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After School Drama Program — Filling a Need

Carousel Players’ After School Drama Program was conceived as a pilot project to fill the need
for affordable, accessible arts education in the Niagara Region. The Niagara Region’s population
includes 66,760 children under 14 and yet at the time this program began, there were only eight
private companies offering drama classes, most based in 2 municipalities and none with
programs developed by Ontario Curriculum experts.

Complicating the problem of access is the fact that the poverty rate for children under age 18 in
the Niagara Region is 16.9% (Cheevers 2016). In some municipalities, such as Niagara Falls and
St. Catharines, the poverty rate increases to nearly 24%, making it nearly one in four children
living in poverty (ibid). These statistics imply the cost of professionally-lead arts education
programs is often higher than many families can afford.

A survey was conducted by Carousel Players to assess the local community’s perspective on arts
education and found that 80% agreed there is a need for drama education in Niagara. More than
50% of the survey participants agreed that cost is the biggest barrier to accessing drama
programs in the Niagara Region.

The 2017 Living in Niagara report identifies the need to “address barriers... to people being able
to access Arts, Culture and Heritage activities” and ensure “student access to experiential...
learning opportunities” (“Arts, Culture and Heritage - Introduction”). It is Carousel Players’
mandate that our Arts Education Programs address financial barriers and respond to the needs
of children to inspire a love of drama. The statistical evidence of Niagara’s poverty rate was
reflected in the socioeconomic backgrounds of several of our participants and in the
communities where we introduced the program.

With the funding received through the Ontario Trillium Foundation Seed Grant, we were able to
begin filling this need in Niagara by offering an After School Drama Program built on a
curriculum of drama-based learning for children aged 6 to 11 years. We held the program in
schools in four municipalities: Oakridge Public School in St. Catharines, Orchard Park Public
School in Niagara Falls, Prince of Wales South Public School in Thorold, and Steele Street Public
School in Port Colborne.

The drama curriculum was created by trained educators and delivered by local artist-educators
over the course of ten weeks. We held the classes in two sessions: the first from October to
January and the second from March to June. We worked to address financial and geographical
barriers by offering the program on school grounds for one hour immediately after school once
a week at a cost of $50 ($5/class). The program was advertised and offered to students of the
participating schools, but some students from outside schools were enthusiastic to find an
accessible drama program offered in the area and registered for the school nearest to them.

Although the program was not connected to academic classes, research has proven that the
basic oral and analytical skills developed through dramatic play “lay the groundwork for literacy,
math, and science through learning experiences during which children act on their environment
to construct meaning” (Brown 166). In fact, children involved in drama have “greater academic
achievement and higher test scores than children who have not participated in drama” (Brown
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164). These significant benefits were proven by the After School Drama Program outcomes,
demonstrating the need for arts-education-based learning for all children, and the value of
providing it in areas where schools, teachers, and parents are lacking support.

The following document is a report on the pilot program’s development, organization, and
outcomes, with recommendations for future after school arts education programming.

The After School Drama Program Pilot

Working with Schools

Before applying for the grant, Carousel Players’ Artistic Director and Outreach & Marketing
Manager contacted principals of elementary schools that already had a relationship with
Carousel Players through our programs. They were able to assess the principals’ interest in the
program and the schools’ need for arts curriculum support. These schools were selected to
explore different aspects of the Niagara Region: there were two city schools and two in smaller
municipalities. Two of the schools were in relatively economically stable communities and two
in areas that are considered economically depressed. Upon receipt of the Ontario Trillium
Foundation funding, we approached all the schools to become part of the After School Drama
Program pilot, and three of the four were able to accommodate the program. A new school was
recruited based on its similar enrollment population to the original fourth school.

The Arts Education Coordinator was hired in October of 2018 and became the primary contact
for the schools. The original Coordinator, Caroline MacDonald, left the program in after four
months for another position. Elizabeth Pereira, who was an educator in the first session, was
hired as Coordinator for the remainder of the pilot project.

Our program did not need to circulate through an approval process with the school board
administration because it had direct approval from the principals, and it did not require
insurance coverage or lock-up procedures for the school buildings because the program began
after school hours and ended before spm. The Coordinator communicated with the principals
and administrative assistants at each school to establish and ensure student safety, after school
program attendance, and school protocol for student pick-up at the end of each session.

