativity (all rating high threes on a
four-point scale). The parent involve-
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ment Omasta data indicates parents
of theatre students also support these
skills with a high level of positive rein-
forcement and attendance. Education in
these areas, dubbed “soft skills” by eco-
nomics researchers Richard Murnane
and Frank Levy (Murnane and Levy,
1996), represents the kind of learn-
ing promoted in the 21st Century Arts
Skills Map (Partnership for 21st Century
Skills, 2011) which touts the four C’s of
critical thinking, communication, col-
laboration, and creativity, among other
career and life skills.

One way to look at this is that
the study gathers over nine hundred
schools with principals and theatre
educators weighing in on the question:
“Why offer theatre education?” With
that in mind, this finding may help
advocates looking to make the case
for theatre education as they translate
what'’s learned in theatre to a value sys-
tem of people not currently involved
in the arts. It also may point to areas
ripe for continued research to further
uncover what students learn by study-
ing theatre.

Theatre education for theatre’s sake is
also valued. In the Omasta survey, both
administrators and theatre educators
rate various theatre-specific skills as
significant, as well. The four quadrants
of value are these: the soft skills in the
top quadrant; “provide students with
theatrical experiences” in the second
quadrant; “develop an understanding
or appreciation of theatre” and “identify
and develop student talent in theatre”
in the third; and “theatre’s value for
helping with social behavioral issues”
in the fourth quadrant. This suggests
these educators do value theatre educa-
tion for theatre’s sake, but that they see
reasons beyond teaching young people
to perform capably and become an in-
telligent audience.

‘Who will teach me?’

The Omasta survey provides a window
into the background, strengths, and
needs of theatre educators. One limita-
tion is that it often focuses on the indi-
vidual theatre educator responding to
the survey rather than a theatre depart-
ment. But, with schools employing, on

average, one full-time theatre faculty
member, the glimpse may be quite tell-
ing of the field.

Nearly bhalf of responding high school
theatre teachers majored in areas oul-
side of theatre. About one-half of high
school theatre educators majored in
theatre or theatre education in col-
lege. Common other degrees include
English, at the undergraduate level;
nearly 40 percent possess education
degrees at the graduate level. Sixty-
two percent of this highly educated
group have earned master’s degrees

or higher. Combining the theatre and
theatre education degrees, about a half
of responding teachers specialized in
theatre at the graduate level. So, for a
sizable portion of high school theatre
teachers, theatre was not the primary
content focus of their higher educa-
tion study. One could surmise that they
may continue to hone the theatre spe-
cialty by doing it on the job, by getting
involved in the community, or through
professional development. Further min-
ing of the Omasta data and separate
research into theatre educators could
inform this premise.

Teachers report their best preparation
in acting and directing, with needs in
technical and interdisciplinary areas.
Theatre teachers rate acting and direct-
ing as the areas they feel best prepared
to teach (on average, around 3.2 on a
four-point scale). In the middle range,
they highlight various technical theatre
areas and front-of-house skills as places
where they could benefit from addi-
tional training. At the low end, educa-
tors report a serious lack of training in
interdisciplinary skills needed to teach
film or musical theatre’s dance and mu-
sic components. While it’s possible that
some teachers are being overly self-
critical, I think these candid reflections
offer a road map for professional de-
velopment and useful information for
theatre teacher preparatory programs.

Administrators bire the teacher first,
the credentials and content second.
School administrators rate “strong in-
terest/desire to teach theatre” as the
most frequently selected (70.8 percent)


http://www.p21.org/storage/documents/P21_arts_map_final.pdf
http://www.p21.org/storage/documents/P21_arts_map_final.pdf

minimum requirement for theatre po-
sitions in their hiring decisions. Just
below this, they rate “effective overall
teaching abilities” as a second prior-
ity (68.7 percent). These are attributes
one might hope to have in a motivated,
interested, effective teacher. Dropping
a notch, “experience teaching theatre”
comes in third (61.4 percent). The rat-
ings drop off around 15 to 30 percent
before we begin to find any other ar-
eas, including certification, theatre de-
grees, and experience in theatre. Such
hiring practices seem to highlight ener-
gy first, education second, and theatre
content third. These priorities match
the backgrounds of the theatre teachers
responding to the Omasta survey. It’s
worth discussion within the field about
the strengths and weaknesses of this
approach, weighing benefits of passion
and interest in teaching against those
of deep content knowledge or the cre-
dentials of certification.

