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Abstract 

 

 Connecting Theatre for Young Audiences and Community 

Engagement: Allowing the Issue of Bullying in Louis Sachar’s There’s a 

Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom to Ignite Dialogue and Inform Production 

 

Brian Carr Fahey, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Coleman A. Jennings 

 

This thesis presents a reflection on directing There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom 

by examining the relationship between the production and community engagement 

developed for it. It details the process of connecting theatre for young audiences (TYA) 

and community engagement and discusses how the project that resulted inspired a 

dialogue concerning bullying. This document addresses these questions: What is the 

relationship between TYA and community engagement and how can they be closely 

connected?  How can community engagement inform the production of a play for young 

audiences? This document explores how collaborative partnerships with student 

audiences and teachers inspired dialogue and influenced production choices. It discusses 

how participation in multiple community engagement activities resulted in a rich 

experience for both actors and audience. It includes a discussion about how the work 

might be translated outside of the university and concludes with reflective practices for 

connecting TYA and community engagement.  
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Chapter One: Social Issues in Theatre for Young Audiences 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
“I have a question for you. Why do you think Bradley bullied?” Dozens of hands 

fly up in an audience comprised of two hundred and fifty fourth and fifth grade students.  

One young student is invited to share her voice. “Sometimes when we don’t have friends 

we can get kind of mean and lonely” (“Post-Performance Talkback” 6 Oct.). Among her 

classmates there is a murmur of agreement.  

We are in the middle of a lively talkback during a special morning matinee 

performance of Louis Sachar’s play There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. In this 

talkback the audience has the opportunity to interact with the characters from the play. 

Bradley, the school bully and play’s protagonist, is standing center stage. The student 

audience has been asked to place Bradley on a spectrum of bullying, by way of a “bully-

o-meter,” with one end of the stage reserved for characters that bully a lot, and the other 

end reserved for characters that never or seldom bully. Today’s audience has placed 

Bradley in the middle. It was not an easy decision. The character of Mrs. Nathan, the 

strict and domineering school principal, was sent as far over on the “bully a lot” spectrum 

as she could go. Mrs. Chalkers, Bradley’s caring but naïve mother, was placed at the 

opposite end of the stage, almost as quickly as her name was called. Yet, with Bradley, 

the audience took their time, carefully placing him in the center. Over the course of the 
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ninety-minute performance we saw Bradley attack his classmates both physically and 

verbally, and repeatedly lie to his parents and teachers. We also experienced the 

emotional abuse his father inflicted upon him and we saw his classmates treat him, as one 

of them says, like a “monster from outer space” (Sachar 85). We’ve experienced the 

journey of the most hated and hate filled student in the fifth grade at Red Hill School. 

When the performance ended, and the students had an opportunity to place Bradley on 

this “bully-o-meter,” they put him in the middle. “What I’m hearing,” our talkback 

moderator continued, “is that when we understand why things are going wrong, perhaps 

we can understand why someone is being a bully, right?” (“Post-Performance Talkback” 

6 Oct.). 

Sachar’s play deals with bullying in many forms. Every one of the fifteen 

characters, from adults to children to stuffed animals, experiences bullying as either the 

victim or the aggressor, and often as both. When it was decided that I would direct the 

play as my graduate thesis project at The University of Texas at Austin, I knew that part 

of my job as director would be to inspire a dialogue concerning bullying. As I began to 

envision the production, I questioned: How could this conversation begin before the 

audience arrived at the theatre and how could it continue after the performances?  

In her 2005 article Put a Little Boal in Your Talkback, in American Theatre 

magazine, award-winning playwright Laurie Brooks offers ideas for post-performance 

discussions that aligned with my desire to engage audiences beyond production. In the 

article, Brooks outlines a talkback strategy that was first piloted at the Coterie Theatre, in 

Kansas City, Missouri in 2000, with the premiere of her play The Wrestling Season. In 
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the play, two high school wrestlers, Matt and Luke, are caught in destructive rumors 

about their sexuality. In the end, the question of their sexual orientation, among other 

issues, remains unresolved. In an attempt to allow the audience to process the questions 

they were left with at the play’s closure, Brooks fashioned a talkback that asked the 

audience to rank each character’s behavior in the play from most objectionable to least 

objectionable. Brooks explains that, “As audience members offer differing viewpoints, 

the eight characters are ranked and re-ranked along a line of responsibility formed on 

stage. The facilitator gives the characters a chance to respond to audience opinions 

regarding their behavior, both positive and negative” (58). Excited by the adaptability of 

Brooks’ format, and by the way in which it invited the audience to exchange ideas about 

the issues in the play, I began to imagine how this format could be translated to a young 

audience with our production of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. The “bully-o-

meter” strategy we utilized in post-performance discussions was just one way in which 

Brooks’ idea of allowing a young audience the opportunity for “deep engagement” 

translated to our work (Brooks 60). 

Creating an opportunity for deep engagement, as Brooks posits, meant to build a 

“bridge between the performance and the audience, offering a fresh, alternative form of 

entertainment for audience members of all ages that transported them beyond the role of 

spectator” (60). The artists involved with There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom valued 

community engagement as much as they valued the creation of a dynamic production. By 

involving an extensive community engagement component from the beginning, we were 

able to extend the scope of the production beyond performance. The engagement team 
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consisted of four dramaturgs and myself. Together we designed a plan that included pre-

production workshops, a student/teacher resource guide and pre-production DVD, a 

student-actor pen pal exchange, an interactive lobby display, a Family Day event for 

university families, and a post-performance talkback that occurred after every 

performance. 

 It was my goal to explore how community engagement and traditional theatre for 

young audiences (TYA) could be closely connected. As I approached the production I 

questioned: What is the relationship between TYA and community engagement and how 

can they be closely connected? How can community engagement inform the production 

of a play for young audiences? How can community engagement and TYA enhance the 

other? I have chosen to use the term “community engagement” as it best captures the 

scope and focus of the work designed to accompany the production. For the purposes of 

this project, “community” is defined as the Austin area elementary school students who 

saw the production and “engaged” in the various educational elements throughout the 

process.  

Although in many ways the term “education outreach” is more widely used, this 

term can be problematic. Within the profession of theatre for young audiences (TYA) 

there has been debate about this term as to whether it implies a negative power dynamic 

between those facilitating the outreach and those receiving it. In her article Educational 

Outreach and Ideology, or, Why Do We Do What We Do? TYA scholar Manon Van de 

Water discusses the implications of the term “outreach.” She says: 
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By “reaching out” we are assuming the position that “we” have something that 
“they” have not, but that they want (and is “good” for them.) Implicitly or 
explicitly we are positioning ourselves as the authority and the audience as the 
Other, eager to consume the ethical universals we offer through our artistic and 
educational endeavors. (20) 

 
With an attempt to disrupt this power dynamic, I have deliberately chosen to use the term 

“community engagement.” Furthermore, because education was a main component of our 

project and not in addition to or outside of the production, “outreach” is not an 

appropriate description for the work. 

 In designing the community engagement we sought ways in which the experience 

could be reciprocal for both the students we were targeting and the dramaturgs charged 

with facilitating the experience. How could the pre-production workshops be 

dramaturgical in nature? How could we honor the fact that the students are experts in 

what it means to be in fifth grade? What could the actors learn from elementary school 

students? How could we prepare the students for seeing the production by starting a 

dialogue about bullying before they entered the theatre? These questions were at the 

forefront when the community engagement was designed and executed. 

There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, like The Wrestling Season deals with 

important social issues, specifically the issue of bullying. The play lends itself to 

community engagement because the issue of bullying is at the forefront of the 

relationships between characters in the play. This issue is never resolved and thus the 

audience is left questioning the representations of bullying on stage and their own 

relationship to the issue. Approaching the project, I knew that bullying was one way to 
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connect community engagement to the production. A dialogue concerning bullying 

would benefit the audience and allow the production team to delve deeper into the world 

of the play. 

 In this document I address the process of directing There’s a Boy in the Girls’ 

Bathroom by examining the relationship between the production and community 

engagement. In the first chapter I place There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom in the 

context of the canon of TYA that deals with social issues while discussing Louis Sachar 

as a playwright concerned with creating complicated and truthful characters for young 

audiences. The conclusion of chapter one will include an analysis of Sachar’s script and 

provide an introduction to the subsequent chapters that support the central thesis 

argument that connecting TYA and community engagement brought about a rich 

experience for the audience and the artists involved with There’s a Boy in the Girls’ 

Bathroom.  

THE EVOLUTION OF SOCIAL ISSUES IN THEATRE FOR YOUNG 
AUDIENCES 

Ever since the theatre for children and young people began in this country, 
producers have been bemoaning the scarcity of scripts suitable for audiences who 
have passed beyond the age of interest in adventure stories of the classic tradition. 
There was a gap in the repertoire, and everyone saw it. Most existing plays suited 
the younger set well enough. But after age twelve, the young person, entering a 
period of important discoveries about life, rejected most material that was 
intended to keep him or her interested in theatrical fare. Some were content to 
play a wait-and-see game. Some, in their frustration, turned to inappropriate adult 
plays, found them beyond their comprehension, and lost interest entirely. Many 
others didn’t even try. They simply assumed the theatre held nothing for them…  
         - Jed H. Davis 
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 When Davis wrote the above in the forward to Professor Coleman A. Jennings 

anthology, Theatre for Youth: Twelve Plays with Mature Themes, it was 1986 and 

playwrights working in TYA had begun to deal with more complicated social issues in 

their plays and invited their audiences to face these issues in the theatre. This was in 

sharp contrast to the origins of theatre for young audiences at the beginning of the 

century. In order to understand how TYA evolved into an art form that frequently 

inspires discussion about important social issues it is necessary to discuss how TYA itself 

has evolved over the past century.  

 When TYA began to emerge as a practice distinct from adult theatre in this 

country in the late 1800s and early 1900s the majority of plays produced were adaptations 

of classic fairy tales and plays promoting “American values” (Bedard 7). Much of the 

work was presented in settlement houses and community centers in urban cities such as 

New York, Chicago and Boston, often with child performers. In rare instances larger 

professional productions appeared on Broadway and in other New York theatres, such as 

Frances H. Burnett’s Little Lord Fautleroy (1888), considered “the first professional play 

designed for children” in the U.S. and J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan (1905) (Bedard 7). With 

the formation of The Association of Junior Leagues of America (AJLA) in 1921, 

children’s plays began to be presented across the country. Many Junior Leagues held 

contests for new children’s plays and by 1947 the AJLA was publishing manuscripts in 

mimeographed form. But, as Roger Bedard addresses in Dramatic Literature For 

Children: A Century in Review, because the focus of the plays that grew out of the AJLA 

was on children’s-theatre-as-social-work and not artistry, and because the plays were 
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required to feature small casts with little technical elements, few works of note developed 

during the early years of the AJLA (14-15).  

 Two major figures in TYA emerged when Charlotte Chorpenning began writing 

children’s plays for Winifred Ward’s Evanston Children’s Theatre in Illinois in 1928. At 

the time Winifred Ward was supervisor of creative dramatics in the Evanston Public 

Schools. Through her pioneering work in creative drama and education, Ward created a 

lasting legacy in the field of TYA. In 1944 she helped launch the Children’s Theatre 

Conference, a division of the American Educational Theatre Association, which is now 

known as the American Alliance for Theatre and Education (AATE), a networking 

organization for TYA theatre artists and educators. After initial collaborations with Ward, 

Charlotte Chorpenning went on to write over forty’s children’s plays for Chicago’s 

Goodman Theatre, most of them adaptations of popular folktales. Like the AJLA plays of 

the same period Chorpenning’s work had “explicit moralistic values, ” although unlike 

the Junior League plays her work often called for elaborate production values and proved 

far more complicated than the Junior League’s “simple fairy plays” (Bedard 18-19). 

Chorpenning wrote for children until her death in 1955, and her plays were widely 

produced by educational institutions and professional theatres throughout most of the 

twentieth century, with many still being produced today. 

 Several of the current leading professional children’s theatres in the U.S. were 

started by the Junior League including Nashville Children’s Theatre in Tennessee (1931), 

Lexington Children’s Theatre in Kentucky (1938), and Omaha Theatre Company for 

Young People in Nebraska (1949). These theatres, along with many that emerged in the 
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1960s and 1970s (such as The Children’s Theatre Company of Minneapolis, the Metro 

Theater Company in St. Louis, and Seattle Children’s Theatre), created a national 

reputation producing popular children’s stories for the stage.  

 As the social climate of the country changed in the 1960s, so too did the attitude 

towards children and what was acceptable for them to encounter on the stage. Several 

important plays were created during the end of the twentieth century that allowed 

children to face, rather than avoid, important issues such as “death and dying, 

adolescence, maturation, sexuality, and divorce” (Jennings, “Mature Themes” 1). Notable 

from this group because of their boldness and the innovative way they deal with 

important social issues is Arthur Fauquez’s Reynard the Fox (1962), Suzan Zeder’s Step 

on a Crack (1974), Aurand Harris’s The Arkansaw Bear (1980), David Saar’s The Yellow 

Boat (1993) and Louis Sachar’s There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom (1991). While 

these plays are not the only scripts developed toward the end of the century that dealt 

with issues of social importance, these four plays, along with Sachar’s, are some of the 

most popular and celebrated in the field of TYA. In order to understand Sachar’s place in 

the canon of TYA that deals with social issues, it is valuable to briefly discuss selected 

plays from the canon that came before and influenced the development of thematic and 

issue driven TYA. I have selected these plays based on their innovation and lasting 

impact on the field of TYA.  
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PLACING THERE’S A BOY IN THE GIRLS’ BATHROOM IN THE CANON OF 
TYA PLAYS 
 
Reynard the Fox 

 In the plays of Charlotte Chorpenning good and evil are distinctly defined. The 

protagonist and play’s hero is rewarded and evil is almost surely punished. This was also 

the trend of the early Junior League plays and of the fairytales and folklore on which they 

were based. With Belgian playwright Arthur Fauquez’s dramatization of the classic rogue 

hero story in 1962’s Reynard the Fox, everything changed. In Fauquez’s play we meet 

Reynard, a loveable conniving fox who tricks, deceives and downright abuses the animals 

of his forest. Using the animal fable archetype popular with the Junior League plays 

Fauquez creates a satire on human greed and hypocrisy. Discussing its importance, 

Bedard writes: 

Reynard operates as a rogue hero: he lives on the fringes of acceptable moral 
behavior, but his sense of exuberance, his cleverness, and his insights into human 
behavior transcend his lack of scruples. When the other animals fail to capture 
Reynard in the end, the audience happily cheers his escape, but remains reticent to 
argue in his defense. Reynard is sometimes cynical, sometimes untruthful, and 
sometimes mean: but he is always lifelike and believable. Unlike many rogue 
characters in literature, Fauquez provides little justification in the play for 
Reynard’s antisocial behavior. Fauquez thus creates a lifelike world, not an 
idealized one. (283) 

 
Is it possible to trace Sachar’s humanization of the school bully in There’s a Boy in the 

Girls’ Bathroom back to Fauquez’s realistic treatment of the rogue hero? Perhaps not. 

However with Reynard the Fox, championed in the field by leading children’s theatre 

publisher Sara Spencer, TYA showed children that good doesn’t always conquer all and 

the child audience was left to question where their sympathies lie and to examine why. 
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The idea of allowing the child audience to leave questioning and discussing their 

opinions was radical for the time and Fauquez’s play was initially criticized by parents 

and teachers who objected to the frank depiction of an anti-hero. He broke new ground in 

TYA and his influence can be seen in the work of the playwrights who followed. 

Step on a Crack 

 Suzan Zeder’s play about a ten-year-old girl named Ellie dealing with her father’s 

remarriage and adjusting to life with her new stepmother, first appeared in production in 

1974. Writing in her doctoral dissertation in 1978 Zeder says: 

There were many things that I was uncomfortable with in the way a lot of people 
were depicting children. Once I began a systematic investigation, I discovered 
that, in the vast majority of scripts for young audiences, child characters are 
passive, dependent, oversimplified and usually fall into sex-role stereotypes. 
Rarely do they have conflicting inner motivations – wanting two or more things at 
the same time that are diametrically opposed. Even more rarely do any decisions 
they make have any effect on the outcome of the plot, even if they are ostensibly 
the play’s protagonist. (qtd in Davis, “Mature Themes” xvii)  
 

Throughout her career Zeder has crafted child characters that are multidimensional. In the 

character of Ellie, TYA had a child protagonist who could be both deeply hurt and 

hurtful, generous and playful. Zeder created a realistic portrayal of an unconventional 

family formed after the death of one of its members, showing both its dysfunction and 

development. With this landmark play Zeder illustrated how TYA could open a dialogue 

with its audience. Rather than preach the moral, Zeder encouraged audiences to discover 

it for themselves, outside of the theatre, and to continue the conversation long after the 

curtain fell. In the play’s final moments we see the beginning of Ellie accepting her new 

stepmother Lucille’s place in the family, but the audience is left to decide how this future 



 12 

relationship will develop. In Sachar’s character of Bradley Chalkers there are hints of 

Ellie. We see similarities in the imaginative worlds both Bradley and Ellie created in 

order to cope with the reality of their life. As an audience we are deeply invested in these 

characters, even through their complicated characterization. 

The Arkansaw Bear 

 Up until 1979 renowned playwright Aurand Harris had written plays for young 

audiences that primarily explored the genres of melodrama, comedy, and musical theatre 

with Androcles and the Lion (1964), Rags to Riches (1966), Yankee Doodle (1975) and A 

Toby Show (1977). In The Arkansaw Bear (1980), however, Harris gave young audiences 

a play that deals with death in a serious manner. Though themes of death were not new to 

TYA, plays of the twentieth century that dealt with death and dying for young audiences 

had “fantasy world protagonists and heightened melodramatic forms” that “distract the 

audience from personalizing the seriousness of the situations” (Bedard 524). Death was 

reversible in early stage adaptations of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and other 

fables, or it was a fate exclusive to immoral characters such as Rumpelstilskin. Often in 

death, evil characters melted, exploded or vanishing into thin air. In The Arkansaw Bear, 

however, the seriousness of death is portrayed through the central character of Tish, a 

young girl faced with the impending passing of her grandfather. When her mother and 

aunt tell her that she cannot visit her grandfather’s deathbed, Tish runs away, retreating 

into a fantasy world. There she meets Star Bright, a talking star who grants her wish to 

understand why her grandfather must die. Discussing the play’s plot and moral center 

Jennings, writes:  
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Just after Star Bright… [Tish] encounters a fleeing bear, the World’s Greatest 
Dancing Bear, who is being chased by the Great Ringmaster. Knowing his life is 
nearly over and fearful of death, the old bear realizes that passing on his dances to 
a Little Bear will extend life into the next generation. Seeing the old bear teach 
the youngster, Tish understands that she, too, can continue her grandfather’s 
legacy. All people and animals are part of a great circle of life; each generation 
teaches the next. In the final scene, it is Tish, rather than the bereft adults of her 
family, who can accept her loving grandfather’s death. (Jennings, “Audience & 
Literature”) 

 
In Harris’ play we have a child character that teaches the adult characters an important 

life lesson: the ability for those we’ve lost to live on in memory. Similarly, in Sachar’s 

play it is Bradley and the other children that help educate the adult characters. Sachar, 

like Harris and Zeder, gives agency and complexity to the child characters he creates.  

The Yellow Boat  

 Though The Yellow Boat was first produced two years after There’s a Boy in the 

Girls’ Bathroom premiered at the Seattle Children’s Theatre, discussing these plays 

together provides an overview of the landscape of TYA in the early 1990s and a way to 

see how far TYA has evolved in the past century. There has rarely been a play that has 

made such a lasting impact on the field of TYA than David Saar’s heartbreaking story 

based on the life of his son Benjamin who contracted HIV through a routine blood 

transfusion to treat his hemophilia, and died from AIDS in 1987. Tracing Benjamin’s life 

from his birth to the moment of his death, The Yellow Boat is told in fragmented yet fluid 

scenes that blend metaphoric styles with sharp realism. Bedard writes: 

The Yellow Boat follows Benjamin’s journey, through the prejudices of neighbors 
and schools, the indignities of medical procedures, to his inevitable death, all the 
while celebrating the resilient spirit of this young protagonist. The play also 
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depicts the effect of Benjamin’s journey on his family, his friends, and the 
medical community with whom he comes in contact. (603) 

 
In the same year that The Yellow Boat premiered at Childsplay in Tempe, Arizona, Tony 

Kushner’s Angels in America opened on Broadway. Just as Tony Kushner’s Pulitzer 

Prize wining play captures the attitude of Americans in the mid 1980s towards the onset 

of the AIDS virus, so to does The Yellow Boat capture the ignorance and fear that 

surrounded the epidemic when the world struggled with how to educate young people 

about AIDS. As Bedard says, “Amidst a sparse tradition of serious work in the field, 

Saar’s play bravely introduced the subject of AIDS to child audiences at a time when 

even many adult communities still could not address the subject in a rational manner” 

(602). Saar illustrated with great effectiveness that TYA can be the appropriate medium 

for young people to confront major social issues such as AIDS. At the same time Sachar 

was dramatizing his novel that dealt with bullying in an equally frank and realistic way.    

The State of the Profession 

 To place There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom in the canon of TYA plays that 

came before it and to discuss it with those developed in the same period is to gain 

perspective on the evolution of TYA. While both the early Junior League plays and the 

TYA plays of the later twentieth century were largely issue driven, TYA has grown 

exponentially in style and form. In early plays, the moral took center stage. In later plays, 

the moral was woven into the story through the creation of fully realized characters and 

plotlines.  Playwrights such as Fauquez, Zeder, Saar and Sachar have helped to transform 

TYA into a nationally respected field. In 2004 TIME magazine published an article by 
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Richard Zoglin about children’s theatre in America called Setting a New Stage for Kids: 

From Fresh Productions of Old Favorites to Plays with a Social Message, Children's 

Theatre is Rapidly Growing Up. Zoglin says: 

Children’s theatre - or theatre for young audiences, to use the politically correct 
term - is growing up. Once a place where community actors donned bright plaid 
costumes to act our fairy tales for little tykes, it has become a haven for some of 
the most committed and creative theatre in the country. (34-35) 

 
Today TYA is home to some of the country’s most challenging, innovated and respected 

theatre. Plays like There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom have presented young audiences 

with important social issues, such as school bullying, and invited them to create a 

dialogue around those issues. In order to better understand the following chapters dealing 

with the production and its discussion of bullying, a plot summary and play analysis is 

subsequently provided. 