The principals of the participating schools were enthusiastic to share the program with their
students and faculty and to help find local high school student volunteers for our educators who
wanted additional support. Two to three weeks before the sessions began, the Coordinator
contacted the principals and arranged to visit the schools. These tours allowed her to become
familiar with the building’s layout and determine the ideal rooms to use for the programs. On
her visit, she also went from classroom to classroom to tell students from Grades 1-6 about the
program, answer any questions they had, and give them tri-fold brochures to take home and
share with their guardians (Appendix A).

Guardians were able to register their child either online through a payment portal on our
website, or by filling in the registration form in the program brochure and dropping it off, with
payment) at their school’s office. The Coordinator contacted the administrative assistant once
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a week to check for registrations and, when there were new registrations, collected the
information and entered it into the registration database.

Curriculum Development and Tailoring

The curriculum for the program was developed in partnership with Jenna Thompson, an
education expert and member of the Brock University Teacher Education Faculty. Ms
Thompson, Carousel Players’ Artistic Director, and the Coordinator met two months before the
program began to discuss the content of the Ontario curriculum document. Post-meeting, the
Coordinator produced a summary document of the overall expectations and fundamental
concepts for Grades 1-6 and included potential overall objectives as a guide for the ten weeks of
sessions. Jenna organized the program objectives according to the ten-week format of our
program alongside the fundamental curriculum concepts. She also developed corresponding
guiding questions the educators could use to develop their lesson plans and a legend of terms
(Appendix B).

Because our educators had varying degrees of experience using curriculum documents, the
curriculum development process took into consideration the variety of their educational
backgrounds. The curriculum expert produced two versions of the curriculum document to
accommodate our educators’ different styles and backgrounds with facilitating youth programs:
a version with expanded and detailed descriptions for Grades 1-3 (Appendix C1) and Grades 4-6
including a curriculum legend (Appendix C2), and a condensed version “at a glance” for Grades
1-3 (Appendix C3) and Grades 4-6 (Appendix Cg). A lesson plan template was provided with
explanations for the educators to use to organize each lesson (Appendix D), and a weekly
observational checklist to gauge their class’ overall engagement, collaboration, and self-
confidence (Appendix E) for the purposes of our qualitative data collection and their personal
reflection.

Revising the Curriculum

In the initial project plan, resources were allocated for community-specific curriculum revisions
as needed; however, the content of the curriculum was adaptable enough that we did not need
to customize it. Our educators were comfortable working with the after school program
objectives and curriculum headings to tailor the program to students’ previous experience with
drama and the class’ interest in certain topics or skills.

After receiving feedback from the educators, we asked our curriculum consultant to reformat
the curriculum documents to organize it by learning strands rather than a weekly schedule
(Appendix F). According to our educator feedback, our revised curriculum document was
organized categorically (rather than sequentially) under the following learning strands: Drama
Techniques and Skills, Group Skills, Individual Skills.

This format enabled our educators to create their lesson plans with a focus on the skill-type they
wanted to develop and then choose their curriculum topic. The new framework allows the
educators flexibility in planning their sessions to select a curriculum focus each week based on
their needs rather than having to conform to a pre-assigned curriculum topic each week. The
educators found this format convenient for introducing new exercises, themes, and dramatic
skills, which they learned by attending professional development workshops.
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The Coordinator edited the weekly observational checklist to gather more data about the
students’ learning skills by using a scale from 1 to 10 because our educators often found
themselves choosing 3.5 or 4.5 rather than 3 or 4 (Appendix G). The educators also found the
“"Comments” section vague and hard to answer, so the written reflection aspect was made more
specific by dividing it into three reflective sections: "Things that worked,” “Things that didn’t
work,” and “Thoughts for next week.” The educators found this new format useful in keeping
track of their students’ strengths and weaknesses, actively prompting them to consider why an
activity may not have been successful, and they expressed that it reminded them that there are
always things to improve upon when educating.

Artist-Educator Preparation and Training

Prior to the first session, the Coordinator established school protocol and classroom locations
for the program. The educators provided completed vulnerable sector checks to Carousel
Players, signed a letter of agreement, and were given their class lists and attendance sheets
digitally and in hard copy. The Coordinator arranged for two volunteers from Brock University’s
Co-Op Education Program to assist the educators. Two of the four educators did not teach with
volunteers; only one of them (who had a larger class) required support from the Coordinator.