Theatre educators learn directing from
school shows rather than in the com-
munity. Educators also self-report that
most of their theatre directing experi-
ence comes from K-12 theatre, and
very little from university, community,
or professional theatre experiences.
Theatre teachers indicate they work,
on average, over fifty hours a week to
complete their job requirements, in-
cluding directing or overseeing shows
on nights and weekends. This doesn’t
leave much time during the school year
to become involved in external shows.
Further research could probe how
various categories of theatre educa-
tors spend their summers, when there
might be more time to do community
or professional theatre.

Most theatre departments include one
JSull-time faculty member and moderate
part-time bhelp. Nearly all of the schools
offering theatre (93.6 percent) also
report at least one associated teacher.
On average, these high schools employ
one full-time theatre educator® with
one to two educators spending a part-
time amount working in the subject
area. Across the group, full-time faculty
report working 53.88 hours a week on
all tasks related to the position, with

part-timers clocking on average 35.33
hours and volunteers, 41.83 hours.
Omasta also finds a steady increase
in the percentage of responding teach-
ers who report belonging to national
theatre associations over the forty years
of longitudinal data. The theatre teach-
ers of the 2012 survey indicate they
average almost fourteen years teaching
experience, about twice as much ten-
ure as the 1991 average. Just over half
of the full-time paid theatre teachers

responding to the survey (57.7 per-
cent) report possessing theatre teacher
certification, which has been unevenly
available in various states over the

last couple of decades. This certified
number drops to two-fifths of part-time
teachers.

The predominant lead teacher model
suggests opportunities for vision and
consistency. Looking through the aver-
ages, I see the outlines of a story about
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a full-time theatre faculty member who
serves as the rock of the high school
theatre program. While most faculty,
on average, have other primary re-
sponsibilities, the lead theatre educator
may be the heart, soul, energy, and
direction of the program: there during
the day and the off hours. An educa-
tional gatekeeper, she, like her arts
counterparts, may work with students
throughout the grades and be a con-

sistent, guiding presence in the theatre
students’ educational experience. This
glimpse reminds me of the key district
arts education leaders I encountered
while studying school districts across
the U.S. with strong arts systems (Presi-
dent’s Committee on the Arts and the
Humanities & Arts Education Partner-
ship, 1999). Extremely involved, fierce
advocates, and highly networked, they
kept the art in arts education, navigat-
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ing schools, administration, and com-
munity to support and strengthen
programs. The Omasta data doesn’t fill
out the picture at this level of detail.
But based on the averages of one and
the range of expectations, courses, and
responsibilities, it does point towards a
position sine qua non, a teacher with-
out whom there is no department or
vision in the school.

On one hand, a single lead faculty
department has strengths. With the
breadth of her drama student familiar-
ity, the lead teacher may informally
gauge progress and development
across the student body. She can infor-
mally allow that knowledge to infuse
teaching and program development.
She can say to the student, “I know
you. I know how you did last year, so
I know how to challenge you now.” In
another benefit, these seasoned lead
teachers bring wisdom of more than a
decade in the classroom, past the chal-
lenging “revolving door” period in the
early years, as characterized by educa-
tion researchers such as Richard Inger-
soll (Ingersoll, 2001). The one to two
part-time or partially involved faculty
may help fill out the theatre curricular
expertise, such as technical theatre or
film, but it is the lead teacher whose
vision and expertise truly shape the
learning of the program’s students.

The sole full-time theatre educator norm
leaves a department precarious.

A single lead faculty program resting
on one person’s shoulders also puts
the school’s theatre program at risk.

If she leaves, the history, continuity,
networks, and stability may walk out
the door with her, and the program
must begin to build anew. Moreover, a
single personality driving the program
can create imbalance due to personal-
ity conflicts, leaving some students
without an ally or foil, and making it
difficult should the program and the
administration disagree about a show
with controversial social issues. It may
also be harder for one full-time fac-
ulty member to fend off a script chal-
lenge. Multiple full-time theatre faculty
members could provide departmental
resilience and allow for more substan-
tial curricular collaboration, while a



departmental chair could provide that
visionary leadership. More analysis may
reveal to what extent background and
content expertise broadens through a
combination of the full-time and part-
time theatre personnel.