DISCUSSING THE PLAY  

 
 When I first encountered Louis Sachar’s play adaptation of his popular children’s 

novel of the same name I was searching for a third title to submit to the Season Selection 

Committee in the Department of Theatre and Dance at The University of Texas at Austin 

for consideration in the upcoming 2009-2010 main-stage season. I had two titles already: 

Y York’s Afternoon of the Elves, based on the children’s novel by Janet Taylor Lisle, and 

John Olive’s Sideways Stories from Wayside School, adapted from the novels of Louis 

Sachar. These two plays are worlds apart in style and story, but for me both represent 
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well-structured and complicated child characters. Knowing the group of actors I would 

cast from would be undergraduate theatre and dance majors, I wanted a play that would 

give them an opportunity to play young characters that are often closer in age than the 

older adult characters they are frequently asked to portray. In my search for a third title, I 

turned to an anthology of plays from Seattle Children’s Theatre and intrigued by the title 

of the play, starting reading There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. After years of reading 

and producing plays I am a fickle reader. If a script does not immediately catch my 

attention I usually toss it aside, and rarely return to it. With There’s a Boy in the Girls’ 

Bathroom I sat enthralled reading the play from beginning to end in one sitting. I was 

immediately struck by the honest depiction of Sachar’s child characters and by how the 

issue of bullying was woven into the story – in both highly comedic and seriously 

poignant ways. Soon after reading it, the play became number one on my list of plays 

submitted for consideration to the Season Selection Committee. Though I had no 

inclination of the role community engagement would play in the project, I was attracted 

to the play because of the potential it had for leaving the audience questioning their own 

relationship to the issue of bullying.  

Plot 

 There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom tells the story of Bradley Chalkers, the 

oldest student in the fifth grade, who is both the biggest bully in Red Hill School and 

arguably the student who is most bullied by his classmates. Spanning a few months in 

Bradley’s life, the play moves from his school to his home, changing location frequently. 

Bradley doesn’t get along with anyone in his life including his teachers, classmates, and 
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parents. He initiates fights with other students, slacks off in class and lies to his mother 

and father. In school he wears the label of “bully” with pride. While his academic failure 

is the joke of his classmates, his teachers simply tolerate him – quick to scold him when 

something goes wrong. Bradley’s mother has good intentions but lets her son take 

advantage of her naïveté. Bradley’s father makes an effort to communicate but his 

attempts often involve negative reinforcement. Beneath Bradley’s tough exterior lies a 

thoughtful young man struggling to make a connection with his family and school 

community. To cope, Bradley retreats into an imagined world where he is the smartest 

and bravest student in the fifth grade. Bradley plays out his fantasies of heroism with his 

stuffed animals that spring to life when Bradley is alone. Ronnie the Rabbit, 

Bartholomew the Bear, Turtle and Goose represent Bradley’s ideal world and often echo 

the questions that plague his mind: “How can a monster stop being a monster if everyone 

treats you like a monster?” (Sachar 91).  

 When a new fifth grade student, Jeff Fishkin, arrives from Washington, D.C. 

Bradley unexpectedly finds a new friend. When Jeff accidentally wanders into the girls’ 

bathroom on his way to see the new school counselor, the entire school finds out, hence 

the play’s title. Bradley, thinking Jeff’s visit to the girls’ room was purposeful and that 

this new student is his rebellious equal, befriends Jeff.  

 Early in the play, Bradley is sent to see the new school counselor named Carla 

Davis, and the series of interactions between Bradley and Carla become the core of the 

play. Carla is the antithesis of the other adult characters. She listens to her students and 

doesn’t condescend to them the way her adult colleagues do. She insists that they call her 
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by her first name, rather than Ms. Davis. In her room “there are no rules” and “everyone 

thinks for himself” (Sachar 70). Carla treats Bradley like no one has ever treated him. She 

doesn’t overreact to his stubbornness and responds to his outlandish lies as if they were 

the truth, knowing of course, that they aren’t. At the same time she challenges him and 

invites him to think about himself as someone capable of change. The witty but 

meaningful dialogue between these two characters represents the strongest of Sachar’s 

writing. He based the character of Carla Davis on his wife, Carla, who, like the character 

she inspired, was an elementary school counselor.  

 In the middle of the play a scene on the school playground has disastrous 

consequences for Bradley. In an attempt to impress Jeff, Bradley teases his female 

classmates: the loudmouth Lori, the tough Melinda and shy Colleen, who has developed 

an adolescent “crush” on Jeff. When he initiates a physical fight with Melinda, she fights 

back, pushing Bradley into the mud. Fuming, Bradley retaliates by stomping on 

Melinda’s foot. Instinctively, Melinda punches him in the eye. With the arrival of 

Bradley’s mother the children scatter, leaving Bradley sobbing on the ground. When Mrs. 

Chalkers asks Bradley who punched him he lies and tells her it was Jeff, embarrassed to 

confess that he was “beat up” by a girl. A few days later word gets out at school that Jeff 

gave Bradley the black eye. The popular fifth grade boys, basketball players Brian and 

Robbie, take it upon themselves to invite Jeff into their clique, impressed that Jeff had the 

audacity to take on Bradley. Soon Jeff has a complete character change, going from the 

shy awkward boy that Colleen had a crush on to another mean popular jock. An 

encounter with Lori, Melinda, and Colleen ends with Jeff telling the girls to “shut up” 
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(Sachar 93). Melinda responds by giving Jeff a black eye to match Bradley’s. And similar 

to Bradley placing the blame on Jeff, Jeff tells everyone at school that Bradley was the 

one who punched him. Although neither boy reveals the true source of their black eyes 

except to one another, they eventually reclaim their friendship.  

 With Carla’s help Bradley ultimately learns to open up and reform his bullying 

ways with his parents and classmates. Carla is also instrumental in Jeff and Colleen 

forgiving and befriending each other. In the end, however, Carla’s radical approach to 

counseling is called into question by Mrs. Nathan, the school principal, and Carla is fired. 

Bradley must maintain his social standing without the help of Carla. As a parting gift, 

Bradley gives Carla his beloved stuffed animal Ronnie, and the audience takes pleasure 

in knowing that Bradley has changed for the better. 

Analysis 

 The novel of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, published in 1987, was the 

first major success for Sachar, winning over a dozen accolades including the Texas 

Bluebonnet Award. Since its publication, Sachar has written multiple stories in the 

Wayside School series, as well as the novel, stage, and film adaptations of Holes, among 

others. The stage adaptation of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, also penned by 

Sachar, premiered at Seattle Children’s Theatre (SCT) in 1991 and was directed by SCT 

Artistic Director Linda Hartzell. Much of the dialogue from the play is taken directly 

from Sachar’s novel, although there are a few differences between the novel and play 

versions. In the novel, Bradley’s collection of chipped miniature figurines spring to life in 

his imagination, while in the stage version they have been changed to stuffed animals to 
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allow for the use of puppetry and in a consideration of theatrical scale. The stage version 

is missing the character of Claudia, Bradley’s older sister who frequently appears in the 

novel, tormenting her younger brother. In many ways the stage version of Mr. Chalkers, 

Bradley’s father, functions as Claudia does in the novel, highlighting Bradley’s 

insecurities and teasing his son. In the novel Mr. Chalkers is a retired police officer that 

was shot in the leg in the line of duty and subsequently works a desk job. Although this 

detail is hinted at in the play, it is not explicitly stated. Apart from these exceptions 

Sachar remained faithful to his source material. 

 Aside from the stuffed animals that come to life, activated by Bradley’s 

imagination, the play is highly realistic. Like the novel, the play is told in a series of short 

scenes that change locations frequently, moving from the hallways and bathrooms of Red 

Hill School to Carla’s office, Bradley’s classroom, and his bedroom. The rapid shift of 

location keeps the pacing and energy moving throughout, with most scenes playing under 

five minutes. We often join conversations that are already in progress, and while one 

scene occurs in the hallway, the lights may shift instantly to highlight the action in 

Carla’s office. This provided a major design challenge for the production, and is 

discussed in detail in Chapter Two. 

 As a playwright, Sachar is highly prescriptive, writing passages indicating the 

character’s emotional state along with specific blocking, as in this exchange from early in 

the play: 

BRADLEY: Jeff! 
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JEFF: (Jeff looks around for a teacher or someone to save him. He’s scared of 
Bradley but tries to sound brave.) Just leave me alone, Bradley! I don’t have any 
more money and even if I did I wouldn’t give it to you. (65) 

 
Or in this exchange between Bradley and his mother: 
 

MRS CHALKERS: No homework?  

BRADLEY: Finished it all at school. Call Mrs. Ebbel if you don't believe me. 

MRS. CHALKERS (Stares at her son. She doesn't believe him, but it's easier to 
pretend she does) Well, good. See? You do your work at school, and you have 
plenty of time to play. Not like last year, right? (She asks hopefully, almost 
praying.) (60) 

 
However, despite the descriptiveness of his writing, Sachar remains highly flexible 

concerning the number of actors to be used in production. The premiere at SCT was 

performed with eleven actors, doubling many of the adult characters and puppets. Our 

production utilized fifteen.  

 While the child characters, all of them fifth grade students, are complicated and 

multi-dimensional, the adult characters are one dimensional, borderline caricatures, with 

the exception of Carla Davis. This is arguably purposeful. Sachar has reserved the agency 

and intelligence in the story for his child characters. While most of the adults never 

change, Bradley, Jeff, and the rest of children learn, grow, and evolve, ending the play as 

very different people than they were in the beginning. It is especially meaningful for 

child audiences to see characters like themselves on stage; characters that have complete 

ownership and authority over their choices and actions. It makes the moments where 

power is challenged, and there are several in Sachar’s play, much more exciting for the 

audience.  
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 Though it was written in 1991, Sachar instructs that the play be set in 

contemporary America. Even after sixteen years it has maintained all of the qualities that 

made it a relevant story upon the novel’s publication in 1987. Sachar’s characters and 

dialogue are timeless. He perfectly captures the rhythm and particular qualities of the way 

fifth grade students communicate, as well as “their frequent re-definitions of friends and 

enemies” (Jennings, “Audience & Literature”). School bullying remains a problem in 

America’s schools. The National Youth Violence Prevention Resource Center reports, 

“almost 30% of youth in the United States (or over 5.7 million) are estimated to be 

involved in bullying as either a bully, a target of bullying, or both” (Safe Youth website). 

The journey that Bradley Chalkers undergoes was the perfect catalyst for beginning a 

dialogue about bullying with youth and There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom lent itself 

to community engagement that deepens the conversation.  

THE DEVELOPMENT OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN TYA 

 
 The process of engaging communities is often linked to the practices of 

dramaturgy, the study of a given play including “its author, content, style, and 

interpretive possibilities, together with its historical, theatrical, and intellectual 

background” (Cardullo 5). While dramaturgy itself can be traced back to 1765, and the 

work of German theologian, playwright and critic Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the 

beginnings of modern dramaturgy, as it has come to be defined in this country, took 

shape in the 1960s and 1970s with the emergence of regional theatres and the 

development of dramaturgical studies at institutions such as the Yale School of Drama 
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and the University of California at San Diego (Cardullo 8). While many dramaturgs serve 

more traditional functions in preparing (and often interpreting) play texts and providing 

historical context for directors and actors, a major part of a dramaturg’s duties include 

educating the audience. This “education” can take many forms but generally includes the 

preparation of program notes, the leading of post performance discussions, and the 

writing of study guides for schools and groups (Cardullo 4). In professional TYA 

companies and regional theatres throughout the U.S. such duties are frequently the 

responsibility of the education or outreach director (also referred to as the community 

engagement coordinator/director) and his or her team. While the term community 

engagement is relatively new to the field, educational outreach practices have long been 

associated with theatre for young audiences.  

 The origins of the practice of education and outreach in TYA are harder to trace 

than the roots of modern dramaturgy, but eventually such practices became standard in 

many professional and university TYA companies. As TYA began to explore 

complicated social issues with its plays it followed logically that many theatres created 

opportunities to explore these issues in and out of the theatre. As Laurie Brooks 

demonstrated in the development of her talkback model, as TYA approaches the 

exploration of more complicated issues (such as sexuality, bullying, and disease) we can 

offset the challenges of dealing with these issues by involving more engaged practices in 

outreach.  
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 In his introduction to Seattle Children’s Theatre’s anthology, Six Plays for Young 

Audiences, a collection that includes There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, John Dillon, 

Director of Theatre at Sarah Lawrence College, says: 

The point, I think, is that young audiences can absorb challenging material if the 
people preparing it care about the material… The world can be a scary place and 
theater that tries to deny that doesn’t really help, anymore than entertainments that 
flow with mindless violence do. Yes, there are frightening things out there but 
watching young people on stage working through them, learning how to cope 
with them through love, courage, and honesty can only help prepare our new 
generations for the world we’re leaving them. (x)  

 
Sachar’s story about the lonely, isolated and ultimately triumphant Bradley Chalkers 

provided us with the opportunity to hold a mirror to young audiences and allow them to 

see themselves upon the stage. It is with the idea of inspiring a conversation about 

Bradley that our project began.  

 In this document I will discuss the ways in which connecting community 

engagement to the process of creating theatre for young audiences brought about a rich 

experience for both the artists involved with and the audience for There’s a Boy in the 

Girls’ Bathroom. I will identify moments where the issue of school bullying allowed us 

to inspire dialogue with the community. In Chapter Two I will discuss the process of 

directing the play while simultaneously overseeing the community engagement 

component of the project, reflecting on how community engagement informed the 

production. In Chapter Three I will assess the audience reaction through talkbacks, 

student letters and selected interviews with teachers who brought students to see the 

production. Chapter Four will situate the project within a larger context, discussing how 
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the work with community engagement and TYA might translate to the larger field. I 

conclude with recommendations for the profession and offer reflective practices based on 

my experience researching, creating and directing community-engaged theatre for youth.  
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Chapter Two: Addressing School Bullying: Connecting Production and 
Community Engagement 

 

Dear There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom Cast, 
4th grade is ok. Sometimes you feel like you hate it and don’t want to go, but other 

 times you feel really excited and can’t wait to go. 4th grade is like a book. There 
 are some parts you don’t like and other parts you love. 

From Jo 
Ps: I’m a girl (letter to the cast) 
 

 
  Jo wrote the above letter in response to the question, “What should adults know 

about life in fourth or fifth grade?” asked of her during a pre-production workshop at 

Davis Elementary School in Austin, Texas, weeks before her class attended a 

performance of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. The simple yet profound thoughts 

that Jo offered the cast prove typical of the many responses generated during the pre-

production workshops. Through dozens of letters, the students at Davis spoke about what 

it means to be an elementary school student dealing with bullying, offering valuable 

insights that were then taken back to the cast.  

 The design of the workshop was intentionally reciprocal as well as dramaturgical. 

In order to prepare the students to see the production we wanted to introduce the story 

and characters, as well as the theme of bullying, but we also wanted to use the students as 

experts and invite them to serve a dramaturgical function in our production. Since the 

cast was charged with the task of truthfully representing fifth grade students, we wanted 

to engage with the very audience we sought to represent. With this in mind, we asked the 

students: What should the actors know in order to create truthful characters? The 
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responses were surprising, amusing and moving. The ideas offered by our young 

collaborators helped the cast of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom to create realistic 

and multi dimensional characters. The process of articulating their ideas also brought 

students deeper into the themes of the play. This pre-production workshop exemplified 

the goals of the project: to connect production and community engagement, because it 

addressed the objectives of both.  

 To connect the play’s world of Red Hill School to our elementary school age 

audience we needed to create a world on stage that spoke to them. The community 

engagement component became one way we connected the play to our audience, but we 

also made effort through specific production choices. We incorporated a design concept 

into the production that aimed to address the unique style of Austin elementary schools 

and the clothing of Austin youth. In casting we created an ensemble of actors that 

mirrored the cultural diversity of Austin’s elementary schools.  

 Working with a team of dramaturgs, we sought to create community engagement 

opportunities that would influence production choices and also introduce the students to 

the theme of bullying in order to prepare them for the production. In this chapter I will 

discuss the process of directing There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom as I worked to 

connect production and community engagement and establish a cohesive, focused 

project. Throughout the chapter I will identify moments where this was achieved as well 

as moments where it was not. I will trace the work of the production from establishing a 

directing approach until the final rehearsals in order to articulate the choices we made to 

engage community in active dialogue.  
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DEFINING AN APPROACH TO DIRECTING THE PLAY 
  
 Louis Sachar begins his dramatization of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom 

with a scene familiar to any audience that is, or ever was, a fifth grade student.   

A classroom. Seven desks are in a row. They are, from front to back respectively, 
the desks of Colleen, Lori, Melinda, Robbie, Brian, Jeff and Bradley. Bradley’s 
desk is a mess. When the scene opens, all the children except Jeff are on stage. 
They are seen briefly horsing around before class. Bradley is not part of the 
horseplay. He is a loner. If he interacts at all with the other kids, it is as a bully. 
Mrs. Ebbel enters, and everyone knocks off the horseplay. (57) 

 
With a brief interlude Sachar captures the angst and ethos of what it means to be in fifth 

grade: cherishing those brief moments in the morning before class with your friends, 

horsing around behind the teachers back, or feeling separate from the popular crowd. 

Though it is the only instance where Sachar uses the word “bully” in the script, a word 

that is never spoken on stage, these simple stage directions speak volumes about Bradley 

and his relationship with his classmates. This scene provided me with an entry point into 

the play, as I knew this world from my own childhood. Reading it triggered immediate 

sense memories, as I wrote about in a production journal entry dated August 17, 2009, 

two days before rehearsal began. I wrote in the production journal throughout the early 

stages of the project in order to articulate moments where I connected to the play. In this 

entry I recall my own fifth grade experience in class with my teacher, Ms. Lamar. 

Fifth grade with Ms. Lamar. The sweet and stale smell of her room. The clutter of 
my desk, with papers jammed into the slot underneath. Showing off for my 
friends, desperate for their attention and acceptance. The walls filled with posters 
and graded papers that Ms. Lamar dotted with stickers. In she walks and we all 
snap to attention. (Fahey, journal entry) 
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 I did not have to travel far to be connected to Sachar’s world. Nostalgia is a 

powerful emotion and in the early stages of the project I explored how it connected me to 

the play. I thought a lot about the characters in Sachar’s story. I asked myself: Where are 

the similarities between the experience of the students in the fictional world of Red Hill 

School and my own experience as a fifth grade student at Duxbury Elementary School, in 

Duxbury, Massachusetts? I realized that part of the reason I was attracted to the play was 

because I empathized with these characters, Bradley in particular. I recognized myself in 

the way Bradley interacts with his classmates, friends, and parents. I empathized with the 

way he guards his emotions, as I did in fifth grade.  

 As the play forced me to recall moments from my own experience growing up I 

began to consider the way that empathy provided an entry point into the play. While I 

have frequently empathized with characters in past productions I have directed, it has 

never been my immediate entry point. Celebrated theatre artist Ann Bogart defines 

empathy as the “ability to identify and understand another person’s situation or to transfer 

your own feelings and emotions to them” (Bogart 65). If empathy was my entry point 

into the play, could this also be the entry point for the audience? What would they gain 

from empathizing with Bradley? Does empathizing with Bradley, who is both a bully and 

bullied himself, bring about a deeper understanding about the issue? Speaking about the 

way empathy provides understanding for complex characters, Bogart continues: 

The most renowned plays written in the past hundred-plus years are praised for 
their capacity to stimulate an audience’s empathy for the characters and their 
situations. When Hedda Gabler picks up a gun, for example, we thrill at her 
insane courage and identify with the necessity for her act. This identification is 
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empathy. We reach outside of ourselves toward understanding and appreciation 
for the actions of others. We see ourselves reflected in other humans, other 
situations, places, and eras. I believe that the capacity to empathize is a positive 
and creative act. It stems from a very deep and sacred human need to commune 
with the world through the imagination. (66) 

 
If the goal of the production was to inspire dialogue, could empathy for Bradley produce 

a dynamic discussion where audiences look at the issue from multiple perspectives? 

Bogart argues that empathy allows an audience to identify with characters and their 

situations. In this sense we begin to understand others in a more complex manner. This 

aligns with my goals for the production: to allow audiences to identify with Bradley, 

question the reasons behind his actions, and connect the play to their own lives. For me, 

empathy resulted in an identification and understanding of Bradley, despite all of the 

cruel things that he does to others. My own empathy for him, my understanding of his 

complex characterization, my exploration of empathy as a directing approach, and my 

desire to engage the actors in an exploration of empathy stemmed from own experience 

with bullying in elementary school. 

 Similar to Bradley, in fifth grade I was on the verge of a major transition in my 

adolescent life. Up until that point I had been friends with the popular crowd, but as the 

school year began and we all turned ten, my popularity began to wane. I was never 

particularly good at, or interested in sports, and so I watched as my friends began to form 

their identity around football or soccer, joining private leagues and systematically putting 

up a wall between us. Trying to hold onto common interests I joined the after school 

athletics club, where twice a week we played games in the school gymnasium during 

afternoon hours. In one particular session I found myself as one of the last men standing 
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during a heated game of Bombardment, an aggressive variation on dodgeball. The game 

is quite simple.  Two teams line up on either end of the gymnasium with a row of rubber 

balls in the middle. When the whistle is blown you run to the center, grab as many balls 

as you can, and pelt them at the opposite team in hopes of tagging them out. Eventually 

players are eliminated until there remains only one on a given team, and on this particular 

afternoon I was in this very situation. With my friends cheering me from the sidelines, I 

dodged the balls being hurled left and right, waiting for the perfect opportunity to launch 

an assault on my singular opponent. Narrowly avoiding contact with the balls being 

thrown in my direction, my right foot stepped upon another ball lying on the ground. My 

foot twisted and I fell hard, breaking my ankle on the growth plate. After a trip to the 

emergency room I received a walking cast and thereby ended my fifth grade athletic 

career. 