Two weeks before the program start date, the Coordinator scheduled one full-day and one half-
day training session for the educators. These sessions included the Coordinator, Artistic
Director, and the curriculum expert. The Coordinator created a package with Carousel Players’
statement of philosophy on education, details about the pre- and post-program parent survey,
a sample lesson plan, and all curriculum and reflection documents.

The full-day session began with reviewing and discussing the package to clarify and answer any
questions. Once the educators felt comfortable with the curriculum, the Artistic Director shared
a sample lesson plan and ran it with the educators acting as participants. The educators were
then asked to pair up and, using the template, create a lesson plan for a specific age group and
week based on the curriculum documents. They shared and discussed their plans with the group
for peer feedback and suggestions, and ended the session by brainstorming drama games and
activities that the Coordinator collected into a resource document and shared.

In preparation for the half-day, scheduled several days later, the educators were asked to
independently create a sample lesson plan. During the half-day of training, the educators took
turns conducting their lesson plan with the other educators acting as participants. After
everyone had a chance to try their lesson, the group reflected on and gave feedback for each
person’s lesson. The session ended with time for the educators to ask questions about the
education documents, discuss the challenges of teaching, and share tactics for helping
distracted or disruptive students regain focus and engagement during a lesson.

Half-way through the first term of sessions, the educators had two full days of professional
development training in the form of a clowning workshop (Appendix H) run by international
clown-educator Nelly Scott, and one full-day session scheduled halfway through the second
term on puppetry (Appendix I) run by professional puppeteers Ryan Reid and Troy Feldman. The
workshop leaders showed our educators how to use and teach clowning and puppetry
techniques in the classroom.
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Due to the fact that the educators taught two different age ranges, the workshop leaders had
activities appropriate for children ages 5-11 and provided adaptations for each to make them
simpler or more complex according to the students’ needs. The workshop leaders were asked to
provide a summary of the content covered during the training sessions, which was passed on to
our educators as a resource document to inspire them when developing their lesson plans. The
educators were compensated for their time spent during the initial training and for the
professional development workshops held later in the year.

These workshops supported the philosophies Carousel Players holds regarding educating and
creating theatre for young audiences. The educators learned tools for building a safe learning
environment through activities that teach children to explore their relationships with
themselves and others, exercises that explore the connection between voice and body, and
drama games that inspire connection, collaboration, imagination, self discovery, confidence,
and empowerment.

Program Delivery

It was established that scheduling the sessions to take place on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, or
Thursdays avoided the interruption of PD Days and Holiday weekends. For the pilot, Tuesday
and Thursday classes were offered. Every week the Coordinator, educators, and volunteers met
atthe school 15 minutes before the final school bell rang to check in with the office and facilitate
their students’ transition between the end of school and the beginning of the session. The
educators requested to arrive early on the first day of the program to review the school’s
geography including the class location, emergency exits, and bathrooms, and we formalized this
protocol for the second term.

The educators planned their lessons in advance and were encouraged to send them to the
Coordinator and/or Artistic Director for feedback prior to each class. They also filled in their
reflection sheets weekly and gave them to the Coordinator after the final class of the session.
The Coordinator assisted with either the Grade 1-3 or Grade 4-6 session based on the needs of
the educators and availability of volunteer assistants. For example, she acted as the assistant for
an educator if their volunteer was absent for a session.

Halfway through the first session, the Coordinator held a check-in meeting with the educators.
Although she attended most sessions to assist and address any concerns the educators had, the
check-in was an opportunity for the educators to discuss the progress of the program and source
any further advice from the Artistic Director and their peers. The Coordinator scheduled a
debrief after the last class of each session to collect data for the report, reflect on the students’
progress, and discuss any further improvements to the program.

Evaluation and Learnings

The After School Drama Program reached 52 students in its pilot year, 95% of whom had never
participated in after-school drama programs but 94.4% of whom parents/guardians said would
participate in again. As predicted, students living in lower-income areas and economically
depressed municipalities (specifically Port Colborne and Niagara Falls) were not always able to
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afford the $50 registration fee, and in those instances the fee was waived. Overall, registration
was higher in the Grades 1-3 range than the Grades 4-6 range.