Students have diversified over the past
twenty years, but theatre teachers re-
main mostly white women. The Omasta
survey finds the responding educators
report themselves as overwhelmingly
white (93 percent), generally female
(63 percent), and middle aged. This
represents a three percent more eth-
nically diverse faculty than in 1991,
although this could be due to changes
in reporting around race and ethnic-
ity.* The corresponding student body
has changed much more dramatically,
with around 76 percent of students in
the 1991 survey categorized as white,
down to 61 percent of responding
school students in the Omasta 2012
survey, while nearly 40 percent of the
students hail from a variety of other
ethnic backgrounds. The result is that
the teachers look less and less like the
students of their schools, on average.
More analysis is needed to offer com-
parisons with demographic disconnects
in other discipline areas and to under-
stand to what extent the high school
theatrical canon includes voices and
perspectives from a range of ethnic and
racial backgrounds.

Teacher recruitment and diversifica-
tion of the canon jump out as longer-
term ways to address this demographic
disconnect. Certainly, pre-service
teacher programs have the opportunity
to both attract and adapt, serving as
a bridge for more students of color to
intersect with the profession. There are
also ways the teachers and schools of
today can help connect and be relevant
to their changing school populations,
including:

e Pre-service recruitment of hybrid
theatre educators involved in emerging
areas of learning.

e Cultivation of diverse, emerging
theatre artist voices in the class content
and on stage.

e Guest artists exposing students to
new perspectives or providing alternate
role models.

‘Will this be on the test?’

Various questions in the 2012 land-

scape theatre survey address assess-
ment, both of students and teachers.

Few theatre teachers studied theatre
assessment in college. Interestingly,
while the surveyed theatre educators
report that they assess student work in
courses and on productions more than
90 percent of the time, less than one-
third of teachers report studying how
to do theatre education assessment in
college. Since the average teacher has
had around fourteen years of teaching
experience, it may in part relate to the
curriculum taught when this age demo-
graphic came through school. Further
analysis could probe whether this trend
relates to years in the profession, po-
tentially with newer programs in the-
atre education offering such assessment
coursework.

Teachers report using multiple per-
spectives to assess student work. The

responding educators also report em-
ploying a wide array of assessment
techniques in their current evaluation
practices. As part of a constellation
of assessment practices, teachers list
using student self-assessment in over
half of the schools to assess produc-
tions and more than two-thirds of
schools to assess coursework. This
speaks to the majority of the respond-
ing schools giving students an active
invitation to reflect on their work.
Teachers also list peer-to-peer assess-
ment as a way they measure student
learning, with over 60 percent report-
ing peer assessment to assess produc-
tions and around 40 percent using
peer assessment in coursework evalu-
ation. Depending on how it’s taught,
this could be a positive finding about
the role of formative assessment in
the theatre education classroom. Both
self-assessment and peer assessment
use student reflection on the work to
guide the collective understanding of
progress. Inclusion of young people
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in the assessment process can em-
power their critical eye. Moreover,
when students have the exposure,
language, and experience to bring
context to the evaluation, it can
provide multiple, valuable perspec-
tives to the student generating the
work.

‘Will we do plays that matter?’

A section of the Omasta survey ex-
plores teacher and administrator per-
spectives on offerings, priorities, and
challenges when shows and scripts
deal with social issues. These tough
projects could be ones that inspire
students most.

When pressed on a show choice, two-
thirds of theatre educators dropped or
changed the show. Almost one-fifth
of the Omasta survey educators re-
port experiencing an administrative
or community challenge to a show
selection. Of these, only one-third
produced the show as written. Just
over a third dropped the show al-

together. Not quite a third report
producing it with changes, a particu-
larly problematic development given
intellectual property restraints. With
The Laramie Project at the top of the
most-challenged-scripts list, two of the
top three named in the Omasta survey
address some aspect of sexual orienta-
tion. It seems it’s not so easy to take a
nationally renowned script and bring it
to a high school stage in a community
where a majority may not share the
same perspectives as the playwright
and his or her community.

Theatre has tremendous potential
to help actors and audiences walk in
the shoes of characters with different
life choices, struggles, and assump-
tions. As such, the 2012 landscape
survey asks questions about “social
issues” addressed by theatre educa-
tion, both in courses and produc-
tions. Bullying, multiculturalism,
drug/alcohol abuse, and violence fill
out the top of the list. Gender orien-
tation appears in the middle of the
frequency ratings.
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‘What about film and video—
aren't they theatre, too?’