 Back at school the nurse insisted that I use a wheelchair, even though I was able 

to walk on my cast. What was initially the envy of my friends became a burden, as my 

wheelchair slowed down the class as we moved throughout the day. One trip to art class 

took particularly long, and to try and make light of the situation I joked with my friends, 

imitating the paraplegic athletes we had all seen win the Boston Marathon, my arms 

raised high as we entered the art room. Ms. Lamar snapped at me, the first time I had ever 

been scolded by her, and I was immediately crushed. As art class got underway I excused 

myself and walked the wheelchair back to her classroom. With tears in my eyes I told her 

I wasn’t going to use it anymore. Seeing how upset I was, she apologized, and my long 

cry afterwards was cathartic in the way only an adolescent crying fit can be. After that 
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day I cared less about what my popular friends thought of me and by sixth grade I had a 

new set of less popular, but infinitely more interesting friends. At some point the boys 

who had once been my friends began to tease me in the halls. I was the target of their 

negative attention simply because I had lost interest in sports and popularity, what they 

had come to accept as social norms, and embraced theatre and creativity, what they 

regarded as abnormal and freakish. 

 Almost everyone can identify moments where others bullied them in elementary 

school, and I am certainly no exception. When I began to work on There’s a Boy in the 

Girls’ Bathroom I immediately identified with Bradley’s isolation and loneliness. Did I 

ever feel like the most hated student in the fifth grade, as Bradley does? Probably not. But 

I can relate to Bradley in the way that he endures the teasing of others, and in his search 

for a connection to his world at school. I wanted the audience to see themselves upon the 

stage in the way that I recognized myself in Sachar’s characters when I first read the 

script. My goal was to craft a production where the audience would empathize with 

Bradley but also question the motivations behind his actions both destructive and 

ultimately healing.  

 Jed H. Davis and Mary Jane Evans offer that complex identification with the 

characters they see on stage is necessary for young people: 

Unless a child’s cognitive capacities are sufficiently developed so that he sees 
himself in the person of a character in the play, unless that character exhibits 
some traits he sees in himself, unless that character arouses in him an emotional 
sympathy through a shared problem or interest, unless the character exemplifies 
something of the child’s aspirations and visions of his ideal self, there is likely to 
be little interest in the play. (48) 
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Yet as I approached the start of rehearsals I realized that creating empathy and connection 

for the audience could not be the only goals of the production. Empathizing with Bradley 

and the difficult situations he faces, specifically loneliness, his isolation, and a tendency 

towards violence could bring young audiences to a sensitive and emotional place. It 

certainly did for me. Therefore in addition to creating moments of connection and 

empathy, I became committed to creating an opportunity for community engagement 

where students could process their experience of seeing the play. Beyond empathizing 

with the problem of bullying through Bradley’s experience, how could young audiences 

consider ways to address the problems that Bradley faced? 

 Bogart, Evans and Davis speak to the power in crafting productions where 

audiences see themselves reflected in the characters on stage. My directing approach 

centered on the idea of creating these moments of connection and empathy, which I 

hoped would then ignite active dialogue within the audience. In addressing more standard 

directing goals such as storytelling and visual composition, I made choices through a lens 

of empathy. I entered rehearsals with the goal of creating moments of connection, but this 

production goal first came to fruition during design meetings with the production team. In 

these meetings we indentified the desire for connection and empathy as the goal to create 

an “authentic” production. To achieve authenticity the production team and actors 

approached each element of the play, from design to execution, holistically, questioning 

how every element could combine to create a production that spoke to its audience and 

inspired dialogue. 
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DESIGNING THE AUTHENTIC WORLD OF THE PLAY 

 
 The meaning of the word “authentic” and how it applied to our production was 

discussed at great length in early meetings with the design team for There’s a Boy in the 

Girls’ Bathroom, which included Set Designer Ilana Marks, Costume Designer Alee 

Franklin-Willis, Lighting Designer Anne McMeeking, and Sound Designer Taylor Kirk. 

When we began meeting we talked only about the play. I asked the creative team: What 

resonates with you in this play? What excites you about this story? Often the response to 

these questions included a discussion concerning the characters. Inevitably the 

conversation would drift, and the designers talked about their lives growing up, offering 

personal anecdotes about seminal moments from their childhood. At first these frequent 

conversations seemed off topic and I felt pressured to return to the task at hand: 

solidifying the design elements of the production. Eventually, however, I realized that 

with these anecdotes we were discussing shared experiences. If our goal was authenticity, 

then sharing universal experiences about fifth grade was exactly how we were to 

approach the design of our production. 

 As a team we decided that creating an “authentic production” meant finding 

moments of connection in the play where our experiences as fifth graders aligned with 

the experiences of our fifth grade Austin audience. In order to inspire moments of 

connection we decided that the production would be set in contemporary Austin. If we 

wanted to communicate with our audience we needed to speak their language. Our early 

research was spent familiarizing ourselves with the world of today’s fifth grade students. 
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Set Designer Ilana Marks began researching current architecture styles seen in Austin 

elementary schools. To our weekly design meetings she brought photographs of 

elementary school hallways lined with lockers and catalogue pictures that illustrated the 

latest trends in children’s bedroom furniture, as both the school and home space are 

central locations of the play. Marks researched the design of stuffed animals extensively, 

as she worked to design puppets that were functional yet maintained the worn and well-

loved qualities we admire about our favorite childhood stuffed animals. She also 

researched the drawings of children so that the hand drawn projected images that were 

used to establish locations would have an authentic quality (see appendices.) Lighting 

Designer Anne McMeeking shared pictures of classroom spaces filled with bright 

florescent lights and sunny playground locales that addressed shadow and texture. 

Costume Designer Alee Franklin-Willis researched the type of clothing popular with 

elementary school students, as she worked to design an aesthetic that would differentiate 

the adult and child characters.  

 The design team sought to create a world that captured the excitement of 

adolescence, while avoiding the trap of over complicating the design of the play. Often 

TYA productions involve fantastical design elements and exaggerated costumes that 

compliment the heightened reality inherent in some plays for youth. Iconic designers 

such as Irene Corey received national attention for the design of fantasy in TYA 

productions such as Reynard the Fox and The Great Cross Country Race, both designs 

cementing the reputation of Corey and the touring company The Everyman Players in the 

late 1950s and early 1960s. Yet There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom is a very different 
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play. An elaborate fantastical design might distance audiences rather than invite them 

into the realistic and non-elaborate world of the play. There was a particular energy to the 

spaces and clothing that the designers were referencing. How could we capture that 

energy in our production yet maintain a tone that felt realistic? A frequent topic of 

conversations was our desire to achieve a design that was classic and iconic yet modern 

and innovative. 

 In the search to achieve these qualities in our design we turned to the work of 

Maurice Sendak as his work demonstrates an ability to use classic colors to achieve 

energy and whimsy in grounded but exciting ways. His illustrations for In the Night 

Kitchen feature primary colors: blues, reds, and browns, in muted but vibrant tones. The 

Sendak palette influenced the colors of the costumes as well as the design for the 

checkered schoolroom floor that featured prominently in the set design (see appendices.)  

 In order to create a fluid and unified production we had to overcome one major 

challenge to Sachar’s script: the frequent and radical shifting of location. Sachar 

addresses this challenge in the published version of the play. He says: 

Though there are many scene changes, it is best if this can be done fluidly, with 
someone always on stage and without blackouts… For the original performance 
[at Seattle Children’s Theatre] three sets were on stage at all times. [Representing 
Bradley’s bedroom, Carla’s office, and the school bathrooms.] Each set had a 
floor and two-half walls. These sets were on locking rollers, so that when they 
weren’t in use, their backs to the audience, they fit together forming what 
appeared to be a solid jagged wall, on which a mural was painted. Most of the 
time however, the sets were staggered, so that the spaces between the sets 
suggested hallways and doors. (55) 
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For our production, the design concept that Sachar outlines would not work as we were 

performing on a thrust stage, and the use of sliding wall units would partially obstruct the 

view of the audience. Additionally, with a modest production budget designing large 

traveling units was not possible. Therefore, we started by designing the bare essentials. 

 As a team, we established what key items and ideas in the script could be used as 

a basis for developing set pieces. The icon of the student desk became important as it 

immediately established location. As Marks began to design the desks we realized that 

they could be used to form other locations including the hallways of Red Hill School and 

the table in Carla’s office. In order for the desks to move and morph easily, wheels were 

added to provide mobility and fluidity during scene shifts. Bradley’s bed proved another 

essential item as it provided an anchor to the scenes in his bedroom as well as a space to 

hide the puppeteers. Scenes that occurred without set elements established location 

through the aid of illustrated digital projections. The boys’ bathroom, for example, was 

illustrated with a urinal and sink, and when outside on the playground a sky and chain 

link fence appeared.  

 Satisfied with the fluidity of the set design we approached the sound design 

asking how it could forward the momentum during the frequent transitions. Sound 

Designer Taylor Kirk and I discussed the critical role that music would play in the 

production, heard exclusively in the transitional moments in order to engage audiences 

through transitions. We wanted a simple design: snippets of melody that would evolve 

over time and a beat to energize scene shifts. For the audience, Kirk’s design provided an 

entry point into the mood of a scene or a way to enhance the action of another. Music 
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provided a way to continue the storytelling in the scene shifts, rather than interrupt the 

flow of the production.  

 In discussing the ideal components of a successful design team for TYA, 

playwright and director David Wood says: 

Every member of the production team should have an appreciation of the child’s 
world of humour, colour, and imagination, and relish the chance to be a part of it. 
Their attitude to the work should reflect a freshness of ideas as well as a level of 
excitement at the opportunity to produce high-quality work for children, 
especially at the thought that they have the chance to introduce a new generation 
to the unique experience of theatre-going. (155-156) 

 
Clearly our production team understood and appreciated the humor, color, and texture of 

Bradley’s world. Approaching the design seeking authenticity was one way to achieve 

the freshness of ideas that Wood speaks of. Yet in our desire to craft an authentic 

production that was specific to our Austin audience we initially neglected to consider 

how the production could address a broader, universal truth. Ultimately, however, this is 

what we achieved. No one on the creative team was native to Austin, or Texas. We were 

crafting a production set in Austin, but it was through different geographic lenses and 

influenced by experiences unlike those of our audience. We carried those experiences 

into the design of the production in multiple ways. 

 One example is with the tiled floor that served as the main element of Marks’ set. 

Marks was meticulous about creating a design reminiscent of local elementary school 

architecture. During technical rehearsals the production team and cast commented on the 

ability of the tiled floor to instantly anchor the school location. During performances 

numerous audience members echoed these comments, speaking about how the tile design 
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reminded them of their elementary school. Perhaps this truth speaks more to the 

universality of Sachar’s story and setting then our particular production. Still, in a sense 

our search for authenticity forced us to look at specificity. In this specificity we attempted 

to address universal truth. By the time the production began rehearsals I was satisfied that 

we had created a design that was exciting, functional, and most importantly, authentic. 

CREATING A DIVERSE ENSEMBLE OF ACTORS 

 
 In casting the production I attempted to create a culturally diverse ensemble that 

reflected the diversity of the Austin elementary students who would comprise the 

majority of our audience. As we approached casting I was apprehensive about competing 

for actors with the directors casting The Trojan Women and Pride and Prejudice from the 

same group of actors. However, when we entered casting sessions I was relieved to 

discover that we were all looking for different qualities in the actors. While the other 

directors were looking for a heightened sense of reality in their performers and the ability 

to maintain period style, I was looking to cast an ensemble that could meet the demands 

of playing contemporary and complex ten-year-old characters with honesty, vigor and 

respect. In her book Drama and Diversity, Sharon Grady says, “Now more than ever 

there is a need for a pluralistic perspective in our drama and theatre work. By this I mean 

a more in-depth understanding of and respect for the identity locations that mark us as 

different from one another” (xiii). How could I approach the casting of There’s a Boy in 

the Girls’ Bathroom embodying a pluralistic perspective? This meant intentionally 
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creating an ensemble that was diverse in multiple ways: in ethnicity, age, gender, and 

ability.   

 My search for diversity in the cast led to an exciting collaboration with Talleri 

McRae, my colleague at The University of Texas at Austin. A few weeks before I entered 

casting, McRae discussed the possibility of having our thesis work relate. McRae, a 

scholar and actor with a physical disability, was crafting her thesis around an examination 

of children’s perceptions of disability in theatre for young audiences. With There’s a Boy 

in the Girls’ Bathroom she had an opportunity to conduct action research, which would 

involve playing a character in the production and processing the experience of seeing an 

actor with a disability on stage with a select group of young audience members. 

Immediately I was intrigued. What role would McRae play that suited her as an actor 

with a disability? In discussions we were drawn to the character of Melinda, a student at 

Red Hill School who physically assaults Bradley and Jeff. In addressing the 

dramaturgical possibilities that were created by casting an actor with a disability in the 

role of Melinda, McRae says: 

Using my body, which moves differently than many actors young people see on 
stage, to portray a strong, confident character like Melinda, opens the door to the 
unexpected. Conversations about difference and creativity are possible between 
artists, adults, and young audiences. (McRae, personal interview) 

 
Once we decided that McRae would play Melinda I began to consider the dramaturgical 

possibilities of casting other actors of difference, and in particular actors of color. I knew 

that I wanted diversity within the cast, but discussions with McRae helped me determine 

that we should pursue color conscious casting. Throughout our casting and production 
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process, we considered how representations of diversity in the cast might inspire 

conversations with our audience. 

 To aid in my understanding about the practices of color conscious casting, McRae 

directed my attention to The Non-Traditional Casting Project, a non-profit organization 

founded in 1986 by a group of artists concerned about problems of racism and exclusion 

in the arts. Part of the work of The Non-Traditional Casting Project involved the 

publication of a book, Beyond Tradition, in which they make the distinctions between 

“conceptual casting” and “blind casting” (ix). In conceptual casting, “an actor 

representing a disenfranchised group is cast in a role to give it greater resonance” (ix). In 

this type of casting consideration is given to how diversity enhances a production 

dramaturgically. This is in contrast to blind casting where “performers are cast without 

regard to race, gender, or physical disability.” In this type of casting roles are cast without 

the consideration of dramaturgical influence (ix). 

 Like many university theatre programs there is a considerable lack of diversity 

among the undergraduate theatre majors in the Department of Theatre and Dance at The 

University of Texas at Austin. In addition to the small number of actors of color there is a 

disproportionate ratio of female to male students. In conversations the directors of The 

Trojan Women and Pride and Prejudice also expressed a desire to include diversity in 

their casts. Therefore I needed to articulate the importance of representing difference in 

theatre for young audiences during our casting sessions. Sharon Grady offers that by 

embodying pluralism we can begin to serve diverse young audiences to engage them in 

active dialogue about representing identity on stage: 
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By embodying the practice of diversity – which involves self-consciously 
interrogating our own identity locations (including race, social class, gender, 
ability, and sexual orientation) and heightening our context sensitivity as we 
attend to the complex identities of our students and our audiences – I believe we 
will be able to more confidently respond to diversity in the young people we find 
ourselves working with. Further, as we continue to create learning opportunities 
through drama work, our new understandings will usefully inform discussions of 
how diversity is represented or erased in a variety of venues. This kind of literacy 
is invaluable in our increasingly diverse world. (17) 
 

 Grady’s ideas inspired the thoughtful inclusion of diversity when I cast the 

production, but in rehearsals I struggled to create opportunities for the actors to have the 

sort of candid conversations about diversity that Grady encourages. How could a 

conversation concerning how diversity served our audiences occur organically rather than 

force the issue with the cast. How could I articulate the importance of representing 

diversity in TYA to the cast? These are issues I am still grappling with.  

 Although I am satisfied with the representation of diversity in the cast of There’s 

Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, I cannot accurately identify how this influenced audience 

engagement. Among the cast of fifteen we had one actor of disability, one African 

American actor, one Asian American actor, one Polynesian American actor, and one 

Mexican American actor, with the remainder of the cast indentifying as able-bodied 

Caucasian Americans. The cast ranged in age from nineteen to thirty-five, included seven 

men and eight women, two graduate students and thirteen undergraduates. While I 

witnessed this diversity reflected in our audience, I am still left questioning how diversity 

played into our desire to build connections with our audience, to inspire empathy, and to 

promote a dialogue concerning bullying.  
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 I trust that the ability of audiences to make connections with the characters on 

stage was influenced by the cultural and physical diversity of the cast, though I did not 

study the affects of this theory as it relates to the production. I believe there is great 

power in the ability of young audiences to see actors like themselves on stage. I also 

believe that the diversity of the cast allowed us to shift expectations about what a bully 

looks like, particularly in the casting of McRae as Melinda. Yet, in the desire to create 

dialogue with our audience about bullying I neglected to inspire a discussion with our 

cast about how diversity is a part of this dialogue. 

  I aimed to create a space where our diversity as well as our commonalities could 

be celebrated in early rehearsals and throughout the process, as I sought to create a 

community among the cast. As rehearsals progressed, however, I became aware of my 

own reluctance to have candid conversations with the ensemble about how diversity is 

often erased or ignored in theatre, as Grady posits. These conversations are difficult to 

facilitate. While in casting meetings I acknowledged my own agenda of representing 

diversity, I was less vocal about this agenda with the cast. Regretfully, I waited for the 

conversation to be instigated by the ensemble. As I think about the process of creating a 

diverse ensemble, I realize the need for a transparent and reflective practice. What would 

we have gained as an ensemble if I had initiated a conversation about the production’s 

representation of diversity? The experience of community building, as well as the 

dramaturgical possibilities and tensions that diversity brought to the production are 

discussed in later sections that detail the rehearsal process.   



 44 

DEVELOPING COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT  

 
  The community engagement component of the production was central to our 

work in that it expanded the scope of the production beyond the theatre, allowed us to 

address the issue of school bullying with our audience, and created opportunities for 

dialogue about this issue. Fortunately, I had a team that was as passionate as me about 

inspiring a dialogue concerning the issue of school bullying. Our community engagement 

efforts as defined by the project team, involved classroom visits, printed and media based 

outreach materials, and talkback sessions. Specifically, the community engagement 

programming included a production resource guide, pre-production DVD, pre-production 

workshops, an actor-student pen pal exchange, an interactive lobby display, and post-

performance talkbacks. 

  When the community engagement team began to meet formally we had little 

knowledge of the important role that community engagement would play in the project, 

we simply knew that the issue of bullying was ever present in Sachar’s script and we felt 

an obligation to address it in the work. The community engagement team included Talleri 

McRae and Pierce Purselley, who also served as actors in the production, McRae playing 

the role of Melinda and Purselley portraying the puppets Turtle and Goose. Also included 

were Nikki Valdez, an undergraduate student and Anne McNamee, a graduate student. 

Our earliest planning was around the pre-production workshops that occurred over two 

days in residence at Davis Elementary School and involved McRae and I working with 

the entire fourth and fifth grade student body, all of whom attended a performance of the 
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play. The workshops were designed to create a space for active dialogue for the students 

concerning the issue of school bullying. As we began to plan, we concluded that this 

form of active dialogue that was at the center of our pre-production work needed to be 

infused into all aspects of our community engagement. Every component of the work 

needed to extend the scope of the play and deepen the experience for our young 

audiences.  

 In planning the community engagement with the intention of creating dialogue I 

turned to the work of the national non-profit organization, Americans for the Arts 

because part of their mission is to inspire dialogue through art. They offer a program 

called Animating Democracy, which views art as a stimulus for civic participation and as 

a space for engagement. They define dialogue as “Two or more parties with differing 

viewpoints working toward common understanding in an open-ended, most often, face-

to-face format” (“Potent Roles” 1). They believe that in dialogue: 

Multiple and possibly conflicting perspectives are included rather than prompting 
a single point of view. Empathy and understanding are prompted. Assumptions 
are brought out into the open. Suspension of judgment is encouraged in order to 
foster understanding and break obstacles. Equality among participants is 
established to honor all voices and help build trust and safety for deep dialogue. 
(“Potent Roles” 7) 

 
The views of Animating Democracy parallel many of the beliefs that inspired and shaped 

the community engagement component of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. 

Dialogue became the avenue through which we sought to understand the problem of 

school bullying, inspire empathy, and explore the multiple ways the play could be used as 

a catalyst for conversation and action.  
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Resource Guide 

 As the resource guide was the first encounter many students had with the story of 

There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, it provided us an opportunity to engage with young 

audience members immediately, to begin a dialogue concerning bullying prior to entering 

the theatre space, and a way to continue the discussions after audiences had left. Beyond 

introducing audiences to the characters in the play it asked students to share their 

thoughts on bullying by asking questions about characters in the play:  Why do they 

make certain choices? How could those characters have made different choices? The 

resource guide connected production and community engagement because it used the 

play as a platform to address bullying in students’ own lives in addition to discussing 

how bullying is present in the world of the play.  

 The practice of developing study, student, teacher, or resource guides to 

accompany productions of TYA is standard within the profession. As McRae and I 

undertook the task of designing the guide we were unsure of the direction it would take, 

but we knew what we did not want it to be. In our research we encountered numerous 

ineffective and meaningless guides. If we were going to spend the considerable amount 

of time it would take to design the guide, it had to be engaging, content driven, relevant 

and user friendly. We decided the guide would be interactive, for the students, and 

distributed prior to their viewing of the production. As we sought to address major 

themes in the play, it was important that the guide be content driven and include activities 

for the students.  
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 Because Bradley serves as the entry point into the world of the play it was logical 

that he should provide the introduction to the guide. We began with a page containing 

renderings of the fourteen characters with captions for each. These captions were 

comments about the characters, some negative, appearing to have been hand written by 

Bradley. Next to Melinda the caption read, “Watch out! She’s tough!” and next to Jeff it 

read “Says HI to everyone!” (Fahey and McRae 1). Immediately the reader is drawn into 

the world of the play through Bradley’s comments. In order to inspire empathy with the 

character of Bradley we first need to understand the reasons behind his choices. The 

character page introduced readers to Bradley and his relationships with others. It asked 

students to question: Why does he feel animosity towards other characters? Why, for 

example, does he think his teacher is “totally clueless?” (Fahey and McRae 1).  

