CHAPTER 5

Running an Auditorium

Whether or not it’s a part of your job description to run the auditorium, if you are the drama teacher, the job generally falls to you because no one else on the campus really knows how to do it.  Actually, it’s to your advantage to run the auditorium because more will go your way in the building if you are there running it than if someone else runs it and you have to reserve it for rehearsals. 

—stewardship

An auditorium is a building with lots of steel, tall and drafty passage ways, expensive equipment and drapery.  An auditorium is the most complex building on a school campus. An auditorium is a multi-million dollar building created and dedicated to the search for truth through illusion.  An auditorium is a public symbol of the desire for community, communication, and the comfort of belonging which springs from their exercise.   Forums that decide public policy, shows that capture the imaginations of their auditors, concerts that inspire.  Life happens there...the life of the community of which the school is a critical component.  Without the school, the community is irreparably crippled; without the auditorium, the school is equally so.


 Stewardship of an auditorium is a sacred trust.   To keep it running and responsive to the school and community takes time, effort, and devotion.  I have had the unique experience of having loved my auditorium since it was embryonic.  I helped to code its DNA and assisted at its birth.  Now that it is an adult, I have respect for it coupled with the fondness that comes from having nurtured it through many years of growing up in the school and community it was built to serve.  


There have been many days when I felt the weight of that auditorium like an albatross around my neck, and I’ve thought how lovely to be a regular teacher who teaches five classes and goes home to a patio or television.  But, when I’ve sat in the audience and listened to the Phoenix Symphony play from my stage or watched a show I’ve worked countless hours to direct or seen an NBA All-Star give an award to a handicapped kid, I know I made the right choice.    


Caring about the auditorium and keeping it running for the school and the community have been an important part of my job.  In fact, when someone wants me to give to the United Way, I simply smile at the redundancy of the request.

 —maintenance and repairs
 
Although the actual hands-on maintenance and repair of the building and its equipment are not your responsibility, your supervision of both are essential to the smooth operation of the building.  If the ropes on the counter-balance system are fraying or the stage floor needs paint, you are the first one to notice.  Then, you’ll want to find the proper method for getting the maintenance done.


School systems vary considerably in the way they handle maintenance and repair.  You may have a budget and the authority to contract with vendors to maintain and repair your equipment.  You may be required to work through a department chair or an assistant principal; or, you may have to submit requisitions to a district office to accomplish your objectives.  


Whatever the method is in your school, it’s important that you understand it thoroughly.  Make an appointment with your principal and/or the principal’s secretary to go over the details of the methods you need to use to accomplish maintenance and repairs.  You will also want to clarify at this time what budget amount you have as well as what the budget covers...maintenance, repair, equipment replacement...all or none of these.


The next step is to get to know the people who will be involved in the maintenance and repair of your building.  If there is a custodian assigned to clean the building, meet him or her and have an informal chat about your expectations for the cleanliness of the building and also what the custodian expects of you.  Do the same with the head of maintenance.  If there are district-level maintenance personnel, as often there are in large school districts, get to know them as well.  You may discover some indispensable friends here, such as a sound technician whose job is to maintain your sound equipment or an electrician who services your light board. 

—light and sound equipment

This equipment is essential to the smooth running of the building, no matter what group is performing.  You have several distinct responsibilities in this area.


First, you need to know how to run your equipment.  If there are no manuals available, check first with the head of maintenance of your school.  Next, try your district office if your school district is large enough to have a person in charge of equipment repair.  As a last resort, call the manufacturer and request a manual.


Whether you’ve got the manual or not, you will want to spend time figuring out the peculiarities of your system.  Make the operation of the equipment your own.  Otherwise, you won’t be able to teach the students how to run it.  And, teaching your students how to run the equipment is critical to the operation of the building.  


It’s also up to you to see that the equipment stays in good repair.  That means checking it periodically to make sure everything works.  As your students become comfortable with the equipment, they will also let you know when there are problems.  Emphasis here is on detection of problems when you are with some drama students setting up for a show.  What you want to avoid is finding out that the spotlight is burned out while an assembly is in progress.  


You’ll probably do specialty light settings and cues for your own shows, but you’ll not likely have the time to do so for many of the events in the building.  Keep a basic light setting available at all times for assemblies, rentals, and other people’s shows, i.e., full, even light across the stage and some cyclorama colors.  Also, it’s a good idea to teach everyone who is willing to learn how to turn on these settings.    Besides your own students, that should include janitors, security guards, assistant principals, other teachers, or anyone else who uses the building or must be there for events.



In summary, treat the light and sound equipment in the auditorium like you do your light and sound equipment at home.  If a light bulb is burned out, replace it.  If a speaker doesn’t work, fix it or replace it.  Just stay on top of the situation. 