Selected questions in the Omasta sur-
vey probe the intersection of theatre
and drama with film and video.

While the explosion of tools and audi-
ences through the Internet democra-
tizes theatre in film, video, and media,
theatre education has yet to broadly
assert its connections to these areas.

In the findings and analysis so far, we
find glimmers of the digital revolu-
tion. In teaching and/or production,
around a third of teachers report using
video-based websites or social media.
About a sixth include smart phones/
flip cameras or SmartBoards. But more
than half wrangle with access restric-
tions in their own use of the Internet,
with over 80 percent working around
access restrictions for their students.
So, there are real, systemic barriers to
the full adoption of these tools. Also,
the questions on film are not designed
to capture deep insights into the stu-
dent filming, posting, commenting,
and networking characterized by the
digital revolution. Still, we see very few
echoes of the digital revolution in the
structures, teachers, and programs that

characterize theatre education today.
That may be changing right now, as
new national arts education standards
include media arts as a discrete disci-
pline and other arts areas grapple with
how to imbed digital and media arts
and professional development into
their own artistic processes.

In the Omasta study, fifty-eight per-
cent of surveyed administrators say
their schools are offering film or video
courses. That's a majority, so it’s really
beginning to show up in what schools
teach. However, theatre teachers say
they are least of all prepared to teach
film and video in their self-assessment
of their own training. Given that
schools report that only seven percent
of theatre departments house film and
video, they are far from the only ones
involved with film and video. Instead,
it appears to have a wide range of
“owners,” everything from visual arts/
fine arts (16 percent), to business/
career/technology (21 percent), to
English (20 percent) and communica-
tions/journalism (6 percent). It’s ev-
erywhere. And the students are way
ahead in this.

Theatre should not sit back and
yield its connection to this world. Just

ask those students who do go on to
work in the film and video field us-
ing their theatre backgrounds. Actors,
designers, directors, playwrights turned
screenwriters, storytellers, performance
artists, and managers use their craft to
tell moving image stories. Their works
of art, filtered through screens, tablets,
and phones, are now encountered by
many more people than attend their
live counterparts in theatres. Those
with grounding in live performance can
feel tension in these developments. But
the theatre education of today (and to-
morrow) can embrace the possibilities
of the new media even as it celebrates
the brilliant, active moment of a live
theatrical experience. Performance
links us to ancient civilizations and has
persisted, and the live experience can
continue to offer us connection in a
world relying on increasingly virtual
interaction. For students to navigate
both invites intersections and creative
innovations not yet apparent in the
educational mainstream.

‘Can you make school theatre
stronger for everyone?’

The 2012 Omasta landscape study of
theatre education covers much more

More questions

I'VE ALREADY POSED some questions
students might ask when looking at
these survey results. Now it's your
turn. How can we take this impor-
tant work of inquiry even further?
What else do we need to know
before tackling the challenges the
Omasta survey implies? Here are a
few queries to begin:

e How can we strengthen the-
atre’s interdisciplinary connections
to literature, music, dance, and other
subjects? How might we restructure
classes or school itself to make stu-
dents’ cross-curricular learning more
seamless?

e How can we broaden our
teaching beyond acting and techni-
cal theatre, the most frequently of-
fered theatre courses, and provide

more opportunities to our student writ-
ers, directors, filmmakers, and other
creative types? What might theatre ed-
ucation look like to optimize student
learning in both traditional and emerg-
ing/experimental theatre areas?

e When a school has either extra-
curricular or curricular theatre, but not
both, how could one be used to
leverage the development of the oth-
er? What might high school produc-
tion approaches learn from today’s
professional theatre, in such areas as
audience development, community
partnerships,
social media, and technology?

e Look at who’s involved in the-
atre in your school. Who'’s there, and
who’s missing? What would an educa-
tion system look like that gave every

child full access to the arts, and the
opportunity to explore deeply and
develop high proficiency in at least
one arts discipline? Does your com-
munity support that vision, and if
not, why?

e In a perfect world, what would
the high school drama department
faculty look like? Do we really ex-
pect one person to know and teach
it all at the high school level?

e What natural allies do theatre
educators have within a school dis-
trict? How can they better negotiate
the educational system and commu-
nity influences affecting them?

e What other fields have grap-
pled with censorship issues? What
can we learn from them?