 Elsewhere the guide further addresses the characters and various plotlines. In the 

middle pages the guide provides an introduction to the themes of the play, as the students 

question what it means to be a “friend,” “enemy,” and “bully.” The final two pages are to 

be utilized after viewing the production, as the students are asked to give advice to the 

characters of Bradley, Carla, and Jeff. On the last page space is provided to write letters 

to the cast and crew. The students are asked to question whether characters have changed 

at the end of the play and if they view their relationships at school any differently after 

seeing the play. An evaluation of the student letters is included in Chapter Three. The 

complete resource guide is included in the appendices on page 128.  
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Pre-Production DVD 

 To accompany the resource guide, and to further encourage audiences to become 

engaged with the story of the play and the themes of bullying, Dramaturg Nikki Valdez 

designed and created a pre-production DVD that was distributed to teachers to share with 

their classes prior to attending the performance. The DVD provided an opportunity to 

introduce the There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom company in advance so that by the 

time the students entered the theatre they had a sense of what they were about to 

experience, moments to look forward to, and hopefully questions they wanted answered. 

Running approximately twenty minutes in length, it includes interviews with designers, 

technicians, actors and myself, with rehearsal and performance footage interspersed 

throughout.  

 Having cameras at rehearsals documenting the process made us constantly aware 

of our audience and helped us to stay focused. In personal interviews Nikki Valdez posed 

questions to the cast that asked them to consider the meaning of the play. “What do you 

hope the audience will leave with?” she asked. At the end of the DVD, Jon Cook, who 

played Bradley Chalkers, responds to that question. He offers: 

I hope that everyone will seek to understand individuals that they know or that 
they are surrounded by. There will always be people different from us but deep 
down they are human. Everyone is a human. Hopefully through this production 
people will realize themselves and realize others. I think that’s the point of all 
theatre. (Jon Cook, DVD interview) 
 

Cooks’ response identifies goals of the production: to inspire audiences to think about 

how they interact with others, specifically how they can celebrate difference and stop 
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bullying behavior. In addition to posing these questions to the audience, the DVD 

provided an opportunity for members of the cast and crew to articulate what they wanted 

others to get out of the production. It helped us to make connections with the audience 

because it showed them that the creative team was dealing with some of the same issues 

that the production addresses.  

 
Pre-Production Workshops  

 In her 1967 article “Improvisation” legendary educator and drama scholar 

Dorothy Heathcoate says: 

Dramatic improvisation is concerned with what we discover for ourselves… when 
we place ourselves in a human situation containing some element of desperation.  
Very simply it means putting yourself into other people’s shoes and, by using 
personal experience to help you to understand their point of view, you may 
discover more than you knew when you started. (44) 

 
Our pre-production workshops, facilitated for the fourth and fifth grade students at Davis 

Elementary School, were inspired by Heathcoate’s idea of dramatic improvisation. The 

dramatic frame of the workshops asked students to participate as characters in the story, 

stepping into the “shoes” of others. By taking on roles we wanted students to identify 

what bullying is, why people bully, and how they can address the issue in their own 

school. Because the pre-production workshops centered on the experience of bullying 

through its effects on characters in the story it addressed our goal of establishing 

empathy. In the workshop we aimed to connect the experience of the characters to the 

lives of our student participants.  
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 The first activity was a variation on the game “Defender,” created by Augusto 

Boal in his work with Theatre of the Oppressed. We began by inviting students to begin 

moving about the space, asking them to make no physical contact. “As you move about 

the space you are to select someone in the room without revealing to anyone else who 

that person is,” I told the class. “Your first task is to move as far away from that person as 

you can.” Suddenly we asked the students to “freeze.” “Some characters in the play want 

to be as far away from their classmates as possible. Now, we are going into the world of 

the play to think about why the characters might want to stay away from each other.” 

 As McRae scribed answers the students suggested a myriad of reasons. The first 

few responses were generally passive and polite. Students offered, “Maybe they like 

personal space;” “Maybe they don’t know the other person or they did something 

embarrassing;” and “Maybe they secretly like each other.” Eventually the suggestions 

became active and aggressive and one student led with, “Maybe the other person is 

weird,” while other students said, “mean” and “stupid.” In all nine workshops the 

students eventually arrived at the idea of bullying. “Maybe the other person is making fun 

of them,” one student shared. “Maybe they are being picked on,” said another. At this 

point we stopped and initiated a conversation about what words we call someone who is 

“picking on” others. Up to this point we had not used the word “bully.” When we 

designed the workshop we were interested if “bully” was a word that students used, or if 

it was a term adults used to label behavior. In each workshop “bully” was the first word 

proposed by the students. 
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 Next we asked them to continue moving about the space, participating in the 

exercise as if they were characters separate from, but similar to themselves. Asking 

students to embody characters provided the distance to be able to talk about instances of 

bullying without touching upon personal experiences. “As you continue to move about 

the space, imagine that the person you are trying to get away from is also a character in 

the play. Now, I’d like you respond physically and emotionally to the idea that this 

character revealed a secret that you told them in confidence” What followed was a series 

of statements that increased the level of intensity for the characters. “This character 

cheated on a test by copying your character’s answers.” “This character stole a dollar 

from you.” 

 Throughout this early exercise McRae participated along with the students. As 

they physicalized their ideas we began to “freeze” the action and read the bodies frozen 

in tableau, using the describe, analyze, and relate method of inquiry. “What do you see 

Talleri’s body doing?” “What is she doing with her arms?” “Where is her focus?” “What 

are some words that might describe what she is feeling?” “If the character Talleri is 

playing could speak right now, what would she say?” Processing the images in this 

manner asked students to identify the effects of bullying physically as well as 

emotionally.  

 After processing McRae’s image we moved onto the final statement. “The 

character you are trying to stay away from gave you a black eye.” At this point we 

“froze” one half of the room and then the other, allowing the students to examine the 

images their classmates had created. In general the responses were thoughtful and 
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creative. Students physicalized both the bully and the student being bullied. The 

inclination to make classmates laugh by suggestion outrageous or cartoonish violence 

disappeared when asked, “Is this a realistic image of a fifth grade student involved in 

bullying?” 

 By subsequently introducing the plot of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, 

students identified that the statements we read were inspired by events in the play. Here 

they connected the “in role” moments of the workshop, where they created characters 

affected by bullying, to the experiences of the characters in the play. Several participants 

in each class had read the book and we initially struggled to facilitate the lesson in a way 

that did not favor either those that were familiar with the book or those that were not. By 

honoring every idea presented regardless of whether it was inspired by the story, we 

found a balance.  

 After providing an introduction to the play and the character of Bradley we 

focused our attention on Melinda, as McRae’s participation provided an opportunity to 

analyze her character in depth. “In the play,” McRae began, “the character of Bradley is 

labeled as the school bully, but he is also a character who is bullied himself. Another 

example of a bully is Melinda, who fights with both Bradley and Jeff, the new kid in 

school. When she punches Bradley and Jeff she is defending her friends Colleen and 

Lori.” McRae then led the students through a “role-on-the-wall” (Neelands and Goode 

22) exercise for the character of Melinda. We asked students why Melinda might have 

given black eyes to both Bradley and Jeff. “Why did she feel the need to defend her 
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friends?” “What might be the consequences of her actions and what might she be feeling 

as a result?”  

 As responses were generated we wrote them on a large figure drawing of 

Melinda. Her feelings, such as “nervous,” “guilty,” and “proud,” were written inside the 

outline of her body. The outside forces that contributed to her feelings, such as “standing 

up for herself and her friends,” or “the moment she punched Bradley and Jeff” were 

written on the outside. This exercise allowed us to analyze the character of Melinda, her 

actions and the consequences she might face because of them. 

 After this “role-on-the-wall” exercise we offered the students the opportunity to 

“hotseat” the character of Melinda to ask her questions about the reasons behind her 

actions. The drama technique hotseating puts a character “on the spot” as they improvise 

answers to questions posed of them in role. Author and educator Jeffrey Wilhelm says: 

Hotseating brings text, characters, and authors, ideas, forces, or topics to life. 
Students can become, see, and relate to character; they can hear their worlds, feel 
their presence, sense their emotions, [and] become part of the text. [It] supports 
student exploration of subjects – of a character’s unspoken experiences in the 
past, present, and future. It also helps students understand the human dimension 
of various issues and dilemmas. (83)  

 
The students continued to participate under the imaginary circumstances that they were 

Melinda’s classmates. We created a moment of crisis for Melinda. “Let’s imagine that 

Melinda is sitting outside of the principal’s office because she gave both Jeff and Bradley 

black eyes,” I explained. “Before the principle arrives Melinda needs your advice. We’ll 

allow you to ask her a few questions. Then she has questions she’d like to ask you.” 

Before McRae stepped into the role of Melinda we generated questions the students 
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would want to ask: “Why did you do it?” “What did they do to you?” “Did it hurt?” “Was 

it really necessary?” “Did you tell your parents yet?” “Why was punching them in the 

face your first instinct?” “Did it make you feel good?” “How do your friends feel?” “Do 

you regret what you did now that principle has found out?” “Would you do it again?”  

 The candid conversation that followed was exciting and active. Wilhelm posits 

that one of the benefits of hotseating is its ability to aid in “inferential, elaborate, and 

analytical thinking as students fill in the gaps and consider how characters might respond 

to situations outside of the text” (83). Indeed the scene at the principle’s office never 

occurs in the book or play version of the story, yet the imagined scenario provided the 

perfect moment to confront Melinda in a moment of “desperation,” as Heathcoate advises 

(44). After the students finished their questioning, Talleri, as Melinda, asked advice of 

her classmates. Should she tell the principle the truth? What should she say to Bradley? 

Or Jeff? As McRae stepped out of role we explained that she would be playing the role of 

Melinda in the production they would see, as many suspected.  

 To close we distributed writing paper and asked for their help in assisting the 

actors in the creation of truthful and complex fifth grade characters. We asked a series of 

questions that addressed our goals to have students identify what bullying is, why people 

bully, and how they can address the issue in their own school. It is worth noting the wide 

spectrum of responses from the students. While many acknowledged that bullying can be 

verbal and mental as much as physical, many students labeled bullying as exclusively 

physical. When we asked: “What does bullying look like in the fourth or fifth grade? Is it 

easy to tell when its happening? Hard to tell?” students offered responses signifying that 
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bullying can be easily identifiable or harder to distinguish. Many students recognized that 

there is no one profile for a bully, and that it is often difficult to determine the appropriate 

response to instances of bullying. Selected responses include: 

Punching, pushing, calling names (sometimes bad words) and they will only fight 
hard if it’s about telling who they like or a really big secret. 

 
 Two boys on the field pushing and yelling. 
 

When they say something mean to you and it makes your self asteam (sic) go 
down. 
 
Bullying is easy when you hear mean words or see physical contact. Sometimes 
you don’t know what to do. 
 
It can be easy to tell or hard to tell. Because a bully could be bullying somebody 
in private or in the open. 
 
There was a kid who liked to punch and kick people, he thru (sic) a chair at a 
teacher.  
 
When someone gets hurt. Even if it’s just a little hurt. 
 
Hard to tell because they’ve been your friend for like ever. So when they tell you 
something mean you don’t know what to do. 
 
Hard to tell. They can be ugly, pretty, mean, wear all black, or preppy.  
 

The students’ responses raised questions for us about our own representations of bullying 

within the production and workshops. Does the play accurately represent emotional 

bullying as well as physical bullying? In our work with community engagement how can 

we inspire a conversation about more subtle manifestations of bullying when physical 

violence is at the center of the play?  

 When we asked students what adults should know about life in fourth or fifth 

grade many students offered responses that moved beyond providing helpful 
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dramaturgical information for adult actors playing children. Students responded with 

candid thoughts about what adults often forget about young people, and what they should 

learn in order to understand youth more clearly. While many offered that bullying is a 

frequent issue in their lives, a few said that from their perspective, bullying was not 

prevalent in school. Responses included: 

That there is a lot of homework. 
 
Some fifth graders are really mean. 
 
Most kids aren’t bullies or bullied but about 20% are bullied. Like otherwise it is 
fine. 
 
Our tempers can easily be overloaded. 
 
Adults should know that there are a lot of things that happen in 4th grade. And 
some people can get mad and depressed easily. 
 
In 4th grade there is usually no bullies but maybe in other schools so parents 
shouldn’t be worried about bullying. 4th grade is a really safe grade. 
 
Adults should know everything that is going on in your life at school so that you 
can feel more comfortable. 
  
People in 4th and 5th grade are very active and get into fights easily. 
 
There is a lot of gossip. 
  
Adults should know how much tougher it gets when getting older. Also they 
should tell their students/children how to handle things the right way.  
 

 
 Lastly students addressed the final goal of the workshop: to inspire students to 

think about how they can address the issue of bullying in their own school. When we 

asked, “What can you do to stop bullying?” students offered concrete examples of ways 

to combat the issue. Many examples offered ways witnesses of bullying could intervene 
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and make a difference. Many students identified that as the oldest students in the school, 

they were in a position of power. These students recognized that with authority they had a 

responsibility to be role models. Responses included: 

Give the bully more and more homework until they stop. 
 
Try to calm down and read rules. 
 
Ask them why they are bullying. 
  
Tell the teacher if you get bullied. 
 
You can tackle bullies before they do something bad or you can tell them to stop 
and think about what they’re doing. 
 
If you see a bully hitting someone try to break it up. 
  
Kids like to tell, like my brother. I kind of think it’s a good idea. 
  
You can try to be friends with the bully. 
 
We’re the oldest. We need to set an example. 
 
We have to be role models for each other.  
 
Remember keep your friends close but your enemies even closer.  
 

McRae and I took the hundreds of responses these questions generated and brought them 

back to the cast. As I reflect on the process of facilitating the pre-production workshops I 

question: In what ways did I see ideas offered by Davis Elementary School students 

reflected in the choices of actors? In what ways did participating in workshops inform my 

directing choices? Some influences are more apparent than others. The impulsive and 

candid way in which students offered ideas about identity and social structures in 

elementary school was noted by the cast and was part of the spirit we attempted to 
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translate to the stage. The impact of having current elementary school students offering 

personal beliefs about bullying is harder to trace. I do know this: participating in the 

workshops along with the hundreds of students who became actively involved in an 

exploration of the play and its themes reenergized my commitment towards creating 

moments of connection for our young audiences. 

 

Pen Pal Exchange 

 In the spirit of allowing our young audiences to serve an active role in the creation 

of the production, a pen pal exchange was initiated between the actors and the fourth and 

fifth grade students at Ortega Elementary School, who attended a school matinee 

performance. Our intentions in designing the pen pal exchange were initially 

dramaturgical, but the level of investment that was encouraged on the part of the 

elementary school students and the actors was an unexpected but welcomed result. Each 

actor was paired with two students, and over the six-week rehearsal process they 

exchanged personal letters. For the actors, the dramaturgical research this exchange 

presented was invaluable. With each student the actors had an expert in the life of an 

elementary school student. When the pen pal exchange began the community engagement 

team encouraged the actors to ask questions that would help them solidify their 

characters. What do you want to know about life in today’s elementary schools? In 

discussing the benefits of the exchange, actor Tiger Sheu, who played the role of Jeff, 

offers:  
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The pen pal exchange definitely upped the ante in terms of the quality of 
performance. The energy I felt backstage amongst the cast every time we received 
letters from the school gave us motivation to delve deeper into the world of the 
play. The pen pal exchange provided an instant connection with the audience. 
This was beneficial in many ways, because although the proverbial fourth wall 
was opened, we had a better understanding of how to develop our characters in 
terms of how a younger audience viewed them, and not just in terms of how we as 
adults believed that youth should be presented. (Sheu, personal interview) 

 
The content of the letters were initially filled with questions that both the cast and the 

students asked of each other. Asking questions allowed the pen pals the opportunity to 

get to know one another.  

Dear Stevi, 
What was you going to do before you started to be in plays? Why did they pick 
you to be Carla? How do you feel? Is it fun? Did you make a lot of friends? What 
did you do to get picked? What was the first thing you did when you found out? 
From your Pen Pal, 
Dee (letter to pen pal) 
 

Dee’s letter exemplifies the personal interest that many students took in the lives of the 

actors. Before they became invested in the production and the story the students had to be 

invested in their pen pals as people. Many students became interested in college life.  

Exchanges such as the one between Dee and her pen pal connected the actors to the 

audience on a personal level.  

 Later as the students began to answer questions the cast had asked about life in 

elementary school, the pen pals began to indentify shared interests.  

Dear Tiger, 
In fourth grade we do computers, independent reading, lots of math homework 
and reading. My favorite lunch is spaghetti and toast and chicken burgers. My 
favorite subject is math and writing and reading. And PE. It is fun. And I like art 
and music. And I am nine years old. 
Sincerely, 
Moesha (letter to pen pal) 
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Dear Shannon, 
I loved your letter. I didn’t know that you liked space too! There are over a billion 
galaxies in space. Some are small, some are long, and some are big. 
From José 
PS: Have you taken any college classes about space? (letter to pen pal) 

 
Dear Dawnica, 
We have something in common. I am shy too. 
Sincerely, 
Penny (letter to pen pal) 
 

In candid letters students provided insight for the actors into the lives of elementary 

school children and the cast identified what interested students, what concerned them, 

and what day-to-day life was like. The thoughts offered by pen pals helped the cast to 

achieve authenticity on stage because they had an expert elementary school dramaturg 

that could answer questions and provide valuable insight into their characters. In this 

instance our community engagement efforts became a reciprocal practice. 

 Later, as the students from Ortega progressed further along in the book of There’s 

a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, which they were reading in class, their letters began to 

address the story and characters. 

Dear Talleri, 
Why do you think Melinda is so mean to Bradley and Jeff? Well I think instead of 
beating them up she should ask them nicely to stop or just ignore them. And she 
should tell about the fight and try and make friends with Bradley and Jeff. Why 
did the computers from your time have a black background with green letters? 
Sincerely, 
Jade (letter to pen pal) 
 
Dear Shannon, 
The book is funny and changing because Bradley is Jeff now and Jeff is Bradley. 
Its like switching brains.  
From 
José (letter to pen pal) 
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Dear Joey,  
My favorite characters are Carla Davis, Jeff, and Bradley. But mostly Bradley 
because he changes a lot in the story and because he talks with his stuffed 
animals. 
Sincerely, 
Christine (letter to pen pal) 
 
Dear Joey, 
How is practice for the play? Is it really hard to say your part? I can’t wait to see 
the play. The book is getting good. Bradley finally shook Carla’s hand. 
Sincerely, 
Brendan (letter to pen pal) 
 

In these letters students demonstrated the ability to empathize with characters and the 

ability to think critically about the issue of bullying. Students began to question why 

characters were making certain choices, and as Jade demonstrated, offered ideas of how 

characters could make different, more positive choices. Letters like Jade’s cemented my 

belief that dialogue concerning the representation of bullying in the play can help to 

address the problem as students explore choice through the lens of the characters in the 

play. 

 Often, however, addressing the content of the play and enjoyable moments from 

the story became secondary to allowing the students and actors the space to get to know 

one another. In this sense the goals of the pen pal exchange shifted. While we initially 

intended the exchange to be fundamentally dramaturgical, we soon realized that the 

further the letters moved from the subject of the play, the more exciting and personal they 

became.  

Dear Tiger, 
Do you want to write each other facts? If you do, here’s one. Did you know that 
tiger sharks are called the garbage of the sea because they will eat anything? 
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Your Pen Pal, 
Jacob (letter to pen pal) 

 
To Lindsay, 
I love dogs and horses because they make me happy. I do not like cats because I 
almost got scratched by one. But I think they don’t like me either. 
From 
Samantha (letter to pen pal) 

 
Dear Bryan, 
I think Superman would win in a fight with Batman because Superman is way 
stronger than Batman. I want to be a monster truck driver when I grow up. 
Sincerely, 
Joshua (letter to pen pal) 

 
By the date of the performance, the students had an actor on stage that they knew on a 

personal level and the actors had members of the audience for whom they deeply cared. 

The student letters exhibit the honesty and spirit our actors attempted to capture on stage. 

The pen pal exchange provided cast members with the opportunity to personally engage 

with young audience members. The dramaturgical information the exchange generated 

represents one way we sought to connect the production and community engagement. 

 

Lobby Display 

 In designing the lobby display for the production we asked: how could it 

introduce our predominantly college age audience to the production yet also serve our 

family audiences? As the community engagement component primarily served our 

elementary school audiences, we saw the lobby display as an opportunity to interact with 

a broader audience base. We knew that school audiences would not be able to interact 

with the display, as due to time, most would enter and exit the theatre quickly. Therefore 



 63 

we positioned the display as a way to share our work with elementary school 

collaborators, in the pre-production workshops and with the pen pal exchange, with our 

evening and weekend audiences. We wanted a display that was interactive as well as an 

opportunity to showcase dramaturgical work. 

 One goal in designing the lobby display was to provide an opportunity for 

audiences to enter the world of the play in the mindset of a fifth grade student. The school 

bathroom serves as a central location in the play. It is a place where students go to hide, 

get away from one another, or tell secrets and it is the setting for many of the more 

emotionally charged moments of the play. Therefore, it seemed fitting that the lobby 

display be a bathroom stall. Not only was it eye catching and evocative, it fit within the 

theme of the play. Actor/Dramaturg Pierce Purselley designed and built a single 

bathroom stall, complete with toilet, which was set outside of the Oscar G. Brockett 

Theatre for the two-weeks of performances. On the inside of the stall Purselley and 

several crew members traced selected letters from the cast and Ortega Elementary School 

students who participated in the pen pal exchange. The outside walls of the stall were 

painted with chalkboard paint. At every performance two questions were written on the 

sides of the stall, and audience members were invited to write their responses in chalk. 

The questions were designed to trigger memories of elementary school. Examples 

included “Who did you invite to your birthday party in elementary school?” “What was 

your favorite game to play at recess?” “What would you do on ‘sick days’?” “What was 

your favorite stuffed animal when you were younger?” As audiences interacted with the 

display before and after the performances, new questions were posed each day.  
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 The display allowed for audiences to enter the space in a contemplative mood. 

Nostalgia was a major component to our pre-production work, in deliberate and 

unintentional ways. Would evoking nostalgia and inviting audiences to recall memories 

from elementary school inspire empathy for the characters and the story? While we did 

not attempt to measure this, it was evident that both children and adults interacted with 

the lobby display with the same degree of excitement. This speaks to the broad appeal of 

Sachar’s story and how it speaks to both child and adult audiences. For a photo of the 

display see appendices page 139. 