—plumbing

As the drama teacher you probably don’t think of yourself as the person in charge of plumbing in your building; but, here’s where you might be misjudging the situation.  Schools run on hierarchies.  People are in charge of other people:  principals are in charge of teachers, and teachers are in charge of students.  People are also in charge of things. The basketball coach is in charge of the gym; the baseball coach is in charge of the diamond; and....you guessed it...the drama teacher is in charge of the auditorium.  If you call somebody to come and fix the light board, then you’re in charge of the auditorium.  


It’s a natural progression for you to be in charge of the plumbing.  Therefore, if the toilet stops up and water is streaming down the hallway, you’d better phone the head of maintenance or the assistant principal in charge of facilities.  Otherwise, it will be on your head if the plumbing backs up all over the school.


Just do what is needful to get the problem handled.  Don’t worry about it or give it excessive weight, like thinking you shouldn’t have to do such things because they’re not in your job description.  Everything having to do with the building is in your job description, whether it’s written down or not.  The downside of that may be when you’re wading through a flooded bathroom.  The upside is that you may be consulted on matters of building policies and procedure that can be important to the smooth running of your daily life.  

—safety

Your students and you have the right to work in a safe environment.  
Safety standards and inspections are very important to that directive.  Most city codes require that schools be inspected for safety violations, and some of the areas to be checked are in the auditorium, such as the fire curtain and the sprinkler system.  You will likely not have any responsibility for seeing that those safety checks happen.


Some safety rules, however, are appropriate for your students, such as the following: 

· Students should not load or unload the counter-balance system unless you are present.  

· No more than two or three students should be out on the catwalks at the same time.  

· Ladders should have safety cages.  

· Safety goggles should always be worn when saws are in operation. 


You may find other rules necessary.  Think through what makes you comfortable in regard to safety rules, so that you won’t worry or, more importantly, have any student injuries.  


One characteristic that all auditoriums share is that they have a lot of doors.  Keeping those doors locked during the school day is important because unsupervised students might get into areas of the building where they could get hurt or do damage.  If they do get into the backstage area or the control booths and steal or vandalize something, then you’ve got a lot of work to do in repair and replacement, not to mention the disciplinary actions you’ll probably get involved with in the front office.  Also, the school may or may not have the money to cover the losses from vandalism.  


One additional problem might be that school insurance policies are not always comprehensive.  Once the soundboard was stolen at my school because a repairman left a door unlocked.  We had no soundboard in the auditorium for a year and a half because of lean financial times in my school district.    It’s to your advantage to avoid these situations as much as possible by locking doors.  

—scheduling

Scheduling events in the auditorium may be a preset procedure when you arrive at the school.  That function may be entirely in the hands of the assistant principal in charge of activities or, more likely, in the hands of the secretary.  Or, you might have some say in scheduling.  If there is no set procedure for scheduling, you’re in luck.  Try to arrange it so that you have final say on who gets to use the building and when.   If you do, you can always make sure you have a couple of weeks to put your set up before a show.  That’s something of a luxury in many schools, but it’s still a worthy goal for a drama teacher.


If you can’t quite manage to get the final say, at least make sure that you are notified as to who is using the building and when.  Otherwise, you’re going to have difficulty and frustration in running your own program.    Plus, you’ve got the additional task of providing technical assistance for most of the events that happen in the auditorium, so you’ll need to arrange for students who can work.   


It is reasonable for you to ask for a copy of any paperwork regarding the reservation of your auditorium.   Insist on it.  Don’t provide technical assistance if you don’t get such notification.  It’s sometimes very difficult to achieve this kind of communication, but it’s the most basic courtesy that you deserve as the person who is running the building.  I hope you never have to do so; but, if you’re against the wall, take this book to your front office and have the culprits read this sentence:

THE DRAMA TEACHER MUST RECEIVE NOTIFICATION OF EVERY EVENT SCHEDULED IN THE AUDITORIUM.   NO NOTIFICATION...NO LIGHTS...NO SOUND...NO EVENT.

—assemblies


Assemblies are the lifeblood of the school; no one knows why.  Certainly they are not good theatre.  In fact, they might compete for the worst theatre that will ever get produced on your stage.  On the other hand, assembly days infuse the school with vitality.  Just knowing there will be an assembly gives your students a buzz all day long.  Even though assemblies are a colossal irritation, they serve a very useful purpose for the school in bonding the student body.  Therefore, they are an activity you will probably find yourself more involved in than you ever wanted to be.


You will be working with people who know very little about how to do theatre but a great deal about what they want.  You will want to determine what it is they need and then do what you can to make that happen.  A student government representative might be in charge and tell your drama student to turn off the spotlight because the glare hurts his eyes.  He might say that at a rehearsal or during the performance in front of the audience, in which case the light goes out, the audience can’t see the performer on stage, and the drama student is angry and embarrassed.  A lot of things will happen that you would never allow in your own shows.  You just have to learn to live with that.  Teach your drama students that they are performing a service for the school and let it go.