—D.M.E.
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Marching orders

THE OMASTA SURVEY reveals areas in
which we are doing well, and points
to places where we need to do bet-
ter. Not all the solutions are obvious,
and none will happen overnight. But
we can make a start. Here are some
of the most critical action steps sug-
gested by the survey, in my view:

e Expand breadth in theatre
courses through advocacy and col-
laboration. Celebrate the prevalence
of extracurricular theatre. Acknowl-
edge fiscal and access barriers.
Double down on efforts to expand
theatre education access within the
school day and in least-served com-
munities.

e Probe the integrated schools
with strong in- and out-of-school
theatre. Look for expansion op-
portunities using partnerships, peer
networks, and advocacy efforts to
assist communities with limited or no
access.

e When it comes to the whys of
theatre education, move beyond the
old dichotomy of intrinsic (theatre
for theatre’s sake) versus extrinsic
(side-effect) benefits. Make sure ad-
vocates understand and articulate all
that students gain from a strong the-
atre education.

e Deepen and expand profes-
sional development opportunities for
theatre teachers to broaden their

content capacity, which helps the
field. Consider on-the-job coach-
ing from niche content experts,
sustained theatre-specific learning
communities linked to resources, or
supported time to shadow in a pro-
fessional theatre setting. Strategic hir-
ing, intradepartmental collaboration,
and external partnerships can also
help cover existing gap areas such
as film/video, technical theatre, and
inter-disciplinary performing.

e Examine those programs where
assessment works—i.e., is authentic,
transparent, student-centered, and
embraced by everyone with a stake
in student progress—and find ways to
apply those best practices more wide-
ly and consistently across the field.

e Develop the capacity of the-
atre educators to choose scripts that
educate and provoke thought and
conversation in the larger commu-
nities—and support their ability to
stage challenging works without los-
ing the teachable moment to censor-
ship or community outrage

e Address the demographic dis-
connect through more aggressive
teacher recruitment and diversification
of the canon. Bring more diverse and
emerging theatre artist voices to our
classrooms, stages, and communities.

—D.M.E.

than I've addressed here. The wide
array of data should provide food for
thought and spur articles and sub-
sequent, finer-grained research over
the next couple of years. This survey
makes us wonder about equity be-
tween geographic regions: some have
strong extracurricular programs, others
may have strong curricular ones. Is that
good enough? The data raise questions
about areas of disagreement between
teachers and administrators. Are theatre
teachers primarily play directors, or
should their focus be on student learn-
ing? Other questions come to mind as
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well—for instance, what professional
development can help in educational
systems where administrators admit
they don’t know what courses they of-
fer, how they assess theatre teachers,
what the arts graduation requirements
are, or even what teaching artists do?
Or, what do we think of the fact so
many programs derive funding from
ticket sales? Is that an asset that could
be better leveraged? Is it an access li-
ability?

In total, the Omasta research and its
charts are a gold mine for the theatre
education community. It tells of health,

wealth, and wonder. It inspires us with
a story of hard-working theatre educa-
tors, sticking with it, taking risks, and
continuing to learn and develop them-
selves over time. In part, perhaps all
the groundwork around advocacy and
mobilization and research are paying
off. At the same time, it points to gaps
in access, demographics, and content
knowledge. It reveals a time warp that
should not be ignored. And, it reminds
us that America is large and varied. The-
atre education can help us navigate the
nexus of those varied perspectives. But,
to do so well and consistently will take
more help, attention, and support; more
proactive visionary work on behalf of
the field. Since this is what theatre edu-
cators do in their classrooms and on
their stages, I have no doubt the field
can creatively rise to the challenges.

Dawn M. Ellis is president and founder
of DME and Associates, a consultancy
organization that seeks to improve pub-
lic good work through research, creativ-
ity, and technical assistance. Ellis has
more than twenty years of experience
working in national and state public
policy, education, community develop-
ment, humanities, arts and culture, hu-
man services, and inclusion. She served
as the staff researcher for the President’s
Committee on the Arts and the Human-
ities (PCAH) during the late 1990s with
the Clinton Administration.