 

Talkback 

 Jed H. Davis and Mary Jane Evans classify traditional plays, where audience 

participation is not written directly into the script, as theatre that invites a young audience 

to respond “vicariously rather than actively” (94). When designing the post-performance 

talkback the dramaturgs and I set out to disrupt this notion and explore a format where 

active participation was paramount to the play experience immediately following the 

production. In Chapter One I spoke of the influence that Laurie Brooks talkback model 

had on our team, but it cannot be overemphasized.  Brooks states, “an after-play event 

that invites audience into structured dialogue adds ownership and transformative power 

to the theatre experience” (60). This belief was essential to the design of our community 

engagement as we worked to create a forum that honored the thoughts and opinions of 

our audience. In post performance talkbacks the connection between the production and 

community engagement was most visible because it occurred immediately following the 
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performance and asked audiences to share their thoughts on the issues of the play. Brooks 

posits that structured talkbacks incite audiences to take ownership over the theatre 

experience. To that end, our talkback allowed audiences to speak directly to the 

characters in the play to comment on their destructive actions and suggest alternative, 

more positive choices. In these conversations audiences were given agency as their 

voices became instrumental in determining how bullying can be addressed or prevented 

in school settings and beyond. 

 In his Master of Fine Arts thesis, “Directing Lily Plants a Garden by José Cruz 

González: The Intersection of Children’s Theatre, Social Change, and Conflict 

Resolution,” Nathaniel S. Miller discusses the frequent ineffectiveness of talkbacks. He 

says: 

Talkbacks with the actors following a production are standard in American 
theatre, but aren’t always successful. Many audience members enjoy seeing the 
actors out of character answering their questions about the play. However, 
talkbacks often give way to questions such as: “How did you learn your lines?” or 
“How did you make that dress?” or “How much do you get paid?” (47) 
 

Miller speaks about the type of talkback we sought to prevent with our production. 

Questions about an actor’s process and technical elements, while often of interest to 

audiences, will do little to inspire post performance conversations about a play’s central 

questions. In our best possible scenario we wanted There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom 

to inspire audiences to leave the theatre questioning their own relationship to bullying. 

The talkback format that we implemented, inspired by Brooks, worked to turn questions 

into dialogue. 
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 Further inspiration came from the efficient talkback structure at Seattle Children’s 

Theatre (SCT), one of the leading professional TYA companies in the nation. In the 

winter of 2008/2009 I participated in an observership at SCT. There I worked with 

Director David Saar on his production of Tomás at the Library Lady by José Cruz 

González. At SCT every performance of every production is followed by a talkback. At 

SCT they are under ten minutes, thematically based and actor led, three main components 

of our talkback. 

 Our goal was to inspire active dialogue. The method for which we inspired this 

dialogue was the “bully-o-meter” activity introduced in Chapter One. The “bully-o-

meter” began with the audience placing the characters on a spectrum of bullying. 

Characters whose actions the audience deemed most bully-like were placed on one side 

of the stage, with the opposite end reserved for least bully-like behavior. After several 

performances specific patterns began to emerge. Generally Mrs. Nathan (the school 

principal), Mrs. Ebbel (Bradley’s teacher), and Mr. and Mrs. Verigold (Colleen’s parents 

who are responsible for Carla’s firing) were placed on the far end of the most bully-like 

side. Carla, Mrs. Chalkers, and Colleen were typically sent to the least bully-like side. 

The conversation concerning where to place Bradley, Mr. Chalkers, Jeff, Melinda and 

Lori created the most productive dialogue because there was frequently a variety of 

responses offered and audiences actively defended their opinions. They discussed the 

reasons why characters should or should not be placed in particular locations. Not 

surprisingly, characters that undergo a major change, such as Bradley, Jeff, and Mr. 

Chalkers activated the most conversation from the audience. In character, the actors were 
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given the opportunity to respond to their placement, and the audience asked them 

questions. After approximately ten minutes the talkback ended and questions about such 

things as memorizing lines had been avoided. The concise format of the talkback did not 

allow for all audiences to share their voices and in every performance many hands raised 

were never called upon. It was our hope that audiences’ conversations would continue 

into the lobby. Based upon my own participation and observation of lobby conversations, 

I trust that they frequently occurred.  

 I am fortunate that we were able to include the talkback after every performance 

as it provided the opportunity to conduct an after play event that connected the 

production to community engagement. The process of gaining permission to include the 

talkback in performance was not easy. We struggled to convince the production staff that 

the talkback needed to be viewed as part of the performance, not separate from it. Just as 

Laurie Brooks scripted her talkback to be a part of The Wrestling Season so too did we 

methodically structure ours. Once we had received permission finding the time to 

rehearse the talkback format proved to be another hurtle. In technical and dress rehearsals 

it was systematically ignored. Many of the advising faculty members encouraged the 

stage management to begin rehearsal notes the minute the play ended. Purselley, our 

actor/facilitator, did not have the opportunity to rehearse the entire talkback until the final 

dress rehearsal for an invited audience. Despite the challenges, the feedback received 

spoke of the effectiveness of the talkback in promoting dialogue and discussing the play’s 

issues. A further detailed analysis of audience talkback responses is provided in Chapter 

Three, which centers on reactions from audiences post-production.  
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EARLY REHEARSALS: REMEMBERING FIFTH GRADE 
 

 In early rehearsals for There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom I aimed to create a 

cohesive community with the actors by facilitating ensemble building exercises and 

leading discussions that asked students to recall personal experiences of elementary 

school. These rehearsals were critical in order to inspire empathy and to encourage the 

actors to find moments of connection with the characters in the play. From the beginning, 

I also outlined the plan for community engagement and made it clear that the project’s 

success relied heavily upon their commitment to our efforts. In order to connect 

community engagement to the production, they had to be open to allowing dramaturgical 

influences from our young collaborators and dedicated to inspiring a dialogue concerning 

bullying. 

 After design presentations and various readings of the script, we had our first 

rehearsal with the entire cast. At the beginning of the evening we played a game called 

“The Truth About Me,” modified to inspire the actors to recall moments from fifth grade. 

We stood in a circle with one person in the center. That person made the statement, “In 

fifth grade I… ,” filling in the blank with a statement that was true about themselves. For 

example, “In fifth grade I rode the bus to school.” Anyone who shared this experience, 

and also rode the bus to school, had to find a new location in the circle, with the person 

who made the statement also vying for a place in the circle. After every round one person 

is left standing in the middle, the phrase “In fifth grade I…” is repeated, and more people 

are left to dash to a new location. The examples offered by the cast moved from the 
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comical to a more vulnerable space, as the cast spoke about ways that bullying had 

impacted their childhood. 

 In an attempt to enter into the world of the play we spent a considerable amount 

of time in early rehearsals reclaiming our fifth grade selves. Obviously the one thing the 

entire company had in common was that we had all previously been fifth grade students. I 

wanted the cast to remember that time in their life and to allow the nostalgia, pain, 

excitement, and longing to inform their character choices, as my memories informed my 

directing choices. Similar to the way in which I found moments of connection between 

my fifth grade self and the characters in Sachar’s play, so too did our cast find 

connections. We talked about first “crushes,” teachers we adored, teachers we loathed, 

popularity, isolation, and the various elements that make up the fifth grade experience.  

 In Thinking Like a Director, Michael Bloom states “Directors can make two 

mistakes in early rehearsals.” One of which is that “some directors want to make friends 

with the actors so badly, they devote the first day to socializing” (123). While I agree that 

a desire to make friends with the cast can be an unproductive rehearsal goal, I 

respectfully disagree that socializing is an unproductive use of the first rehearsal. Our “In 

fifth grade I…” exercise was socializing, in its very essence; productive socializing. I 

firmly believe that this early rehearsal time spent getting to know one another in a social 

way and sharing our fifth grade experiences was essential towards the creation of an 

authentic, and energized production.  

 In the rehearsals that followed we moved quite fervently into blocking the play. 

Because of the nature of the frequent location shifts, and because ground plans had to be 
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solidified I entered rehearsals with a set idea of where entrances and exits would occur. I 

allowed the actors to discover the remainder of the blocking organically. One major 

challenge was the table that comprised the set for Carla’s office. In early blocking I had 

many of the actors sitting at the table, talking. This felt like a realistic and natural choice. 

With the advice of my advisor, Professor Jennings, I soon realized that this type of 

blocking was stagnant and potentially deadly in TYA. In The Audience & The Literature 

of Theatre for Young Audiences, Jennings states: 

In directing for children, there should be engaging, motivated movement. 
Stationary characters either seated, standing about, or lying down are 
uninteresting to children. The physical action must, however, develop from the 
situation and the character’s behavior. Having characters move about the stage for 
no reason except for the purpose of adding activity is insulting to the audience. 
(Jennings, “Audience and Literature”) 

 
It was challenging to activate the scenes in Carla’s office, many of which are the longest, 

and most important scenes of the play. Over time, however, the actors found motivation 

to move about in the space. For Stevi Baston, who played Carla Davis, the props on her 

cart provided a way to motivate her character, and her intentions. During one rehearsal, in 

a moment of spontaneity, she picked up a “koosh ball” from the cart and tossed it to Jon 

Cook, the actor playing Bradley. In character, Cook threw it back. Suddenly the scene 

was activated. The back and forth game of catch was a physical manifestation of what the 

scene was all about, the verbal dance that Bradley and Carla are playing. In later 

rehearsals I sought to instill a similar sense of excitement and spontaneity into scenes in 

the hallway and playground. With Jennings’ critical eye, and the willingness of the actors 

to make moments fresh and motivated, we found the necessary balance of movement. 
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MID REHEARSALS: INFLUENCE FROM COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

 
 Midway through rehearsals the pen pal exchange and the responses generated 

during the pre-production workshop began to influence the work in rehearsal. 

Actor/Dramaturg Pierce Purselley reflects: 

With the pen pal exchange the cast was able to connect with children of this 
specific time in history and elucidate what it is to be in Red Hill School today, 
which gave a pertinent and organic energy to the play. Spending time in pre-
production workshops and having pen pals in the schools, along with tapping into 
our own personal history of middle school, is as true to the script as real life. 
(Pierce Purselley, personal interview) 

 
One danger in producing theatre, especially theatre for young audiences, is to neglect the 

audience for which the play is being presented. Too often theatre is produced in a 

vacuum, with little consideration given to how the audience can be in conversation with 

the production. In theatre for young audiences special consideration must be given to the 

audience. How does the work speak to the audience? For our production we asked: How 

can we consider the audience as a vital component in our playmaking process, and not 

just as the final recipient of our product? 

 The influence from community engagement kept the cast grounded and 

purposeful, as illustrated in the discussion of the pre-production workshops, pen pal 

exchange and pre-production DVD. Purselley offers: 

I don’t remember when it was, from a dramaturgical standpoint, but I remember 
having the word ‘activate’ hit me like a hammer.  The idea that the play and our 
work in community engagement wasn’t just to impose a feeling of entertainment, 
nostalgia, or criticism, the idea was to become a catalyst for further thought and 
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action. Through the production we encouraged the community to become aware 
of bullying through active dialogue. (Pierce Purselley, personal interview) 

 
Actor/Dramaturg Talleri McRae reflects: 
 

In one of our pre-production workshops, we asked the question: "What does 
bullying look like in fifth grade?" With one female student, I pressed further-- 
"Do girls in fifth grade fight like in the play? Do they punch people?" "No," my 
young collaborator replied. "Talleri, with girls, its all in your head." I totally 
understood her sparse words, and it reminded me as I returned to rehearsal that 
night, to pay attention to Melinda's relationship not only with the boys in her 
class, but the girls. What are the power dynamics between Melinda, Lori and 
Colleen? How does Melinda control her girlfriends? How does she influence and 
or threaten them? Rather than ignore, gloss over or simplify my character, the pre-
production interactions with young people reminded me how subtle, complex, and 
significant fifth grade relationships can be. (Talleri McRae, personal interview) 

 
At times, the task of balancing the directing of the play while overseeing the community 

engagement was daunting. Often I wondered if it would have been easier to exclusively 

focus on directing or exclusively focus on our community engaged efforts, and if by 

undertaking both I was taking on too much? Designing the resource guide was labor 

intensive, and there was little time to follow up with the teachers to see if they were using 

it. While the students in the pre-production workshops generated a wealth of 

dramaturgical material for our actors, it was a challenge to find time to process it and 

share with the company. Managing the pen pal exchange also required a considerable 

amount of labor, as every letter sent or received needed to be collected or distributed, and 

photocopied for documentation. The postal service proved too slow for our efforts, so I 

eventually began making weekly trips to Ortega Elementary School in Austin in order to 

distribute and collect letters. In a personal journal entry, dated September 11, 2009, I 
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reflected my initial frustration about on one such trip, and the exciting revelation it 

ultimately produced: 

Yesterday afternoon I went to Ortega to collect letters before rehearsal and met 
Ms. Grimes, my teacher contact at the school, for the first time. When I arrived 
the letters weren’t waiting for me in the front office, as I was expecting. The 
receptionist instead directed me down the hall to Ms. Grimes’ classroom. When I 
arrived she handed me the letters and asked if I wanted to see the work her 
students were doing related to the book. Even though I was running late, politely I 
obliged. She took me back into the hall, and directed my attention to the artwork 
that lined the outside of her classroom, as I was in a hurry and had ignored it. 
Lining the hallways were giant drawings outlining the bodies of the characters, 
mainly Jeff, Bradley, and Carla. The students had written incidents from the story 
all over the posters  – Jeff accidentally entering the girls’ bathroom, Bradley 
afraid to show his black eye to his classmates. They were giant “role on the wall” 
artifacts. How exciting that they do this type of work with Ms. Grimes! And how 
fortunate they are to have such a creative teacher. I quickly whipped out my 
phone and took photos of the student’s work. When I got to rehearsal I couldn’t 
wait to share it with the cast. (Fahey, journal entry) 
 

It was in these moments, where I was able to see the impact of our efforts in community 

engagement, when it was truly worth the effort. The experience of facilitating the pen pal 

exchange, though taxing, was vital in our efforts to connect community engagement and 

production in a reciprocal way. As we moved throughout the pen pal exchange I was able 

to see the dramaturgical influences from the Ortega students reflected in the choices of 

the actors. It informed the way they structured relationships between characters on stage 

and. perhaps most importantly, it created a sense of purpose for the actors as they learned 

to articulate who the audience was for our production and why we wanted to engage 

young audiences in active dialogue. My visit to Ortega repurposed my dedication to our 

community engagement efforts as I saw first hand how the pen pal exchange was 

influencing the work of the students.  
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 Could I have assigned more tasks to the dramaturgs on the community 

engagement team? Perhaps. Yet, by playing an equal role in both production and 

engagement, I was able to design and execute the goals for both. Many professional TYA 

theatres have production and education departments that focus on separate efforts. I am 

fortunate that this project gave me the opportunity to work in both areas to explore how 

they can be connected, both from a dramaturgical standpoint and on a broader level, as 

we aimed to bring both cast and audience into a dialogue concerning bullying. 

FINAL STAGES: PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 

 
 As we progressed into the final stages of rehearsal, the actors began to solidify 

their characters and I was able to focus on the arch of the play. As rehearsals neared 

completion I began to question the placement of actors of color in certain roles. At 

several points in the play, there are heated exchanges between Bradley and his classmate 

Lori. 

BRADLEY Get outta here or I'll punch your faces in. 

LORI: Euuuu! Bradley Chalkers!  

BRADLEY: Lori Loudmouth. The ugliest girl in the school! (Sachar 73) 
 

(BRADLEY enters, walking towards the counselor's office.) 

LORI: Oh yuck, it's Bradley Chalkers. I think I'm going to throw up. 

BRADLEY: You look like you threw up. 

LORI: That's because I looked at you. 
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(BRADLEY shakes his fist at her. LORI yells and runs off. She obviously enjoys 
teasing BRADLEY.) (Sachar 77) 

 
As we rehearsed these scenes I worried that because we had an African American actor in 

the role of Lori, we could be sending a negative message by placing a minority actor in 

role as a marginalized character. As illustrated in the examples above Bradley often 

comments on Lori’s appearance in a negative context. Do Bradley’s comments become 

racist remarks if Lori is African American? I cast Dawnica Mathis because she was the 

best actor for the role of Lori. She had a wonderful fifth grade spirit about her and in 

auditions she read well with McRae, who played Melinda. How would young audiences 

interpret Bradley calling the only African American in the play the “ugliest girl in 

school?” How does that reflect Bradley as a character? How does this moment reflect our 

production? 

 The character of Jeff arrives at Red Hill School from Washington D.C. and 

initially struggles to fit in. Upon his entrance Sachar describes Jeff as “awkward and shy” 

and in describing his physicality, Sachar says he stands in front of the class “fidgeting 

nervously” (58). For most of the play Jeff functions as the outsider. I cast Tiger Sheu, a 

Chinese American actor, as Jeff because he brought a fresh energy to the role. What 

message did it send to audiences having an actor of color playing the “outsider?”  

 It is impossible to ignore my own identity as a white male director questioning the 

placement of minority actors in roles where power is constantly being granted or taken 

away, shifted and redefined. In Drama and Diversity Grady speaks about identity 

locations which include “racial and ethnic background, social class position, gender, 
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ability, sexual orientation, as well as other makers such as religious or political 

affiliations” (xii). She posits that identity locations “profoundly affect how we construct 

our work” (xii). I am aware that questioning the representations of otherness is the result 

of my own unique identity. My concern for audience interpretation and, frankly, my own 

discomfort with how to address the issue of representation, stem from these identity 

markers. Grady offers:  

The tricky part, of course, is that our students are also grappling with similar 
complex combinations of identity markers and belief systems. The harsh reality is 
that our pedagogical and artistic choices may (and often do) unintentionally 
negate or clash with our students’ experiences, realities, or beliefs. (xii) 
 

Much of my own discomfort in the way that otherness was represented in the production 

was concern not over my own interpretation or even that of our cast, who had the space to 

discuss the issue. Rather, it was concern over how young audiences would view the 

representation of minorities. 

 Was I being overly sensitive in questioning my casting choices? On the other 

hand, wouldn’t it be irresponsible not to question them? While I still struggle with the 

issue of representation in our production I did arrive at one conclusion. There are no 

“safe” roles in the play. The characters are complex, often unlikable, but always 

believable. Yet by placing minority actors in marginalized roles I did not want to 

oversimplify their characters, reduce them to stereotype, or allow racism to influence the 

audience’s interpretation of Bradley. With Lori and Jeff we sought to represent the good 

and the bad and all of the complicated elements that make them dynamic and truthful 

characters. This is what drew me to the play in the first place. Ultimately, however, I 
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could not ignore the need to practice responsible representation or the ways that theatre 

constructs identities.  

 As a director I sought to create a space for dialogue about the many issues present 

in the play, most especially the issue of bullying. In later rehearsals as I began to question 

the casting choices I made and the messages they sent to audiences, I realized that I too, 

was part of the dialogue. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire says: 

Dialogue, as the encounter of those addressed to the common task of learning and 
acting, is broken if the parties (or one of them) lack humility. How can I dialogue 
if I always project ignorance onto others and never perceive my own? How can I 
dialogue if I consider myself a member of the in-group of “pure” men, the owners 
of truth and knowledge…? (88) 
 

To approach the production with humility meant to recognize that I struggle with the 

questions the production raise as much as the audience. Making this discovery late in 

rehearsal was freeing. I needed to be thoughtful about the choices I made as a director, 

especially in casting. I needed to be prepared for the dialogue that these choices would 

ignite. I needed to be willing to participate in the dialogue along with the audience. I did 

not, however, have to have the answers.  

 The conversations I was prepared to have with the cast and audience members, 

young and old, about representations of race in the production, ultimately never came to 

fruition. Was it because I didn’t initiate them? Was it because the audience was 

apprehensive about approaching the sensitive issue of racial representations? Was it 

because the issues were not as apparent for audiences as they had been for me? No 
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audience member, teacher, parent or child ever objected or questioned my casting choices 

in conversation with me. How would I have responded if they had? 

 In rehearsals for There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom I aimed to be transparent 

with the ensemble. If I struggled with a particular moment of the play, I let the actors 

know it, and often what we created in an attempt to work through an obstacle was highly 

creative and energetic. I tried to be equally transparent about the fact that the play raised 

many issues for me, about ignorance, tolerance and acceptance, and that part of my job in 

rehearsal was to work through these issues. When rehearsals drew to a close I was eager 

to move into the theatre space and to ready to share our work.   

 By the time performances began, the community engagement component and the 

production aligned. The pre-production materials (DVD and resource guide) prepared 

students to experience the production because it introduced the artists involved as well as 

the themes of the play. Our elementary school collaborators that participated in the pen 

pal exchange and pre-production workshops generated dramaturgical information that 

influenced production choices, for actors and myself. The lobby display invited audiences 

to recall personal memories of elementary school so that they entered the theatre prepared 

to empathize with characters. Finally, the post-performance talkback asked audiences to 

share their opinions on the complicated issue of bullying. By the time the production 

opened the team had engaged with members of our young audience in multiple ways and 

bringing them into the theatre was the final step in the process. I was excited for 

audiences’ reactions and feedback, and most especially for the dialogue that it would 

inspire.  
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Chapter Three: Continuing the Dialogue 

 

Dear Cast and Crew, 

I loved your play of There’s A Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. The cast in the play 
were really good. And how you guys made the play funny. But I didn’t think the 
ending was good. Was the sad part even in the book? It if wasn’t, then you could 
of put in a happy ending. I don’t really think there always has to be a happy 
ending. It’s just that the ending was sad. But I still loved the play. You guys 
should do it all year. Kids from all over the world will love it. I’ll never forget 
you. 

Sincerely,  

Jessica (Jessica, letter to the cast). 
 