Six registrations were students from outside the host schools, and the majority of those
registrations were in the Grades 4-6 range. We assume that opening the program to other
schools would improve registration numbers in this age group. Outside registrations further
demonstrate the need for accessible arts education in Niagara elementary schools: the program
was not promoted beyond the host schools and Carousel Players’ website, so these parents had
most likely been actively searching for after school drama programs in their area to find this one.

Before and after each 10-week session, the Coordinator drafted and distributed longitudinal
surveys to parents and guardians to assess the following indicators of interpersonal growth in
their children: Communication, Engagement, Confidence, and Collaboration. Drama activities
have been shown to improve children’s interpersonal relationships: children encouraged to
explore learning through dramatic engagement show an increase in creativity and personal
skills, such as self-confidence and collaboration, and also in problem solving and academic
settings. We considered increases of 20% or more in at least 60% of students a success for each
area measured.

The educators completed a weekly observational document through which they tracked the
same indicators on a scale of 1 to 5 (for the first term of session) or 1 to 10 (for the second term
of sessions). Across all age ranges and schools, the educators saw an increase in the areas of
Confidence and Engagement. Grades 1-3 at Orchard Park began with lower levels of Engagement,
Confidence, and Collaboration and improved steadily over the ten weeks, while Grades 1-3 at
Oakridge began in the middle range around 5 and increased 3 to 5 range levels over the course
of the program. Grades 4-6 at Orchard Park and Oakridge saw a dip in Engagement levels at
Week 6, though the educators suspect this was caused by the program’s interruption by the
Christmas break. They also saw an improvement in Collaboration levels over ten weeks.

Longitudinal pre- and post-program distributed surveys and weekly educator feedback
corroborated the academically- and scientifically-supported benefits of the dramatic arts for
children. Only 30% of parents reported their child having effective Communication before the
program, but the post-program survey showed 92.4% of parents saw notable increases in
effective Communication. 79% of parents noticed an improvement in Confidence, 84% saw an
increase in cooperation, and 9o% noted a general improvement in their child’s independence,
active participation in the arts, and collaboration skills.

Recommendations for Future Programs

Working with Schools

For future iterations of the program, it is recommended that the Coordinator works with schools
to assign a host school located close to/near other elementary schools. Host schools will make
it possible to open the program to 2-3 schools in each area, reach a larger number of children in
need, and produce higher numbers of registrations overall.
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The initial Coordinator had little to no communication with the schools regarding student
absence because the program began after school hours, which lead to confusion and concern.
For the second session, the second Coordinator arrived early to check in with the schools’
administrative assistant and find out if any students registered for the program were sick or
away for the day. In the future, the Coordinator should communicate with and visit the schools
before the session begins to establish attendance and school safety protocol.

Curriculum Development and Tailoring

No recommendations. The curriculum as it stands will serve the program well in future. Should
there be chance to the Ontario curriculum in the future, the program curriculum may need
revision at that time.

Artist-Educator Preparation and Training

The two-part artist-educator training program should be used when bringing in new educators.
The check-in meeting with the educators should take place after the first or second week of
classes rather than mid-way through the session. This will enable the educators to address any
problems or concerns as soon as possible and find solutions with the Coordinator and their peers.

During the end of session review, the classroom volunteers asked that they receive more
direction from the educators about how to contribute to the lesson plans. In the future, both the
educators and volunteers should be provided with a written set of clear expectations regarding
the assistants’ responsibilities for classroom management and student engagement. Another
resource recommended for the next session is a protocol document for educators providing
tools and suggestions for engaging challenging and/or shy students.

Program Delivery
In future, it is recommended that sessions begin at the end of September/beginning of October
rather than in November to prevent the holiday break from disrupting the fall session.

Another recommended change is to increase the length of classes from sixty minutes to ninety
minutes to allow more time for the educators to deliver their lesson plans and make it possible
for parents and guardians who work until 4:30 or 5pm to pick up their children.

Recommended Budget

The following is a recommended budget for the continuation of the program. It is based on
offering the program for three sessions, rather than two, and at eight schools - twice as many as
the pilot program. The anticipated paid enrollment is ten students in each age group at each
school for a total paid enrollment of 1,440 students.