Endnotes

1. The most recent U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, National Center for Education Statistics Fast
Response Survey System (U.S. Department of
Education, 2009) on arts education in the U.S.
surveyed a nationally representative sample
from the 2008-2009 academic year. It reports 45
percent of responding schools offer “arts instruc-
tion” in theatre. The FRSS and the Omasta study
are not directly comparable, as the Omasta study
focused on regular public high schools with 200
students or more; the FRSS study focused on
“secondary schools” which includes both junior
high schools and small schools. The surveys
word their questions on instruction differently.

2. Omasta refers to the Institute of Education
Sciences National Center for Education Statistics
Common Core of Data.

3. Omasta 2012 administrator survey question:
“How many (if any) theatre faculty/staff does
your school employ? Full-Time faculty/staft dedi-



cated primarily to theatre/drama.” Range:0-14;
mean=1.03, median=1, mode=1.

4. The census categories for race have changed
in this time, so that people can mark multiple
racial/ethnic categories.
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Theatre Finds a Way

Questions and some answers about the 2012 survey

BY JOHNNY SALDANA

IN THIS SHORT PIECE, I won’t attempt a thorough analyses of
Matt Omasta’s outstanding data collection and report of the-
atre education-related statistics. Instead, I'll focus on those
patterns and themes that stand out in his report, guided by
ethnographers Bonnie Stone Sunstein and Elizabeth Chiseri-
Strater’s three-question rubric for fieldwork: What intrigues
me? What surprises me? What disturbs me?

The data
Survey research standards have changed with the times, and
this study’s response and representation rate—approximately
10 percent—is nowadays considered excellent. According to
several social scientists, a minimum of two hundred survey re-
sponses is needed before researchers can even begin to gener-
alize their findings; this particular survey generated more than a
thousand responses, a solid base for statistical interpretation.
While T appreciate this survey’s attention to detail, I
would not put much stock in response rates by state: state
officials themselves could give teachers a better handle on
what’s happening regarding arts education. But aggregat-
ing these response rates by four major national regions is
an excellent way to pool the data and to spot trends, for
there’s much to be said about regional influence and affect
on school theatre programs. Geographic proximity—within
districts, states, even parts of the country—naturally leads
to certain commonalities.
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Moreover, the impulse to compare data state-to-state
might yield some interesting demographic information but
not much utility when it comes to theatre curriculum, pro-
duction, programming, and educational policy. As the saying
goes, “All politics is local,” and that’s certainly true of edu-
cational theatrical politics. Every teacher, every community,
every district funding decision is unique, and only a careful
study of all the local variables can tell you how the art might
fare (for now).

The programs

The respondents’ answers to the question, “Does your
school offer courses in theatre/drama for credit during the
regular school day?” didn’t surprise me, but I was struck by
a certain proportional model. We used to have the 20/80
rule, as in the adage that 20 percent of the people give

you 80 percent of the problems. It seems to me that break-
downs of 25/75, or even one-third to two-thirds, are becom-
ing more common, in all kinds of contexts, for all kinds of
reasons; you can see the phenomenon in census numbers
showing, for instance, the shrinking gap between what we
used to think of as “majority” and “minority” populations.
It's simply a pattern I noticed in these survey’s results, not a
precise or consistent finding—but it does suggest more com-
plexity out there and greater variability in the ways things
are done these days.



Looking at how theatre teachers per-
ceive their duties, I see a strong focus
on people and processes. 1t's no sur-
prise yet very comforting to note how
theatre teachers indeed make students
their first priority. It's what we do. At
the same time, we’re looking out for
our programs, making sure that infra-
structure will stand year after year, as
the load inevitably increases.

Like the dinosaurs in the film Juras-
sic Park (“Life finds a way...”), theatre
somehow manages to avoid extinction.
Look, for instance, at how lower per-
centages of theatre classes during the
school day, as reported in some areas
of the United States and more specifi-
cally in the Town and Rural categories,
tend to be compensated by higher
percentages of extracurricular play pro-
duction activity. Theatre finds a way in
these sites to survive. (Charter schools
seem to maintain an even percentage,
incidentally, while magnets soar in
both types of offerings.)

I'm a bit suspicious, though, of the
seemingly robust responses to the ques-
tion, “What percentage of the students
who attend your school take at least
one course in theatre/drama/the arts
(e.g. music, theatre, visual art, film,
or dance) during their enrollment?” I
wonder if some variable interpretations
might be at play here, but if these data
are accurate and suggest high participa-
tion in theatre courses, this is very good
news for our art form in the schools.