 This letter, dated October 12, 2009, was written to the company of There’s a Boy 

in the Girls’ Bathroom the week after Jessica and her classmates from the Austin 

Discovery School attended a school matinee performance. In the resource guide we asked 

students to write a post-performance letter to us addressing how characters changed over 

the course of the story and whether they viewed their relationships at school any 

differently as a result of seeing the play. Our intention in asking such questions was to 

understand how students interpreted the characters impacted by bullying and if they made 

connections between the relationships on stage and their own lives at school. Several 

students, including Jessica, broke from the prompts and provided candid and constructive 

feedback.  These responses speak to the unique and critical eye that young audiences 

possess. The letters received represent one of the ways the impact of the play and its 

various outreach efforts was assessed.  



 80 

 I came to the production of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom believing that 

there is great value to the theatre experience, particularly in the field of theatre for young 

audiences. How you assess that value, however, is a far more complicated matter. In an 

effort to measure the impact of our production and community engaged efforts I looked 

for quantifiable research that spoke to the impact of TYA on young audiences. In a 2000 

issue of the magazine American Theatre dedicated to the field of TYA, former Theatre 

Communications Group Executive Director Ben Cameron addresses the countless reports 

that have been conducted professing the ability of theatre to positively impact youth. Says 

Cameron: 

A recent report by the President’s Committee for Arts and Humanities entitled 
“Champions of Change: The Impact of the Arts on Learning” is filled with studies 
that move us beyond the anecdotal and quantify this life-changing power. James 
Catterall’s database of 25,000 students demonstrates that those with extensive arts 
experience outperform “arts-poor” students on virtually every measure. Shirley 
Brice Heath and her team at Stanford University note that arts programs are more 
effective in teaching at-risk students communication skills, collaborative 
techniques, self-discipline, self-expression, commitment and perseverance than 
athletic or academic-based after-school programs. A Harvard University study 
based on Shakespeare & Company of Massachusetts’s education program notes 
quantifiable results in reading comprehension, complexity of thinking, and growth 
in emotional, imaginative, and intellectual skills. And, in what is one of the most 
powerful of all findings, Catterall’s UCLA study notes that 12th-grade students 
involved in theatre are more likely than all other 12th-graders to interact well with 
other racial groups and are far less likely to tolerate racist behavior. (6) 
 

 The studies that Cameron references were several years in the making. They are the 

results of experts in the field collecting, processing, and analyzing field data. They are 

also focused almost exclusively in the area of educational theatre, where youth participate 

as performers rather than to serve as engaged audience members. That Cameron 



 81 

references these studies, rather than ones citing the impact of experiencing TYA 

performances, speaks to the lack of formalized research on TYA audiences. Can we use 

the studies Cameron addresses to address the benefits of TYA or are these studies 

exclusive to participatory experiences? I would argue that given the nature of our project, 

which engaged young people as audiences and as active participants, the studies that 

Cameron references are applicable.  

 Given the size and scope of the project, replicating such meticulous research was 

not possible, nor was the main focus of the project on measuring the impact of our work. 

Yet evaluation is a vital part of the process. With There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom 

we created multiple ways for young audiences to engage with the play and dialogue about 

the themes and issues it presented. In order to determine the success of the project, we 

considered the views and opinions of our young audiences.  

 This chapter asks: What was the impact of the production and community 

engagement on young audience members? I focus on the evaluation of the production and 

community engagement, as reflected in the thoughts and opinions of the school audiences 

and their teachers. I begin with an explanation of how we attempted to assess the impact 

of the project, and then move into a discussion of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom in 

performance and the subsequent post-performance evaluation. 

 

AN APPROACH TO EVALUATION 

 



 82 

 Full disclosure: when the community engagement component of There’s a Boy in 

the Girls’ Bathroom was designed and executed very little thought was given to how the 

impact of the work would be evaluated. I, like many theatre artists and educators, was 

operating under an assumption that our work had value simply based on the intentions of 

the project. In his essay Assessment through Drama, Robert J. Landy addresses these 

assumptions. 

Before we speak about ways to assess through art, we need to be aware of the 
assumptions of all those involved in the art-making process. This writer, who has 
played all those roles, begins with a central assumption – that the processes of 
teaching and learning, of developing intellectually, psychologically, spiritually, 
and socially throughout the life span, can be significantly enhanced through 
engaging in the arts. (84) 
 

Yet these assumptions mean very little to people outside of the profession. In an era of 

No Child Left Behind, and frequent mandatory testing, the American culture has placed 

significant value on systems of evaluation that are quantitative, not qualitative. Landy 

continues: 

In a culture that values science above art, that values product over process, that 
values the real over the fictional, stereotype over prototype, surface over depth, 
function over form, matter over mind, quantity over quality – where does that 
leave the artist and her audience? And where does that leave arts educators and 
arts therapists who assume that the making and viewing of art have transformative 
qualities for students and clients? (84) 

 
Assumptions can be dangerous. I don’t want to assume that our project had more value 

and impact than it actually did. I don’t want to assume that our project inspired a dialogue 

that never took place or that our young audience was able to empathize with Bradley, and 

as a result, view their relationships with school and family differently. While I hope these 
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things are true, can I ever truly know? Rather than to focus on the hypothetical, my 

method of evaluation had to be tangible. In the search for models of evaluation I turned to 

the work of Tony Jackson and his writings on Reception Theory. 

 Reception Theory, as it relates to theatre, posits that the key to evaluation and the 

search for meaning lies in the audience experience. In his article “Anecdotes are No 

Longer Enough – Academic Research and the Evaluation of Theatre Education” from 

Drama and Theatre in Education, Jackson writes: 

The main thrust of Reception (or, more accurately, Response) Theory locates the 
audience at the centre of the making of meaning in any theatre event. The 
audience has thus become the primary object of scrutiny and theorists have 
explored why and how and in what ways one can describe and interpret audience 
response, some arguing that meaning in the theatre only resides in the minds of 
the audience: meaning does not exist other than as a set of intentions on the part 
of author and interpreters until the audiences makes it exist. (165-166) 
 

The key to measuring the impact of our project lies in the perceptions of the young 

audience members as well as in the opinions of their teachers, who can speak to the ways 

in which the project affected their students. Therefore it follows that student and teacher 

responses had to be gathered and interpreted. Given the scope of the project the most 

accessible way to gather perceptions was through letters and interviews; which can be 

qualified as anecdotal because they offer a collection of brief singular testimonies. Yet 

Jackson’s work with Reception Theory discredits the use of anecdote. He argues: “The 

traditional (and understandable) suspicion of evaluation among many theatre companies 

needs to be overcome: that a wealth of anecdotal evidence is no longer enough: that a 

more systemic approach needs to be initiated as a matter of urgency” (161). Jackson calls 
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for a thorough and complex system of evaluation, one that moves away from anecdotal 

evidence. How then, can I approach a method of evaluation that embodies the type of 

holistic approach that Jackson champions yet honors the anecdotal evidence collected in 

interviews and letters?  

 Jackson argues that systems of evaluation that are worthwhile will: 

Take account of responses of all those with an interest in the programme – the 
team, the children, the teachers and the funders – and all of the different values; 
seek to establish the actual effects of the programme rather than the intended 
effects; are not restricted to test data; are descriptive and discursive and try to 
report of the “flavour” of the programme as well as on its effects; look at the 
process of the work rather than just at its intended outcomes or products; evaluate 
the objectives along with everything else.  (167) 
 

Inspired by Jackson, I attempted to measure the impact of the project on everyone 

involved, from the production team to the audience. In interviews conducted after the 

production ended I spoke with cast members, dramaturgs, designers, and teachers and in 

post-production letters hundreds of students spoke directly to what they gained from the 

experience.  

 Can I evaluate whether the intentions of community engagement were met 

through anecdotal evidence? I determined that the interviews I had conducted would 

move beyond anecdotal evidence and into qualitative research if the method I used to 

evaluate them was objective and holistic. I returned to the intentions of our project: to 

inspire a dialogue about bullying. In my search for a system of evaluation that would 

credit our work I had neglected the goals we were evaluating in the first place. If our goal 
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was dialogue, doesn’t it follow logically that the mode for determining success is also 

dialogue?  

 The interviews I conducted and the letters we solicited from students allowed me 

to be in discussion with our audience concerning the dialogue they were having with 

others, in school, with family, and with themselves. Though the material I gathered from 

participants was often anecdotal, it does not mean that I cannot evaluate it with rigor and 

scrutiny.  I simply had to know what I was looking for. Therefore I created a set of 

guiding questions to frame my evaluation and to turn the anecdotal into the qualitative. 

  In evaluating the talkbacks I looked for specific moments where the conversation 

illustrated that young audience members were thinking critically about the issue of 

bullying. When was the post-performance conversation particularly heated and tension 

filled? In evaluating post-performance interviews with teachers I asked: How did the 

teacher engage with the production and the community engagement materials and 

programs? What was the nature of their conversations with students before seeing the 

play and what was it afterwards? Did it shift or change and why? Did the teacher 

encourage a dialogue about school bullying and if so in what ways? In evaluating post-

performance letters from students I asked: Do students indentify change in the play’s 

characters? Are they able to relate the play to their own lives and in what ways? Do they 

empathize with the characters, particularly Bradley? By asking these questions I was 

attempting to assess the impact of the play on our young audience members.  
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THERE’S A BOY IN THE GIRLS’ BATHROOM IN PERFORMANCE 

 
 In countless publications, professional TYA theatre artists have discussed the 

unique qualities of the child audience. Perhaps none so, however, with as much candor as 

Mark Lutwak in a 2004 guest editorial in TYA Today. Says Lutwak:  

I believe that a child audience is… honest, direct, literal, and story oriented. A 
room full of children could care less about what its supposed to think or feel. 
Regardless of preparation, this audience engages immediately, or it disengages. It 
doesn’t appreciate, it responds viscerally. (2) 
 

Over the course of the thirteen performances of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, 

Lutwak’s ideas proved true. Particularly noticeable, as Lutwak identifies in his editorial, 

were the sharp differences between the mixed adult/child audiences and the all child 

audiences. The children in the mixed age audiences took behavioral cues from parents 

and guardians. They were polite, laughed with the rest of the audience, and were attentive 

in intense or dramatic moments. However, the school audiences comprised primarily of 

children proved to be much more active, honest and exciting. Actor Tiger Sheu reflects: 

Kids are brutally honest! They tell it like it is, and in many regards are smarter 
than we give them credit for. The most surprising thing is that they were not 
apathetic to this subject matter. They were engaged, ready, and willing to argue 
their opinions on the characters, whether good or bad. They offered perspectives 
on the issues in the play that I had never considered. And sometimes their 
critiques were so brutally honest and simple that it kind of drove home the fact if 
a child could see it... why didn’t we? (Sheu, personal interview) 
 

 As a play There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom is filled with scenes of high 

energy and intensity. The scenes at the school playground, in particular, are highly 

physical. In one Bradley initiates a shoving match with Melinda, concluding with 
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Melinda punching Bradley in the eye. In another Jeff verbally attacks Melinda and her 

friends. Melinda then retaliates, giving Jeff a black eye and delivering several blows to 

his stomach. In a later scene Bradley runs through the school, being chased by his 

classmates. He finds refuse for a moment in the girls’ bathroom, only to be forced out by 

Lori’s screams and back into the hallway where he is chased again to Carla’s office. In 

these scenes young audiences were captivated –verbally uttering shock and disbelieve, 

laughing, “oohing” and “ahhing.” Whenever Bradley’s stuffed animals would spring to 

life in a scene or lifelessly flop to the bed when his parents entered the room there was a 

mummer of excited whispers in the audience.  

 Responses were audible and enthusiastic, and often times caused a sort of 

“legitimate restlessness” that David Wood talks about in Theatre for Children. He says: 

It is worth keeping in mind that in some instances, the children’s restlessness will 
be perfectly legitimate. In fact it is not restlessness at all, rather an enthusiastic 
rustle of approval… For instance, after a particularly exciting piece of action or a 
theatrically exciting visual surprise, the children will enthusiastically comment 
upon it to each other. This reaction is certainly not boredom, rather the reverse. 
(211) 

 
Furthermore, moments of intensity or discomfort elicited a similar physical and verbal 

response. In The Audience & The Literature of Theatre for Young Audiences, Jennings 

identifies this type of restless behavior as an illustration of empathy. He says:  

The intense involvement of children in plays with serious content is also exhibited 
in their desire to see everything of interest in any production. Squirming about in 
their seats, the audience is experiencing the concept know as empathy, the 
phenomenon of identification – of vicariously understanding and experiencing 
feelings, thoughts, and experiences of others. (Jennings, “Audience and 
Literature”) 
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In Chapter Two I discussed how empathy served as an entry point for me into the world 

of the play. I also indentified that one goal of the production was to create an opportunity 

for the audience to empathize with Bradley and his journey towards reformation. By 

observing young audiences interaction with the production, I was able to identify 

moments of empathy through their physical and verbal responses.   

 Often times, however, it was difficult to identify whether their restlessness was 

simply a physical manifestation of their empathy, or in fact a disengagement with the 

play. With the school audiences, I indentified moments where students became 

disengaged or restless. In a ninety-minute performance without intermission there are 

bound to be a few moments like this, and There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom was no 

exception. These audiences forced the actors to work harder, keeping the energy up, and 

the pacing quick. 

 To further combat unproductive restlessness, midway through our student 

matinees I added a brief stretch break between acts one and two. In our evening 

performances a fifteen-minute intermission was included. Because our school matinee 

performances were on a strict time schedule, this intermission was eliminated. It is 

difficult for any audience to sit through ninety minutes without a break, let alone a child 

audience. Adding the stretch break allowed the student audience a brief opportunity to 

talk with their classmates sitting near them and to recapture their focus on the production. 

It went as follows: 
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(At the conclusion of Act One I walked on stage.) “Hello everyone. We’re going 
to take a brief stretch break and to do this we need everyone to stay in the theatre. 
I’m going to invite everyone to stand up. Reach up as high as you can. Reach and 
try to touch the ceiling. Now put your arms down. Wiggle your toes. Wiggle your 
feet. Wiggle your legs. Wiggle your arms. Wiggle your whole body. Now freeze.  
Have a seat. You have twenty seconds to turn to the person sitting next to you and 
tell them one thing you are enjoying about the production so far. Now focus on 
the ceiling. Focus on the floor. Focus on your nose. Focus on your teacher. Focus 
on me. You’ve been a wonderful audience so far and now we’re going to get back 
into Act Two of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom.” (Fahey, “Stretch Break”) 
 

The stretch break took less than a minute to complete but it created a more focused 

audience. I noticed a sharp difference between audiences that were taken through the 

stretch break and those that weren’t. Several actors and technicians also commented upon 

its effectiveness. The stretch break helped to combat restlessness, but as Wood and 

Jennings state, audience restlessness is an inevitable and necessary part of theatre for 

young audiences. 

EVALUATING POST PERFORMANCE TALKBACKS 
 

 Though the model of talkbacks utilized during There’s a Boy in the Girls’ 

Bathroom was detailed in previous chapters, a discussion of the audiences’ engagement 

with the talkback is necessary as I question if and how it inspired dialogue. During 

performances trends emerged in where audiences placed certain characters, mostly due to 

the fact that several characters were grouped together. These specific trends were 

discussed in Chapter Two. What varied greatly, however, were the types of questions that 

audience members asked the characters and the comments that students offered about 

why particular characters were placed in different areas of the “bully-o-meter.” The 
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talkbacks for the student matinee performances were videotaped, which allowed for a 

more thorough examination after the production closed.   

 One exchange in our first student matinee (with a mixed elementary school age 

audience) was particularly exciting because students became actively involved in 

dialogue with Mrs. Nathan, the school principal. The student audience articulated 

multiple ways that Mrs. Nathan exhibited the behaviors of a bully, and also offered ways 

in which she could have made different choices. This exchange exemplifies that students 

were processing the play and thinking critically about the issue of bullying. 

Actor/Dramaturg Pierce Purselley moderated this exchange as well as the remainder of 

the talkback. 

PURSELLEY: Mrs. Nathan why don’t you step forward. You have been labeled 

as a bully. 

MRS. NATHAN: Well I don’t know why. 

STUDENT 1: (yells out) I do! 

PURSELLEY: Who said, “I do?” Why is Mrs. Nathan a bully? 

STUDENT 1: You fired Carla without ever talking to her directly about what she 

did wrong.  

MRS. NATHAN: She broke the rules. 

STUDENT 2: Probably because you were telling her how to do her job.  

MRS. NATHAN: Well I am the principal and I have to make sure I am running 

the school smoothly so that students like you get through elementary school, and 

she was disrupting that.  

STUDENT 3: You fired someone who was really trying to help. 

MRS. NATHAN: She was making waves in the school and parents didn’t like that 

so I had to do something about it. I answer to the parents and to the PTA and to 

the school board. 
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PURSELLEY: So Carla wasn’t doing her job the way Mrs. Nathan wanted her to. 

How do you think Mrs. Nathan could have handled this differently? 

STUDENT 4: She could have given her a second chance.  

STUDENT 5: She told Carla that she was on her side at the beginning of the play, 

but she really wasn’t because she fired her. 

PURSELLEY: So should we keep Mrs. Nathan over here? (Gestures to the 

farthest “bully” side of the spectrum.) 

AUDIENCE: Yes!   

MRS. NATHAN: I think we’re just going to have to agree to disagree.  

(“Post-Performance Talkback” 6 Oct.). 

 
 This exchange illustrates a trend that emerged over the course of performances: 

that students were enthusiastic about sharing their voices and willing to become involved 

in active dialogue with the characters. I question whether the eagerness to discuss the 

play and its representation of bullying continued into students’ classrooms? 

 A later school audience towards the end of performances produced an equally 

exciting conversation with Bradley’s father, who serves as an antagonist throughout 

much of the play. While Mrs. Nathan demonstrates the behaviors of a bully throughout 

the play, Mr. Chalkers is different. In one of the plays final scenes, Bradley asks his 

father for help completing math homework. Shocked that his son has asked for help, Mr. 

Chalkers awkwardly assists Bradley with his homework, and the two characters connect 

on a level not seen before. Yet up until this point Mr. Chalkers has been the source of 

frequent emotional abuse for Bradley. Mr. Chalkers' complex characterization produced 

an exciting discussion for our audience. While some empathized with Bradley’s father 

many were critical of his parenting choices. 
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PURSELLEY: What about Mr. Chalkers, can you step forward?  

MR. CHALKERS: This is ridiculous.  

PURSELLEY: Mr. Chalkers feels its ridiculous that he is all the way over here. 

(Gestures to the farthest “bully” side of the spectrum.) Do you feel like 

sometimes you’re a bully? 

MR. CHALKERS: I wouldn’t call it that. 

PURSELLEY: What would you call it? 

MR. CHALKERS: Good parenting. 

PURSELLEY: Can anyone tell me why Mr. Chalkers is where he is?  

STUDENT 1: Because he was really mean to his son while his son was trying to 

deal with a lot of pressure. 

STUDENT 2: Because he laughed at Bradley and made jokes about him. 

STUDENT 3: He didn’t believe in his son. When Bradley said, “I’m not normal,” 

he agreed.  

STUDENT 4: He said that Carla couldn’t help him, but she did.  He shouldn’t 

have said that. 

PURSELLEY: So Mr. Chalkers, you made jokes at Bradley’s expense and what 

I’m hearing is that you made fun of Bradley. How do you feel about that? 

MR. CHALKERS: I think it’s exactly what they said: I was joking around with 

Bradley. I was just trying to be his pal.  

STUDENT 5: But you yelled at him. It was kind of like verbal abuse. 

PURSELLEY: Mr. Chalkers? 

MR. CHALKERS: Sometimes I need to tell my son when he is getting out of line. 

He needs to learn these things. He needs to learn how to talk to people civilly, his 

mother and me in particular.  

PURSELLEY: Are there other ways he could have talked to Bradley? 

STUDENT 6: He could have talked to him like his Mother did. She was nice to 

Bradley.  

MR. CHALKERS: She’s too soft. 
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STUDENT 7: I just wanted to say that at the end of the play he did help his son. 

He changed. He helped him with his homework. 

STUDENT 8: But he should have spent more time with him. 

STUDENT 9: In half of the story he was mean, but in the other half he was good. 

So I think he should be more in the middle, and not on the end.  

PURSELLEY: So we saw Mr. Chalkers change? 

STUDENT 10: He should stay where he is because he was making fun of Bradley 

playing with stuffed animals. (Murmurs of agreement.) 

PURSELLEY: So what I’m hearing is that you made fun of Bradley’s stuffed 

animals, and you were mean to him. Do you think that’s bullying? 

MR. CHALKERS: I don’t think I made fun of him. I kid around with him. But 

that’s just a buddy father-son thing. We’re just joking. Right Bradley?  

(“Post-Performance Talkback” 8 Oct.). 

 

 In every performance, regardless of the average age of the audience, a lively 

discussion was prompted by the talkback. The exchanges included above are worth 

noting because they demonstrated ways that young audience members were thinking 

critically about the themes of the play. It was as satisfying to see college age audiences 

debate the issue of bullying in schools as it was to hear young audience members voice 

their opinions about how certain characters made hurtful choices. In the talkback the goal 

of inspiring dialogue was most identifiable because it happened in the theatre 

immediately following the performances. The conversation centered on bullying because 

the structure of the talkback inspired it. It was the easiest way to identify that young 

audiences were engaging with the play on a deeper level. Through student letters the 

dialogue was continued and as evident in interviews with teachers, many classes debated 
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the issues of the play long after they had left the theatre (Grimes, personal interview; 

Donovan, personal interview). 

 

STUDENT VOICES: LETTERS 
 
 In examining the letters written to the cast by young audience members I looked 

for trends. Most students were responding to the prompts provided in the resource guide. 

We asked students to respond to the following questions: 1) How are the characters 

different at the end of the play than at the beginning? To get started consider Bradley, Mr. 

Chalkers, and Melinda. How have these characters changed? 2) After seeing the 

production, how do you view your relationships at school? The same? Differently? What 

relationships would you like to change? What ideas do you have about how you can 

change them? (Fahey and McRae 7). In evaluating the letters I asked: Where do students 

indentify change in the play’s characters? Are they able to relate the play to their own 

lives and in what ways? Do they empathize with the characters, particularly Bradley? 