Now that the program and curriculum documents have been developed, the Coordinator role
will become a part-time position. The role will no longer require the Coordinator to perform
program development work. They will continue to prepare promotional materials, coordinate
with schools, organize registrations, and supervise and support the educators at weekly
sessions.
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During the pilot, Carousel Players waived the registration fee of $50 for several children from
families with limited funds. To cover all of the program'’s expenses from registration fees alone
would mean raising the price to a level only a select few families could afford. On a survey
distributed to Niagara residents, the respondents were asked what price range they would be
willing/able to pay for drama education classes held after school one day a week for ten weeks:
40.46% said they would pay $50, and 41.22% said they would pay $100. In order to make the
program more self-sufficient, this budget splits the difference with a program fee of $75.

To ensure that this cost increase does not create a barrier for Niagara’s children, the new
program would add a bursary program modeled after Young People’s Theatre in Toronto to
subsidize the registration fees for those in need of financial assistance. There will be a “bursary”
box on all payment methods enabling those registering to donate an amount of $5, $10, $20,
$30, or more to help fund another student’s registration fee. Those in need will be able to pay as
much as they are able to, while the rest of the fee would be subsidized by the bursary program.
As well, two places will be reserved in each class for students from families with extremely
limited resources. These spaces will be filled on the advice of principals, teachers, and groups
like the United Way and Big Brothers Big Sisters.

Income Expenses
: Coordinator (40 wks
Sponsorship(s) $19,500 (4 $16,500
P/T)

8 schools, 2 classes of 10 students Materials & Promotion $3,000
Session 1 Fees - $75 per session $12,000 | Educators: $75 per class $12,000
Session 2 Fees - $75 per session $12,000 | Educators: $75 per class $12,000
Session 3 Fees - $75 per session $12,000 | Educators: $75 per class $12,000

$55,500 $55,500
Conclusions

Local residents and parents have agreed there is a need for arts education in Niagara and a need
to keep arts education affordable, and thus accessible, for families in the Region. As of
September 2017, the provincial government began requiring school boards to offer before-and-
after-school programs, however “teachers do not always have the necessary preparation to
include artistic activities in their courses” (Living in Niagara 2017). In spite of these provincial
requirements, 80% of children do not access any extracurricular arts programs often because of
geography (Hill 2011), and the public school board in Niagara does not provide extracurricular
drama programs for primary grades.

Carousel Players found that before our program, 95% of the students had never participated in
drama education after school, which prompted the question: will involvement in our program
encourage higher participation in creative/artistic activities? The post-program survey showed
that 94.4% of the students would consider participating in drama education or arts education
programs again, and enthusiastic comments from students and their parents/quardians
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expressed their intent to continue to participate in arts education programs in the future. When
we asked the guardians and parents of participants if there were any notable changes they
wanted to share with us, we received an overwhelming amount of positive feedback that speaks
to the benefits of this program:

“My son has had more interest in trying new things that he wasn't willing to try
previously. He has definitely become more social and has gained friends through this
program.”

“Get to understand teacher's talk, and start to communicate with others in English.”
“When he was feeling sad he said he felt "heavy" and acted out the emotion.”
“He is not shy anymore and is now outgoing.”
“Both my kids are really looking forward to join the future after school program.”
“My son loved the program and was very excited every day that he had it.”
“She looked forward to it each and every week!”

“Both my daughters used to wait eagerly for the program day which showed they found it

interesting. It helped them to learn time management as the program was just after school

and | had to drive them. Both were always excited and energetic to join the session. | found
them more confident and more proactive at home.”

Carousel Players' After School Drama Program is structured to ensure all children are able to
access the proven benefits of arts education. Based on the success of this pilot program and our
philosophies as a company, we will continue to confront geographical and socioeconomic
barriersto accessing arts education in the Niagara Region, to provide support for local educators
and artist educators, and to improve the emotional and personal well-being of children from a
variety of backgrounds.
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Appendix H — Educator Training Sessions: Clown
Nelly lead workshop participants through a variety of clowning exercises and games using costume pieces and
clown noses: the smallest mask in the world.
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Appendix | — Educator Training Sessions: Puppetry
Troy and Ryan showing workshop participants how to make and animate a Paper Puppet Person.
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