The teachers
This survey reinforces the truism that a
good teacher is a good teacher is a good
teacher. When it comes to the adminis-
trators’ minimum qualifications for hir-
ing theatre teachers, content knowledge
takes second place to general educa-
tional experience. I assume theatre teach-
ers would value their own qualifications
somewhat differently, perhaps putting
artistry first—but this finding supports my
own previous research on non-specialist
drama educators at the elementary level:
good teachers find a way to make good
theatre happen.

The faculty demographics reflect a
field that I call “alarmingly white”—not
as any slight against white people, but
because it is alarming how few people of

color are either pursuing theatre educa-
tion as a career or landing jobs. A look
back at the 1991 Teaching Theatre report
describes virtually the same demographic
profiles more than twenty years ago. Our
student ethnic distributions, however,
have changed greatly. College and uni-
versity programs need to mobilize and
recruit more future theatre teachers of
color. School districts also need to con-
sider how a more diverse workforce of
artist-educators can be employed. And
white theatre teachers must do more to
acquaint themselves with the canons of
dramatic literature from playwrights of
color—otherwise, as University of North
Texas teacher educator Lorenzo Garcia
wisely observed, students of color may
think, “If theatre’s not about me, then
maybe it’s not for me.”

The average number of years of
teaching experience (13.5 years mean
and 11 years median) speaks very well
to the retention of theatre faculty in
school programs, especially when you
consider conventional wisdom esti-
mates that approximately half of the
teaching force leaves after five years
in the profession. Teacher burnout is a
particular hazard among theatre educa-
tors, given the long hours they put into
their classes and play productions. So,
what keeps theatre teachers in their
jobs? Why do they stay? I assert (but
have no documented evidence to back
me up on this) that theatre teacher lon-
gevity has a lot to do with the nature
of the art form we teach each day that
feeds us in intrinsic ways. The pure,
raw humanity of what we venture into
keeps us alive and thriving. The oppor-
tunities for artistic expression through
play production feed our souls, and
the communities we establish with our
students and peers make us feel like
an important part of the tribe. When
people ask me why I teach theatre,

I'll often say, “Because I can’t imagine
myself doing anything else and being
happy.” T believe other theatre teachers
share this view, and that it gets them
through some bad days.

Given how much we share as theatre
educators, I am disappointed by the
low percentages of state and national
organization membership. But gener-
ally, the theatre teaching force appears

solidly well educated and committed to
professional development. In fact, that is
one of the most striking positive trends
I've noticed in my thirty-plus years as a
teacher educator: the field, thanks pri-
marily to EATA, has grown tremendous-
ly in terms of professional development,
networking, and conferencing. Theatre
teachers have enhanced their own ar-
tistic and educational professionalism.
They have found a way.

It was interesting for me to learn that
a fair number of theatre teachers backed
into the job, as it were—just as we have
students who enter theatre for a variety
of reasons, at various stages of their
lives. It’'s somewhat discomforting that
nearly half the teachers hold no state
certification in theatre, but I acknowl-
edge some U.S. states do not offer such
a credential, and some school adminis-
trators may not require theatre certifica-
tion for teaching the subject area.

Typically, only about half the cours-
es a theatre teacher teaches are in her
art form, which reinforces my earlier
suspicion about the accuracy of self-re-
porting the high percentage of students
in a school who take a theatre course.
(Who's teaching all those courses?)
Nevertheless, I am impressed with the
variety of course offerings related to
theatre and film. Technical theatre is
comparable to acting in importance,
and there is a significant rise in musical
theatre and film courses. From my own
university vantage point, looking down
the road at the kinds of opportuni-
ties awaiting future graduates, I would
advise a stronger emphasis at the high
school level on film appreciation and,
as resources permit, even more on film
and media production.

The shows
As in past surveys, the production
budget figures suggest that school the-
atre programs must sustain themselves
financially through ticket sales and
other earned income—a model, by the
way, that not many professional theatre
companies these days can follow. The
average stipends paid to teachers for
play production, though not exorbitant,
aren’t bad, either.

The production program repertoire
does not seem to have changed for fac-
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ulty directors since the 1991 Teaching
Theatre report: the standard school sea-
son includes one full-length play, one
musical, a one-act, a play for young
audiences, and a general assortment

of scenes throughout the academic
year. If this is an accurate average, it’s
a manageable yet still rigorous sched-
ule. But perhaps as no surprise, theatre
teachers devote a large number of
hours weekly to their jobs. Maybe it’s
part of the culture of theatre that we
cannot escape—or it's a call to work
smarter, not harder, perhaps handing
off more high-level responsibilities to
senior students.