 Not surprisingly, most students responded to the first prompt, which asked them 

to identify changes in characters. Very few letters addressed the second prompt about 

how they view their personal relationships at school. Some students moved away from 

the prompts entirely, as exemplified in the letter that begins this chapter. Additionally the 

discussions of characters changing rarely move beyond Bradley, Mr. Chalkers and 

Melinda; the characters suggested. This leads me to question: If we had not given them 

suggestions of characters, whom would they have responded to?  
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 The following are selected responses that exemplify the insightful comments 

offered by many students addressing change, the issue of bullying, and how the play 

connects to their own life. 

In your play there was a lot of change. It reminds me of the metamorphosis of a 
butterfly or moth. Bradley, for example, changed from a “monster” to a regular 
schoolboy. Mr. Chalkers changed from underestimating his son to helping him do 
his homework. The play also focused on bullying. Another important factor to the 
play is differences. Even the name, There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom suggests 
differences. When Jeff came to the class everybody didn’t like him because he 
was different and liked Bradley.  
Sincerely, 
Myron (letter to the cast). 
 
I enjoyed the play very much. Relates to my life now very much. I used to bully at 
my old school. Now I am not being rude to anything or anyone. Now I pity 
Bradley. Anyway I am doing much better because of the play. I feel much better 
about my life. 
Sincerely, 
Gabe (letter to the cast). 
 
Your play has changed the way I treat my friends. We used to joke around with 
jerkish comments and punch each other just for fun! But now we just play and 
have fun. Thanks guys! 
Sincerely, 
Shane (letter to the cast). 
 
In your play I noticed how the characters changed through the story. For example, 
Melinda seemed sweet at the beginning but when she got into a fight with both 
Bradley and Jeff she didn’t seem so nice any more. She got more physical and 
aggressive when she should have just ignored Bradley and Jeff. And when they 
were mean to her and her friends she should have gone to an adult for help. It’s 
not being a wimp to back down from a fight, it’s being smart and safe. Towards 
the end she got nicer and learned to not be so aggressive.  
Sincerely, 
Margo (letter to the cast). 
 
I really liked your show, you should definitely keep on making kids plays. I liked 
the way you showed the changes of Bradley and Mr. Chalkers. For starters, 
Bradley started out with lots of problems that he did not know how to handle. But 
you really showed how over time he sorted out those problems and toward the end 
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you showed how he dealed with most of his problems. I liked how at first Mr. 
Chalkers wasn’t very proud of Bradley and he didn’t respect Bradley very much. 
But over time he learned to respect Bradley. 
From 
Paul (letter to the cast). 
 
I enjoyed how we were right there on stage. I could see and hear everything. I also 
know how you did the hitting, you would clap your hands while the other person 
fake hits you. It was one of the best plays I’ve ever seen because I could definitely 
tell your emotions and everything.  
Zack (letter to the cast). 
 
In the beginning Bradley was rude, impolite, and mean. But once Carla came to 
Red Hill Elem. and helped Bradley he learned that no one cares if he is tough, 
they care about how you really are. 
Isaac (letter to the cast). 

 
 

TEACHER VOICES: INTERVIEWS 
 
 In post-production interviews I spoke with teachers from three different schools 

that took students to see the production. Ms. Dunn at Davis Elementary School, where 

Talleri McRae and I lead pre-production workshops; Ms. Grimes at Ortega Elementary 

School, who helped coordinate the pen pal exchange with her students; and Ms. Donovan 

at Austin Discovery School, with whom we had no formalized pre-production or post-

production interactions. Speaking with three teachers who had varying levels of 

engagement with There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom gave me a sense of how our 

outreach efforts influenced work in a variety of classrooms. They spoke about how they 

utilized pre-production materials, how their students became involved in the talkback, 

and how the experience inspired post-performance discussions. While two of the teachers 

used the play to address curricular objectives and promote dialogue, one chose not to 
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engage her students in conversation nor use the play curricularly. In the end, I realized 

that despite our efforts the single biggest factor that determined the success of the 

community engagement was a teacher’s own commitment to infusing the play and its 

themes into their curriculum. While this commitment may have been influenced by our 

outreach work, it did not ultimately determine whether the teacher viewed the production 

as a singular event or if they saw it as an ongoing learning opportunity for their students.  

 In evaluating post-performance interviews with teachers I asked: How did the 

teacher engage with the production and the community engagement materials and 

programs? What was the nature of their conversations with students before seeing the 

play and what was it afterwards? Did it shift or change and why? Did the teacher 

encourage a dialogue about school bullying and if so in what ways? I was unable to 

interview teachers until five months after the production ended. Yet this time provided 

the opportunity to identify what aspects of the production had lasting impact for the 

teachers and students. What do they remember? What did they carry into their work in 

the classroom? 

 The initial question I asked in the first teacher interview I conducted concerned 

the resource guide. I was speaking with Ms. Dunn, a veteran fifth grade teacher at Davis 

Elementary School. “Probably the first interaction you had with us was when we sent you 

the resource guide. Did you use it and if so how?” “We didn’t,” she responded. “We 

didn’t have enough time” (Dunn, personal interview). Naturally I was disappointed by 

her response, yet Ms. Dunn’s comments speak to one of the main challenges in producing 

TYA: managing the complicated school schedule.   
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 At Davis Elementary School, McRae and I worked with the entire fourth and fifth 

grade student body in pre-production workshops that were described in Chapter Two. Yet 

as Ms. Dunn illustrated in a personal interview, discussions of bullying rarely entered her 

classroom after the performance, nor did she encourage dialogue about the play and its 

themes.  

FAHEY: Before we came to your classroom how did you introduce the play to 

your students? 

DUNN: I don’t think I really introduced it. I think I said, “We’re going to see a 

play,” and I don’t think I introduced it anymore than that. Some of them had read 

the book, but the rest of them didn’t know it. 

FAHEY: How did your class conversations changed from before seeing the play 

to afterwards? Were there conversations around the play or around bullying? 

DUNN: When we first returned there was some conversation about the play. But 

they had already had conversations about bullying before.  

FAHEY: Prior to the pre-production workshops what were the conversations they 

had had about bullying? 

DUNN: The counselor works with them. She starts in first grade. Pretty much 

every year she does lessons on bullying. 

FAHEY: Did you notice a change in the way students were talking about 

bullying?  

DUNN: No. (ibid) 

 
After my interview with Ms. Dunn it became evident that she wasn’t interested in 

discussing the issue of bullying with her students. She viewed this as the job of the school 

counselor and she saw very little curricular value in promoting this dialogue with her 

students, despite recognizing that bullying is an issue at Davis. She was initially 
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apprehensive about McRae and I beginning a conversation about bullying in the pre-

production workshops for fear that we would not approach the sensitive subject in a 

thoughtful way. Eventually, however, she recognized the value of promoting dialogue, 

though it was not her place to inspire it. To her, the main idea of the book, which she is 

familiar with, is Bradley’s ability to change. I am unclear about how she views “change” 

as separate from the issue of “bullying.”  

DUNN: When you came and you started talking about bullying I thought 

“Woah.” I hope they don’t miss the point about the relationship between Bradley 

and the counselor, and how he opens up. But y’all did it spot on.  

FAHEY: We were concerned about creating the workshop around bullying, 

because we didn’t want to force kids to talk about it. But we also wanted their 

thoughts on it. We have these relationships in the play and we have Bradley and 

the way he changes and the way he initially interacts with his classmates. We 

wondered if this was true to the way students today are interacting, because the 

book was written in the late 80s. 

DUNN: It’s still the same. I’ve been teaching forever. It really hasn’t changed 

much. It’s just not as physical. When you were here I distinctly remember hearing 

this girl raise her hand and say, “I just have to say that I don’t think there is much 

bullying going on here.” Then about two months later we had a horrible incident 

with a student being bullied. It was the same thing. I thought, “Oh my gosh.” It 

just goes to show, they don’t see what they do as bullying. They see it as funny, or 

“I need to get back at somebody.” That’s the problem. They don’t see themselves. 

They’re so egocentric. But what y’all did for bullying was great. I could tell a lot 

of planning went into it. Because we’ve had some people come and just kind of 

wing it. So I appreciated that we weren’t wasting their time.  

FAHEY: What if anything did the students gain from seeing the production? 
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DUNN: I think it was more about the play experience. They became part of the 

play, because they were so close and personal. While they were in the theatre they 

were in that play. They weren’t moving. They were in that school. And the way 

the actors built their characters and the relationship between Bradley and the 

counselor. Which, when I read it, is what I saw. I didn’t see the bullying aspect. It 

was more about their relationship. I read it the first time really fast and I thought, 

“That’s an OK book.” Then I read it again and it was so touching and scary. And I 

think that’s what they took away from it – the relationship between the two of 

them [Bradley and Carla] and the way that Bradley changed. (ibid) 

 

 In contrast to Ms. Dunn’s disinterest in exploring curricular ties is Ms. Grimes 

from Ortega Elementary School. The pen pal exchange between the cast and the students 

at Ortega was successful because of Ms. Grimes’ commitment to making it work. She 

allowed her students to take class time to write their pen pal, and found educational and 

social values to participating in the exchange. She credited the pen pal exchange with 

influencing the high level of engagement her students had with the production. One of 

her first comments in our interview addressed this.  

GRIMES: The pen pal exchange was really exciting for the students.  

FAHEY: How do you think it influenced their experience of the play? 

GRIMES: They were all on the lookout for their pen pal. “There’s Bradley. That’s 

my pen pal!” It absolutely influenced them. It made them more excited. They 

were excited to see it anyway, but I think they felt an even bigger personal 

connection to it because they felt like they already knew one of the people in the 

play. Working in a low socio economic school we have very high standards for 

them and we want to encourage them. “You can go to college. You can do 

whatever you want to do.” And I think it was really influential on them. They had 

a college student writing to them, and telling them, “Look I’m doing the same 
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stuff you are. I still have homework. I struggle with similar issues.” It was a 

unique opportunity for them to see their potential future. (Grimes, personal 

interview) 

 

 Another major factor that influenced Ms. Grimes’ commitment to the production 

and the community engagement was her use of the book in class, which her students read 

every year. She spoke eloquently about the curricular value in Sachar’s book and the way 

that she uses it to inspire a dialogue about bullying. 

GRIMES: The reason I choose to use this book at the beginning of the year is 

because one of the first concepts we cover in reading is character analysis. And 

this is such a good book for that. It provides a great way to analyze characters. 

There are so many changes between Jeff and Bradley. “Jeff’s turning into Bradley 

and Bradley’s turning into Jeff!” They always identify that. And I swear every 

year I have a Bradley in my class - someone I feel like I’m reading the book to. I 

don’t ever pinpoint the child, but I ask them to make connections. “Have you ever 

had somebody do something to you that you didn’t like? And how did you react 

to that?” At the beginning of the year some of the students in my class weren’t 

getting along. And the book actually helped quite a bit. Because the students love 

the book, and they all have that in common. So in talking about some of the 

situations that Bradley was put in, and Jeff was put in, they related it to our 

classroom. We talked about how they are in the fourth grade now, and its getting 

to the point where instead of immediately telling a teacher, you can tell someone 

to stop doing what they are doing if you don’t like it. And so we had a big 

discussion about standing up for yourself and not letting others push you around. 

It was actually really helpful in getting the students to be nicer to each other. One 

student, who was having some issues, connected with Jeff because she was new to 

the class, and connected with Bradley because she was bullying others. So 

especially for her benefit I asked the class, “Why do you think Bradley does 
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this?” “Why do you think he is acting this way?” And they identified many 

reasons. “He’s never had any friends before.” “He is purposefully making people 

not like him.” “Why would somebody do that?” And they identified that maybe 

he was scared. It’s always a very productive discussion with my classes because 

they understand so much more than we think they do. They really began to 

question: “Why would someone act that way?” It forces the students to be a little 

more self-reflective, especially the ones that have bulled in the past. (ibid) 

 

 Ms. Grimes has clearly found multiple ways to connect the book, and 

consequently the play, to her teaching objectives. Her work in class surrounding There’s 

a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom initiated with character analysis but she also encouraged the 

dialogue about bullying that inevitable arose. She achieved a balance of curricular and 

social ties to her classroom work. While her students’ engagement with the play was 

certainly influenced by the pen pal exchange, they would have been engaged regardless. 

Ms. Grimes use of the book and her discussion of its themes prepared her students to 

enter the theatre space as gracious, committed and empathetic audience members. 

 Similarly Ms. Donovan from Austin Discovery School found multiple curricular 

ties for her students. Though we had no pre-production interactions with her students 

prior to their attending the play, in post-production Ms. Donovan connected the play to 

her students own work adapting Jerry Spinelli’s book, Do The Funky Pickle, for the 

stage. As Ms. Donovan explained, Spinelli’s book deals with similar issues of school 

bullying and peer pressure. After seeing There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom her 

students expressed a desire to turn Do The Funky Pickle into a play. Ms. Donovan spoke 

of the influence that the staging of the production had on her students. “They really 
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connected to the simplicity of the staging,” she offered, “and the students have talked 

about adapting Pickle in the same way. They said ‘If we can keep the simplicity then its 

not about what you see, it’s about the characters and what their feeling’” (Donovan, 

personal interview). When I asked what the students gained from seeing the production, 

she addressed the idea of creating a space for dialogue without my having mentioned our 

intentions. 

FAHEY: What if anything do you feel your students gained from seeing the 

production? 

DONOVAN: They gained the opportunity to dialogue with one another, as a 

class, and as two classes, about the topic of bullying and about interactions with 

other people. It gave them a framework in which to talk about it. After the 

performance they would say, “Do you remember in the play when this happened? 

Well this is kind of reminding me of this…” They might not have known how to 

ask a question or address a situation with bullying without seeing the play. (ibid) 

 

Later Ms. Donovan spoke of a specific moment from the play, its influence on one of her 

students and how it inspired him to write a post-production letter. Here she speaks to one 

way the production inspired dialogue post-performance. 

DONOVAN: At one point [Bradley] was standing on stage and his female 

classmates came in and they teased him. One girl [Colleen] wanted to invite him 

to her birthday party. Her friends were like “no you can’t do that,” and Bradley 

didn’t know how to take it. So the girls ran off and he was standing alone in the 

middle of the stage not really knowing: Is this a joke? Is this not a joke? What do 

I do? We had been dealing with some bullying dynamics in our class, but they 

were very subtle. So being able to see all these different layers of bullying 

throughout the show was really powerful. In that moment one of our students was 
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like “This play is about me!” I had to keep him from going on stage, because he 

was really moved and he wanted to go and talk to these people. His suspension of 

disbelief is very easy accessed. And so to him it was so real. “This is about my 

life!” It’s sad because it was so real for him. I had to say to him, “Make sure to 

breathe. We’re going to breathe together.” And I had to keep breathing with him 

and put him back down into his seat, because we were right at the front, he kept 

on wanting to get up onstage. And he was really excited to have the opportunity to 

write a letter to the cast. During the talkback he wanted to be called on so badly 

and he didn’t get that opportunity. He would have wanted to have an hour-long 

conversation and he would have been very upset had that not been fulfilled. He 

has very set ideas about how some things are supposed to be. Having the outlet to 

write the letter was really specifically great for him. He was able to convey what 

he needed to, after the show. It helped him process the experience. (ibid) 

 

 After conducting interviews, it was particularly clear that bullying is an issue in 

Austin elementary schools. The three teachers interviewed identified moments where 

bullying has entered their classroom and they spoke of the difficulty in identifying and 

dealing with specific situations. Furthermore, Ms. Grimes and Ms. Donovan spoke about 

how There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom provided an opportunity for students to 

identify similarities between Red Hill School and their own school, which was one main 

goal of the production. Though my initial interview with Ms. Dunn left me disappointed 

by her lack of commitment and interest in connecting the play to the classroom, my 

conversations with Ms. Grimes and Ms. Donovan helped to identify that there were 

multiple ways to connect the play to curriculum work and that the production did inspire 

many students to continue the dialogue about bullying long after they had left the theatre. 
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What was equally clear was the dependence on the classroom teacher to make curricular 

connections and facilitate dialogue. Despite the intentions of the community engagement 

work, unless the teacher is committed, a TYA production may live and die in the theatre. 
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Chapter Four: Situating the Work in a Larger Context 

 

We pray the time will never come when we shall cease to offer fairy tales to our 
children. But interspersed among them, let us dare to offer an occasional play that 
touches their innocence with awareness, and presents them with the necessity of 
choice. It is not only man who must learn to pacify his destructive impulses, to 
express his wishes for greatness, for accomplishment, for love. It must begin with 
children, mustn’t it? 

                    - Sara Spencer, 1964. 
 
 Spencer wrote her essay Does Good Always Win?, which concludes with the 

above quotation, to explain her bold decision to publish Reynard the Fox for Anchorage 

Press Plays, a leading publisher of TYA which Spencer founded in 1935 as The 

Children’s Theatre Press. In the face of criticism that the play teaches improper morals to 

children, as discussed in Chapter One, Spencer challenged social conventions and 

declared the great value in allowing children to decide what is right or wrong.  

 TYA needs more bold leaders who like Spencer, seek innovation and challenge 

perceptions about what issues are appropriate for children’s theatre. Yet, as Spencer 

recognized, with innovation comes great responsibility. As TYA becomes the avenue for 

young audiences to confront challenging issues, there is a greater need to create a 

dialogue with our audience, as we attempted with There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. 

The dialogue inspired by the production was created between practitioners at the 

University of Texas and our elementary school partners. How can one attempt to translate 

this work to the larger field of theatre for young audiences, outside of the university? This 

chapter seeks to answer that question. What aspects of the work are applicable to 
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professional theatre settings? What needs to be shifted or changed? And finally, what 

have we learned from the experience? 

THE IDEALITY OF THE UNIVERSITY ENVIRONMENT 

 
 That we were able to involve an extensive community engagement component 

with There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom is a testament to the resources available in the 

university environment. We were given a production budget, the personnel to carry out 

the engagement activities that were designed by the dramaturgy team, and the time and 

space to develop the production and outreach materials. Furthermore, we were able to 

connect with Austin elementary schools that have an educational relationship with the 

university, and to bring students into the process as collaborators and dramaturgs. While 

many professional theatres have established ongoing relationships with area schools, few 

professional TYA productions have a development period as long as we had with There’s 

a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. This period of time, lasting well over a year, was crucial in 

establishing the goals of the project. 

 In addition, the university setting allowed for extensive collaboration between 

artists and scholars. It was especially gratifying to work with Talleri McRae, my 

colleague in the Master of Fine Arts program in Drama and Theatre for Youth. Asking 

how community engagement can inform the play not only served as a central question in 

our production work but also served as a foundation to my thesis work and a major 

component of McRae’s. Rarely in professional TYA are artists given the opportunity to 

reflect on a production experience in writing, and in other mediums. We are a profession 
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of artists. In order to respond to the need for critical evaluation of TYA and to encourage 

practitioners to integrate community engagement and production, we must foster the 

development of artist/scholars. The university environment is an ideal incubator for such. 

A master of fine arts program, such as the one I have been a part of, asks students to 

define themselves in this manner.  

 The university is also an ideal environment for producing theatre that deals with 

social issues. While many professional theatres are pressured to produce adaptations of 

popular book titles as well as fairy tales that appeal to broad audiences and bring in large 

box office returns, most university theatre programs are not so dependent upon ticket 

sales. University theatre programs can afford to produce bold, socially conscious work 

that raise important issues and ask provocative questions. As many universities have 

educational missions designed to engage their communities, theatre can play an integral 

role in outreach efforts, especially when used to unite communities in dialogue.  

Nathaniel Miller offers ideas about how TYA can be used as an educational tool and as a 

way to address social justice: 

As our children live in a world with increased violence at home and abroad, there 
is a greater need to use theatre as a tool to understand “otherness.” The goal of art 
is to challenge young people, to ask difficult questions, and to motivate them to 
become independent thinkers. An effective production for youth doesn’t ask 
audience members to become passive receptacles of stories we present, but 
excited them to take action: to be kinder, to think of others, to stand up for what 
they believe in. (67) 
 

 Because of the structure of my thesis work I was closely involved in both the 

community engagement work and the production, an opportunity rarely afforded artists 
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working in professional theatres. In a sense I was able to function as both artistic director 

(choosing the actors involved in the project) and education director (designing 

community engagement with a team I assembled.) While many professional theatres have 

disparate missions for their education and production departments, with There’s a Boy in 

the Girls’ Bathroom there was a singular vision for the production and community 

engagement component. Though most education departments support productions by 

designing outreach materials such as resource guides and talkbacks, their involvement is 

rarely holistic.  

TRANSLATING THE WORK OUTSIDE OF THE UNIVERSITY  

 
 Outside of the University setting there are numerous companies that have begun 

to blend community engagement and TYA, although this work mainly occurs outside the 

relm of traditional theatre for young audiences. As previously discussed many youth 

theatres involve community partners in their playmaking process, especially when 

creating devised theatre. Additionally there are several play development opportunities 

for playwrights working in TYA that engage youth in the development of new plays. 

Perhaps the best example is the Bonderman Symposium at the Indiana Repertory Theatre 

(IRT), founded by Dorothy Webb in 1983. During the biennial weeklong play 

development process at the Bonderman creative teams work with young students from 

Indianapolis in multiple ways: as audience members, workshop collaborators, and 

dramaturgs. At the conclusion of the process playwrights have gathered ideas and 

responses from young audiences, which they can use in further development of their 
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scripts. This classroom linkage was added to the Bonderman process in 1997. “Each 

playwright is assigned an age-appropriate school group who provide feedback about the 

play at different points during the week of residency. This youth involvement is key to 

the future success of the plays” (“History of the Bonderman” website). As an assistant 

dramaturg at the Bonderman in 2009 working with the team for Laura Schellhardt’s play 

Air Guitar High it became evident that young collaborators influenced the play 

development in multiple ways, most explicitly in the shaping of characters.  