There are some things you can do to smooth the assembly.  First, establish tech crews from among your drama students.  Many of them will volunteer because they can get out of class to run the auditorium equipment.  It’s a good idea to rotate this duty to some extent so that you’ve got a number of students who can run the equipment.  It’s good training for them and eases your mind.


Train a few senior students to function as stage managers for assemblies.  You’ll be giving them training in accepting responsibility and practice in working with others.  Try to create a technical team atmosphere with the light board and sound operators reporting to the stage manager. 


Ask for copies of the agenda for yourself and the drama students who will be running the equipment.  Read over the agenda to make certain you understand it.  If you don’t, ask questions.  For example, the agenda might say “Band”.  You might think that means that the band will come on stage to perform.  On the other hand, it could mean that the band will come through the audience, requiring that the houselights be turned on...a cue no one thought to say in advance.


Request a rehearsal for each assembly.  Even if that means you are only talking through a dry technical rehearsal, at least your drama students will get a sense of what the assembly is supposed to look like.  Watching an assembly that has never been rehearsed is depressing.  Things always go wrong.  I hope you never have to see such a sorry sight.  You won’t if you tell the people running the assembly that a rehearsal is essential and they believe you.  If they don’t believe you, then you’ll get to see one incredibly bad assembly.  Let’s just hope there’s only one that bad before the message gets out that rehearsals are critical.


Be friendly with the people in charge of the assembly.  Offer suggestions to them about placement of microphones or furniture on stage.  Generally, people in charge of assemblies know they don’t know what they’re doing, and they’ll be very responsive and welcome your help.  With a few well-placed suggestions, you can make an assembly look passable.


It is in your best interest to make assemblies go off as well as you can because you will find yourself being judged for them on campus.  Even though you and everyone else knows that assemblies are sponsored by student government, honor society, or "whatsis," people on campus just expect them to look like your shows.  In fact, they’ll ask you what went wrong when an assembly goes badly.   This may seem unfair to you and it is, but that’s the way it is, so you’ll have to make the best of it. 

 —your shows, other people’s shows, rentals

You were hired to be the drama teacher but everyone sees you as a theatre manager.  You are judged more for what happens in the building than you are for the acting and technical skills your students develop or for the quality of your program and productions.  I know that’s not your priority, and it shouldn’t be; but, it’s important to know what other people think.


Other people see you as the person running the auditorium.  You’re their major technical assistant, and they will depend on your expertise to make their shows work.  You will find that you become an ombudsman for the renter or other guest in the building.  You may have to phone the custodians to get the air conditioning turned on.  You may have to secure keys for the renter.  You may have to teach the renter how to run the light board.  It’s important to keep your “perspectives.”  

· Perspective 1:  
See that your sets, props, and costumes are kept secure when other 
people are in the building.

· Perspective 2:  
Give guests help, advice, and the work of some of your students, but don’t do their show for them.  Save your energy for your own show.

· Perspective 3: 
If they paid money to use the building, be sure that you and the drama students get paid, too.


One additional tip on renters:  Chances are your school already has a procedure in place for doing the rentals, including writing the contract and receiving the money.  It is appropriate for you to ask where the rental money goes and to ask for some of it for your building if it does not come to you automatically.  Light bulbs, gels, and other disposable items in the auditorium should be paid for, at least in part, from rental money because they are partially used up by the renters.  If possible, get a procedure instituted so that you can expect some funds to come from rentals on an ongoing basis.

—your technicians and you

The young people who serve as your technicians in the building are probably some of the most dedicated students you will ever have.  They love to do theatre, and they are invaluable to you, to the school, and to the community.  It’s important to remember that they have homework to do and family to see.  Don’t overuse them.  A trick here is to train enough students to carry the load, so that you don’t burden any particular students.  


It’s also good to remember that these students will gain reputations in the school as experts in technical theatre.  They will take a part of their school identity from that and perhaps for the first time in their young lives receive respect for their accomplishments.  That is a very good thing.  Encourage others who use the building to rely on your students instead of you.  That benefits the others, your students, and you because you personally may get a little more free time.


The flipside is that technicians often get worked pretty hard.  Even though others in the school see them as experts, your students can get taken for granted and taken advantage of.  They can end up running the light board so many days in a row that they flunk math.  It’s your job to protect them from that.


Additionally, look for opportunities to honor your drama students who give technical assistance to the school.  If there’s a student of the month award, nominate them.  Give them an award at the end of the year; buy a little trophy and have it engraved “Outstanding Technician.”  Do take the time to honor these students because without them the auditorium doesn’t hum.


Also, honor yourself.  Remember that running an auditorium is a difficult, frustrating, and generally thankless job.  Also remember that you probably need to do it in order to protect the drama program in your school from the danger of being displaced because of the demands on the building.  Buy yourself a trophy, too!