When it comes to social issues in
play productions, I am not surprised to
see the statistical range of topics, or to
find The Laramie Project among those
productions most often raising red flags
of controversy in some school commu-
nities. But I hadn’t realized how many
high school theatre programs were
at least attempting to stage two very
sophisticated and challenging contem-
porary musicals, Urinetown and Rent,
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and often succeeding despite interfer-
ence. One of my own survey projects
found that former high school students
wished they’d had more opportuni-
ties during those years to tackle plays
dealing with important social issues.
The range of topics in this survey, from
bullying to sexual identity, attests to
theatre teachers’ credo that the student
comes first. The social issues addressed
in the plays we produce excites me:
we’'ve grown up as an art form at the
secondary-school level. Teachers have
become more brave and socially con-
scious (as have at least a few adminis-
trators, school boards, and parent orga-
nizations). It’s interesting to note that in
theatre classroom work, every issue is
still addressed, but at a higher percent-
age. Perhaps the safety, intimacy, and
relative privacy of the theatre class-
room permit that kind of exploration.

The big picture

So, theatre finds a way to survive—and
since 1991, we've not just survived, but
evolved in some significant ways. Four
major themes stand out to me from this
study:

First: theatre teachers need to em-
brace the new technology. We are no
longer just about live theatre; we are
also now about filmmaking and media
in all its forms.

Second: I think theatre teachers
could school the general education
field when it comes to sustainability,
adaptability, and longevity. We know
something they don’t. We have some-
thing they don’t. We should examine
our unique ways of doing things,
extract the best principles and prac-
tices for our non-theatre colleagues,
and offer them at pre- and in-service
professional development classes and
workshops.

Third: look at the elephants in the
room, particularly when it comes to
play production culture. Must the show
go on? Is bigger really better? What
else are we doing or taking for granted
as “givens” in our practice that might
be doing ourselves and the students
we serve more harm than good? What
new ways, what untried methods might
keep us thriving and growing as an art
form? I personally recommend more

applied theatre, devised theatre, and
theatre for social change.

And fourth: it’s ironic that more than
95 percent of theatre teachers identify
themselves as the primary assessors of
their coursework and productions, yet
only 28 percent of them feel they were
adequately prepared in their teacher
education to take on that role. Clearly,
theatre teacher education programs
need to address this gap, and more in-
service and professional development
programs are needed fill it. Though
a few national forums have focused
on arts and theatre assessment, and
we have some intriguing local models
that work well, we are still wrestling
with assessment dilemmas for our art
form. Perhaps it's time to commission
the experts from the wider education
field to offer guidance, and to assemble
the best practitioners from the EATA
membership to provide the rest of us
with specific and innovative assessment
ideas.

This 2012 survey of theatre educa-
tion was a massive undertaking. EATA,
Omasta, and the rest of the team de-
serve our congratulations for capturing
the state of our art in the schools. The-
atre’s presence is noticeable and influ-
ential for thousands of young people
every year, and those lessons will nev-
er be forgotten (see “Theatre Teachers
Matter,” about a study I co-authored
with Laura A. McCammon, in the Win-
ter 2012 issue of Teaching Theatre).

Despite the sometimes gloomy cli-
mate around us, when tight economic
times, education-bashing, and a tech-
nological revolution rattle the security
of what we do on stage, we're still
here, aren’t we? Every time some me-
dia-saturated drone describes theatre as
a dying art form, I smile and think to
myself: theatre finds a way.

Jobnny Saldania is a professor of theatre
at Arizona State University’s School of
Theatre and Film in the Herberger In-
stitute for Design and the Arts. He has
published a wide range of research ar-
ticles in such publications as Research
in Drama Education, Multicultural
Perspectives, Youth Theatre Journal,
Teaching Theatre, and Journal of Cur-
riculum and Pedagogy.






EDUCATIONAL THEATRE ASSOCIATION
2343 Auburn Avenue
Cincinnati, Ohio 45219-2815

Address service requested

Non-Profit
Organization
U.S. Postage
PAID
Cincinnati, Ohio
Permit No. 9101