 The trend in professional TYA, however, is not to involve youth in a production 

processes. While young people can be instrumental in the success of a play, they are 

often involved strictly as audience members at the conclusion of the process. Given the 

limited production schedule, typical daytime rehearsal process and Equity union contracts 

it is not surprising that young audiences are rarely involved. Still, exciting collaborative 

projects have emerged in traditional TYA. Alliance Theatre in Atlanta, Georgia, involves 

young people as dramaturgs in a program called Dramaturgy by Students. The project, as 

described by the Alliance Theatre website: 

An Alliance Theatre teaching artist partners with a classroom teacher and students 
to serve as dramaturgs for an actual Alliance stage production. During the 
residency process, the students experience firsthand the work of a dramaturg, 
breaking areas of learning into: text analysis and research, 
director/dramaturg/playwright relationships (communication), and audience 
education. Students assemble all their work into a packet that they give to the 
production’s director, cast and design team to use in the development and 
rehearsal process. The students’ work frequently affects the outcome of what the 
audience sees on stage after the play opens to the public. (“Dramaturgy by 
Students” website) 
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 During a workshop at the American Alliance for Theatre and Education (AATE) 

conference in Atlanta in 2008, I participated in a session in which Rosemary Newcott, 

artistic director of theatre for youth at Alliance, discussed the work of this program. My 

participation in this session inspired the partnerships we formed with Davis and Ortega 

Elementary Schools to engage students dramaturgically in pre-production workshops and 

the pen pal exchange. While using students as dramaturgs did not originate at Alliance or 

with our production of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom it has not yet been widely 

practiced in TYA. These examples are ways in which TYA has moved beyond simply 

preparing students to see a production to ask: in what ways can preparation also mean 

allowing audiences to have a meaningful engagement with the play? How can we best 

prepare students to see a production but also prepare our production to be received by an 

audience? What can our actors, directors, and designers learn from young audiences? 

How can a traditional theatre setting become a space for learning?   

 Is it possible to do the type of interactive work that we accomplished in There’s a 

Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom in a professional environment? While it is entirely plausible, I 

do not think it possible, nor appropriate to replicate the type of community engagement 

we designed for our production in a professional theatre where the roles of actor, director, 

and dramaturg are distinctly defined. The success of our project relied heavily on the 

ability of artists to serve multiple roles: actor/dramaturg, director/dramaturg, and 

artist/educator. Defining our roles as such allowed for the entire team to articulate 

cohesive production and engagement goals. If the roles of actor, director and dramaturg 

were more traditionally defined could we achieved cohesion? 
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 Our production benefited from having dramaturgs at every rehearsal, actors 

facilitating pre-production workshops and cast members interacting with audience 

members. Would a professional theatre staff ask artists to be that involved in such a 

process? How would these artists be compensated? How would roles be defined? 

Although there are exciting possibilities in re-defining roles in professional TYA 

productions, there are logistical challenges that must be overcome. Essentially 

professional TYA theatres must be committed to uniting the missions of production and 

education departments. It begins by defining production and education as one cohesive 

unit. How do they support one another? Where do their goals align? 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICES FOR CONNECTING TYA AND COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT 
 
 There is no one model for connecting TYA and community engagement, for 

infusing community engagement into the process of creating theatre for young people, or 

for directing a production of a play that deals with social issues. I approached There’s a 

Boy In the Girls’ Bathroom with the desire to expand the scope of the production, asking 

how community engagement and TYA can be closely connected. In many ways I am left 

with more questions than when I began, but I am fortunate to have the time to process my 

experience. In the interest of self-reflection I created a list of ten reflective practices for 

connecting TYA and community engagement. Some of these were embodied from the 

beginning of our process, but for many individuals it took the experience of the project to 

arrive at any conclusions. I offer them not as rigid guidelines, but as a way to share my 
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personal experiences. I arrived at the following opinions from the process of directing 

There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom.   

 

1. TYA that deals with social issues is ideal for infusing community engagement into 

the production process. 

 There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom, along with many of the plays discussed in 

Chapter One, helped to change the landscape of TYA in the late twentieth century 

through believable depictions of important social issues. The issues these playwrights 

explored include divorce, death, AIDS, sexuality, and bullying. Yet, without 

opportunities for discussion, the impact of these plays could be stilted. I believe that plays 

such as The Wrestling Season, Reynard the Fox, Step on a Crack, The Arkansaw Bear, 

The Yellow Boat and There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom inspire dialogue because 

many of the central questions of these plays remain unanswered. Community engagement 

that is thematic and issue-driven can inspire students to explore the themes in a more 

meaningful way and at its best, connects the action of the play to students’ lives. In our 

project, allowing community engagement to inspire production gave students agency in 

the production as they offered dramaturgical context. It also invited the artists involved to 

consider the audience’s influence and the production’s purpose. I entered the project with 

a desire to connect TYA and community engagement. During the process, I discovered 

that exploring the issue of bullying could serve as the impetus for this connection.   
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2. Create a space for dialogue. 

 By engaging audiences in dialogue before and after the performance we were able 

to expand the scope of the production beyond the theatre space. In facilitating community 

engagement we encouraged dialogue between students and teachers, actors and 

audiences. During the process I discovered that the way to successfully design our 

talkback, as well as the resource guide and pre-production workshops was to ask 

questions about the themes in Sachar’s play. How are the characters in There’s a Boy in 

the Girls’ Bathroom affected by bullying? How do relationships change over the course 

of the play and why? How do the relationships mirror ones in your own life? How can 

you make positive changes in your life at school and home? It is my hope that these 

questions inspired the dialogue to continue long after the production ended. It is my 

belief that by engaging young audiences in active dialogue about important social issues 

we can encourage them to think, question, challenge and share ideas in exciting ways. 

 

3. Create multiple ways for young audiences to get actively involved. 

 Early on in the project I recognized that the key to successfully promoting a 

dialogue concerning bullying was active engagement. In order to achieve this we needed 

to have multiple ways for students and teachers to participate. Each school we partnered 

with had a different level of interaction with the production, from participation in pre-

show workshops and pen pal exchanges to their use of the resource guide and the pre-

production DVD. Logistically we could only partner with one school in pre-production 

workshops and one school in a pen pal exchange. Yet every teacher from all of the 
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schools who brought students to see the production received the resource guide and pre-

production DVD. A talkback was included after every performance and aimed to inspire 

post-performance class discussions. Because each teacher had specific curricular goals, 

we designed a variety of outreach materials that were accessible in multiple ways. We 

asked provocative open-ended questions. We wanted audience members to leave 

debating the issues, seeking discussions with their classmates and teachers. If 

practitioners of TYA and community engagement want to serve as many of their young 

audience members as possible, I recommend the creation of wide-ranging engagement 

materials.  

 

4. Approach the play as a new one, whether new or not. 

 Though There’s a Girl in the Boys’ Bathroom was written as a book in 1987 and 

then as a play in 1991 we approached the production as if it were a new script. As 

dramaturgs we learned that the subject of bullying is of great concern for school 

educators, teachers, parents and youth themselves. Anti-bullying legislation and specific 

incidences of bullying are often in the news. The teachers we partnered with spoke 

candidly about the various ways that bullying continues to be an issue in classrooms. 

Knowing that the issue around which the play is based was timely and that we wanted to 

engage students from Austin, we set the play in a contemporary Austin elementary 

school. The design team researched this setting and reflected specific choices in their set 

and costume designs. In casting I aimed to reflect the cultural diversity of our audiences. 

Every production has originality and authenticity, whether it is a world premiere or a 
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classical revival, because the audience creates meaning through the immediate experience 

of engaging with the play. In reflection I ask: Did setting the production in a 

contemporary Austin classroom influence audience engagement? How were our young 

audiences represented in the characters on stage? In producing TYA I challenge 

practitioners to question: Why are we doing this play now? Are there thematic elements 

that have particular resonance for a contemporary audience?  

 

5. Work towards reciprocity. 

 Rather than view community engagement as the opportunity for a unilateral 

exchange - we have the answers, our audience asks the questions – we attempted to 

embody reciprocity throughout the process. In designing community engagement we 

asked: What are our goals and how can we allow them to be shifted if young 

collaborators move the work in a different direction? We approached community 

engagement as an opportunity to deepen the dramaturgical work because as current fourth 

and fifth grade students, our elementary school partners could offer a wealth of insight 

into the characters in the play. We also viewed community engagement as an opportunity 

to address the theme of bullying, introduce plot and characters and prepare students to see 

the production. In this balance we aimed to be reciprocal. However, in moving through 

the project I learned that reciprocity is easier as a set of intentions than as an embodied 

practice. At times the objectives of the production overshadowed the reciprocal aims of 

community engagement. Because the overarching goal was to create a dynamic 

production, and because I came from the creative team and not from the school 
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community it was difficult to determine what a reciprocal partnership looked like from 

the point of view of our school partners. What would have emerged if we had more 

thoughtfully approached our school collaborators asking: What would you like to achieve 

by engaging in this process? For future projects that integrate community engagement 

into the process of creating TYA I recommend creating goals that are reciprocal. This 

may be achieved by addressing both the objectives of production and community from 

the beginning of the process. 

   

6. Dramaturgs are essential for connecting production and community engagement. 

 The team of dramaturgs for There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom was 

instrumental in creating opportunities for community engagement, designing and 

facilitating the work, and bridging the relationship between the production and 

community engagement component. As they were present at rehearsals, the dramaturgs 

were able to articulate and execute the goals for community engagement in a way that 

enhanced the production. They kept the production grounded and purposeful and forced 

us to consider how the play reflected our audience. I recommend that practitioners 

interested in connecting TYA and community engagement seek partnerships with 

dramaturgs that can help to unify the goals for both. These dramaturgs should be an 

active presence in rehearsals, able to look for multiple ways that community engagement 

can serve a dramaturgical influence, and instrumental in the design of engagement 

materials as well as the facilitation of workshops.  
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7. Set clear goals and create an assessment strategy that is well planned. 

 Measuring the impact of the work is one area where we had difficulty in post-

production, as we did not take the time in the early stages of the project to create a 

methodic assessment strategy. It is imperative to establish distinct goals and to devise a 

way to assess these goals from the beginning. Practitioners must determine what success 

looks like. If feedback is generated from student audiences and teachers how is it 

processed? How can it be used to determine if established goals are met? The production 

of There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom and the community engagement that was 

designed to accompany it centered on the idea of inspiring dialogue about the issue of 

bullying. By conducting interviews and examining letters written to the cast I wanted to 

identify where and when dialogue occurred. Without a method for evaluation, however, it 

is difficult to determine if this was achieved.  

 

8. Seek principals and teachers that are dedicated to a collaborative partnership. 

 I believe that students who gained the most from the experience had teachers that 

were interested and invested in using the play curricularly and continuing the dialogue 

concerning bullying. The community engagement team benefited from partnering with 

several schools and teachers that were dedicated to a collaborative partnership. However, 

as demonstrated in my previous discussion of teacher interviews, these partners had 

varying levels of commitment, which directly impacted the work. The establishment of 

such partnerships cannot be forced. As I reflect on the process I question: In future 

projects, how can I identify committed teachers? How can I ensure that the goals of the 
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engagement team as well as the goals of the teacher are both met? I encourage artists 

dedicated to establishing school collaborations to ask: Who are the key stakeholders in 

the project? How can we shift our definition beyond the production’s artists to include 

young audience members, teachers and school administrators?   

 

9. Define commitment and encourage it from the entire creative team.  

 In order for community engagement activities to influence a production everyone 

involved, from the actors to the designers, needs to be open to creative influence from 

young audiences. Furthermore, the company has to be dedicated to redefining the 

traditional roles of director, actor, and dramaturg. During There’s a Boy in the Girls’ 

Bathroom I functioned as a director and dramaturg simultaneously, directing the 

production while taking on many of the tasks traditionally served by outreach or 

education directors. Our production also relied on the successful integration of 

actor/dramaturgs. By participating in the pen pal exchange, pre-production workshops 

and post-performance talkbacks I was asking the cast to participate beyond the traditional 

functions of an actor. The process was, at times, greatly taxing and I realize that in many 

professional theatres this type of work is not possible. Still, I encourage TYA 

practitioners to ask question what it means to take a collaborative and audience-centered 

approach to their playmaking process. How can we allow for each artist to contribute 

meaningfully to the work? How can we invite our actors, dramaturgs and designers to 

serve a broader function in productions?  
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 10. Time and support are major factors for successfully connecting TYA and 

community engagement. 

 Without the monetary and creative support of the Department of Theatre and 

Dance at The University of Texas at Austin, and without a considerable amount of time 

for planning, the scope of the project would not have been possible. Despite the 

importance of dedicated partners and an impassioned creative team, these were the 

biggest factors for success. Furthermore, because of the projects’ considerable time line 

we were able to establish a plan for engagement and identify collaborators prior to the 

start of rehearsals. What would the project look like had we not been granted the time to 

generate and incubate our ideas? How might TYA that functions on a shorter schedule 

approach the connection of production and community engagement in a holistic manner? 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

 
 When Mark Twain became a board member of Alice Minnie Herts’ Children’s 

Educational Theatre in New York in the early 1900s he declared children’s theatre to be 

one of the “greatest inventions of the twentieth century” and affirmed that it’s “vast 

educational value – now but dimly perceived – and vaguely understood – will someday 

presently come to be recognized” (qtd. in Swortzell 678). A century has passed since 

Twain made this statement. Has his prediction come true?  

 TYA has become nationally recognized and many professional companies are 

well funded and thriving artistically. As countless practitioners have declared in 

statements cited in this thesis and elsewhere, TYA has become the medium for some of 
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the most expressive, exciting and innovative work in the field of theatre. Yet in many 

ways artists working in TYA are continually forced to articulate the legitimacy of the 

profession. Perceptions of TYA productions as hastily produced, amateur, and 

insignificant, are still prevalent. Have we, as Twain asserts, come to recognize the vast 

educational value in children’s theatre? While I believe the field of TYA has made 

significant advances forward, we have yet to reach our fullest potential.  

 Many professional theatres are still anchored to producing popular children’s 

book titles, fairy tales, and new versions of other well-known stories.  Original plays are 

often ignored. Playwrights of color such as José Cruz González, José Casas, Ramón 

Esquivel, Cheryl L. West, Lydia Diamond and OyamO have all contributed to the canon 

of theatre for young audiences. Yet professional TYA companies seldom produce these 

playwrights, which can be linked to the pressure to sell tickets. The issues these 

playwrights have dealt with include slavery, intolerance, racism, bullying, and death 

while their characters are often marginalized individuals. How can these thought-

provoking plays compete with popular titles such as If You Give a Mouse a Cookie or 

Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day? It is not my intention to 

imply that there is little value in producing mainstream, classic, or timeless stories. After 

all, There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom is a popular book title written by a white male 

author. We need, however, to achieve a balance. As Nathaniel Miller states, “We need to 

develop a culture in which audiences crave plays that make them think about the world 

that surrounds us” (67). More professional theatres, along with university programs, need 
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to be daring in their play selection: commissioning new works by playwrights of color 

and selecting plays that reflect the lives and issues of young audiences. 

 Although more is to be accomplished, there are numerous companies throughout 

the United States and abroad that are dedicated to engaging diverse communities and 

underserved populations in theatre that addresses social issues and social justice. 

Companies such as Albany Park Theatre Project (APT) in Chicago and Creative Arts 

Theatre (CAT) Youth Theatre in New York City regularly devise theatre with and for 

youth. How might we take a community-based, thematic approach to traditional TYA and 

still achieve the high level of artistry exemplified by APT and CAT? It is my hope that 

our work with There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom begins to address this question. 

 In assessing the impact of our work I ask: Why isn’t there more research 

concerning models of assessment for TYA audiences? Most assessment in theatre for 

youth surrounds youth theatre, theatre in education (TIE) and creative drama. While these 

forms were influential in designing the community engagement for There’s a Boy in the 

Girls’ Bathroom it was difficult to use their evaluative methods for our work. How are 

TYA theatres evaluating their work and their engagement in communities? How do they 

assess the ability of their young audiences to connect the performance experience with 

their own lives? Leading scholars in the field echo concerns that TYA is not a field that 

has evaluated its own work in a critical way, as Roger Bedard stated in a visit to The 

University of Texas at Austin in 2006 (Miller 63). 

 Did There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom and the community engagement that 

accompanied the production inspire young audiences to create a dialogue regarding 
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bullying? Based on my experience, facilitating pre-production workshops, observing the 

deep engagement of participation during talkbacks, and the ideas offered by students and 

teachers in letters and interviews the answer is: “Yes.” Yet, the process of designing and 

executing the community engagement has revealed the need for a rigorous and well 

constructed method of evaluation to accurately assess the impact of the work.  

 Throughout this document I have demonstrated the ways in which infusing 

community engagement into TYA resulted in a meaningful experience for both the young 

audiences and the artists involved in There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom. As Sachar’s 

play deals with bullying in its many forms, it was the ideal production to dialogue with 

the audience about bullying, difference, acceptance and ways to make positive changes. It 

is my hope that university and professional theatres will seek opportunities to connect 

outreach and community engagement to the process of creating theatre for young 

audiences, not only in pre-production or post-production activities, but throughout the 

rehearsal process. How can young audiences influence the work dramaturgically? How 

can we more effectively represent the diversity of our audiences in our productions? How 

can the scope of TYA be expanded beyond the theatre space in exciting and complicated 

ways? As professional and university theatres ask these questions there is the potential to 

engage audiences in more significant ways. I trust that we began to achieve these ends 

with There’s a Boy in the Girls’ Bathroom.   
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Appendix A: Slide Designs by Ilana Marks 

 

 

 

Illustration for Mrs. Ebbel’s Classroom 
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Illustration for Playground Scenes 
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Illustration for Boys’ Bathroom 



 127 

 

Appendix B: Floor Rendering by Ilana Marks 
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Appendix C: Resource Guide 
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Appendix D: Pre-Production Lesson Outline 

 
 

There’s A Boy in the Girl’s Bathroom—Fall 2009 
Outline for Pre-show workshop 

 
1. Introduction – Brian and Talleri     5-7 mins 

A) Introduce Name, from UT, Part in the Play 
a. Have you any of you heard of this book? Have any of you read it?  

B) A lot of the characters in the play are 5th grade students, and you are or will be 
soon 5th graders, so we are interested in your opinion.  

C) We are going to be doing some activities that relate to the TABIGB, a play 
you will be seeing very soon. It’s a funny name isn’t it? It gets its name 
because one of the characters in the play…  

D) IRB: Consent—Talleri and I are students, you are part of research. (Talleri) 
 

2. Cover the Space/Group Shapes—Talleri    5-7 mins 
a. Move the desks? If necessary? 
b. We are going to start with a silent activity.  And we are not physically 

touching anyone else. 
c. In a minute, when I stop talking I would like you to begin to move around 

the space at your own pace, If you see an empty spot, move to it. While 
staying standing, and staying moving, our goal is to cover the space with 
our bodies as best we can. 

d. How well did we cover the space? How can we adjust? 
e. When I say so make a triangle. How well did we do? How can we adjust? 
f. When I say so, staying silent make three circles. How well did we do? 

How can we adjust? 
g. When I say so, make the shape of Texas without talking. How did we do? 

How can we adjust? 
 

3. Defender –Brian (Talleri plays)     15 mins 
a. As you continue to walk around the space, without identifying who this 

person is, choose someone in the room. Remember, don’t reveal to others 
who this person is, keep it to yourself.  (PAUSE) 

b. As you move about the space, your goal is to get as far away physically 
from the person you just chose. Continue to move about the space. 

i. Some characters in the play want to be as far away from their 
classmates as possible. Now we are going to get into the world of 
the play, and think about WHY the characters in the play might 
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want to stay away from each other. STUDENTS BRAINSTORM. 
(Talleri will scribe.) Ok, now we’re going to pretend we are 
characters in the play, and we’re going talk about ourselves and 
others as characters. 

ii. Keep trying to get away. 
1. Now as you continue to move about the space, we’re are 

going to imagine that the person you are trying to get away 
from is a character in the play. Now I’d like you respond 
physically to the idea that:  

a. This character revealed a secret that you told them 
in confidence. 

b. This character cheated on a test by copying your 
character’s answers. 

c. This character stole a dollar from you. 
iii. Freeze and look at Talleri. What do you see Talleri doing 

physically? What are some words that might describe what she is 
feeling? If the character Talleri is playing could speak right now, 
what would she say? 

c. Now continue to move around the space, still staying away from that same 
person. Now imagine that character: 

i. Gave you a black eye. (Show us that in your body, respond 
physically.) 

ii. ½ of the room freeze, other half look at the frozen images. What do 
you see these characters doing? (Highlight one or two people with 
thought bubbles.) 

 
4. Processing Defender-- Talleri     5 mins 

a. What did we do in this game? 
b. What do you call someone who we want to get away from? Bully? Other 

word?  
c. Bully—can be a label we decide or someone else decides for us. 
d. In the play, the character of Bradley is labeled as the school Bully, but he 

is also a character who is bullied himself. Another example of a bully is 
Melinda. Melinda fights with both Bradley and Jeff (the new kid in 
school). She is defending her friends Colleen and Lori. (Brian scribes for 
Talleri).  
 

5. Melinda Role-on-the-Wall—Brian (or Talleri?)   5 mins 
a. From the book, we know that Melinda fights with both Bradley and Jeff.  
b. Talleri provides outside info, Brian scribes.  

i. (Talleri will have list of outside incidents with Melinda) 
c. What might be going on inside of Melinda? What might she be feeling? 

Why does she do what she does? 
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6. Hotseating Melinda-- Brian      10 mins 

a. Let’s imagine that Melinda is sitting in the principal’s office because she 
gave both Jeff and Bradley black eyes. Before the principle comes in 
Melinda needs your advice. We allow you to ask her a few questions. 
Then she has a few questions she’d like to ask you.  

b. Some questions to ask Melinda:  
i. Why did you punch them? 

ii. What did they do to you? 
c. Melinda’s questions. 

i. What should I say to the principle? 
ii. How much should I tell? 

iii. What should I do if the boys bother me again? 
 

7. Generative Activity       10 mins 
a. Write Questions down. 4 minutes of work alone. 6 minutes of 

conversation. 
b. Just like Melinda, the rest of the characters and actors need your advice!  
c. Get out something to write with and something to write on. 

i. What does bullying look like in 5th grade? Easy to tell? Hard? 
ii. What do students do to stop bullying?  

iii. What do teachers do? How those approaches different? 
iv. What should adults know about 5th grade?  
v. What can you do to stop bullying in your school? 
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Appendix E: Photo of Lobby Display 

 

 
 

Director Brian C. Fahey sitting in the lobby display outside of the Brockett Theatre 
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Appendix F: Production Photos 
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