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Otterbein chooses
peppy production
for youth education
By Michael Grossberg
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

Educational theater might
sound as dutiful as homework
and vitamins, but the way Ot-.
terbein College Theatre reaches
out to young people really rocks.
Since 1989, the college has
included one children’s-theater
production in its armual season.
This year’s installment is
Schoolhouse Rock, Live!— a
musical stage version, opening
Friday, of the 1970s TV cartoon
series.
“It's important to expose chil
dren to the arts,” said costume
designer Marcia Hain, who has
worked on Otterbein children’s
shows for 15 years.
"When Otterbein brings in
groups of schoolchildren, a lot
of times it’s their first exposure
to live theater — and a very im
portant part of growing up."
According to John Stefano,
chairman of the Theater De
partment, the fall children’s
show is always Otterbein’s most
highly attended show, “even
more than our spring musical,
which is surprising.”
How do they do it? “We get
the schools involved and em
phasize outreach to the com
munity. So much of what chil
dren get now comes through
television or the computer; it’s
so difficult to find things to take
your kids to these days that put
them into contact with live hu
man beings.”
Artistic Director Dennis
Romer picks the annual chil
dren’s show based on staff sug
gestions and reports about
what’s worked well elsewhere.
"We’re building new audi
ences and creating interest in
theater at a young age,” he said.
In the case of Schoolhouse
Rock, the interest is broader.
"A lot of my friends want to
bring their kids because they
enjoyed this cartoon themselves
in the ’70s,” Romer said.
Like many other baby
boomers, director Robert Beh
rens grew up watching Schoolhouse Rock on television.
“They’d insert episodes be
tween the Saturday morning
cartoon shows, and I’d sing
along to Conjunction Junction,
Verb and I’m Just a Bill,” he said.
"They're great stories, wellwritten music with catchy
lyrics. Schoolhouse Rock is
packed with a lot of cleverly
written information about

American history, grammar, pol
itics, astronomy, mathematics
and more. It’s a fun way to edu
cate kids.”
Behrens has re-imagined the
musical revue, originally con
ceived for small theaters.
"With the songs leaning to
ward rock ’n roll,” this Rock
makes sense as a "big and
flashy” rock concert for the larg
er Cowan Hall stage, he said.
Backed by live video projec
tions, the six-member student
cast rarely stops moving. Beh
rens praised Heather WhiteCotterman’s choreography,
whose Broadway, ballet and jazz
steps reflect the musical styles.
The brisk 55-minute show of
fers 16 songs — Behrens cut
four to fit the hourlong format
— that range in style fi-om
Broadway to country, 1950s rock
and 1970s pop.
Among them: Unpack Your
Adjectives-, A Noun Is a Person,
Place or Thing-, Lolly Lolly Lolly
(about adverbs); That’s What’s
Happening (about verbs); Figure
Eight (about math); Just a Bill
(about how a bill goes through
Congress); Suffering Til Sufferage
(about women’s rights to vote);
and Conjunction Junction, which
celebrates the versatility of such
words as as, and, but and or,
Hain also watched the 1970s
TV show.
“I was always fascinated by
the amount of information they
packed into a short song," she
said.

► Otterbein College Theatre will pres
ent Schoolhouse Rock, Live! at 7:30
p.m. Friday, 10 a.m. Saturday and 2
p.m, Sunday in Cowan Hall, 30 S.
Grove St., Westerville. Tickets cost
$6. Call 614-823-1109.

As the costume designer, she
chose jeweled hues of red, gold,
purple, blue-green and navy
blue for the outfits.
"For children’s shows, you
have to emphasize the colors
more. With only an hour for
most children’s shows, you have
to make the costumes more dra
matic right away.... Everything
needs to be heightened to get
the characters and themes
across very clearly and quickly."
Hain, 51, began volunteering
to help with the children’s show
in the mid-1970s, while she was
a student at Ohio State Universi
ty. Since joining Otterbein’s staff
15 years ago and taking charge
of the costume shop, she has
built or supervised costumes for
more than a dozen children’s
shows. She also designed the
costumes for Pinocchio and The
Secret Garden.
“Working with Petie Dodrill in
the early years was fun," she
said.
Hain, Romer and Stefano
credit Charles and Petie Dodrill
for launching the college’s chil
dren’s theater program. The first
production was The Emperor’s
New Clothes in 1962.
"Chuck had the vision," Petie
DodrUl said. Her husband, who

Early on, we were both inter
ested in creating an audience
for tomorrow, and what better
way than top-notch children’s
^eater? Whether it’s a classic
fairy tale or one of the many
newer scripts, chfidren have to
i’.® I relate to the story an<
Identify with the characters"
Behrens, 42, agreed. At OtterCharlotte's Web. And he has “'
rected children's theater for
Phoenix Theatre Circle UustSn
and Columbus ChUdren's Theatre {Treasure Island)
Directing children’s shows

gives him "permission and freedom to be playful and explor
atory, Behrens said.
"I like to make sure the matepleasure of it is that I get to '
think like a kid."
^
Petie Dodrill directed 27 ch
dren’s shows at Otterbein
through the 1980s-includir
three productions ot Peter Pa
and ^0 each of Robin Hood
The Wizard of Oz. Since
then, she has enjoyed taking ]
six grandchildren to see the

annual fall show.
“The fun of it is to see a she
^ough their eyes and see thi
faces light up as they get cam
up in the story."
'
mgrossberg@dl5patch.con

THEATER REVIEW | SCHOOLHOUSE ROCK, LIVE!

Nostalgic show
teaches, entertains
By Margaret Quamme
FOR THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

From 1973 to 1985, viewers of
Saturday morning cartoons
were subversively taught gram
mar, math, civics and science by
the catchy three-minute songs
collectively known as Schoolhouse Rock.
For a new generation, 16 of
the-zippiest of these tunes have
been loosely linked into the .
one-act Schoolhouse Rock, Live!
Otterbein College's peppy pro
duction of the play is cheerfully
retro.
The play is set in the imagina
tion of Tom Oonathan Ander
son), a teacher nervously pre
paring for the first day of his
first year at school. Tom tries on
a number of teacherly personas
before admitting he hasn't a
clue what to do. He-is then
greeted by five characters repre
senting facets of himself, vjho
teach him how to make learning
fun through songs such as Con
junction Junction and Unpack
Your Adjectives.
Under the direction of Robert
Behrens, the six actors work to
gether effectively, displaying
strengths that make for a thor
oughly enjoyable whole: Ander
son does a light-footed softshoe, loose-limbed Allison
Graham makes the goofiest
pratfalls look elegant, Daniel
Everidge uses a big voice to
advantage, Justin Leath has a
gift for light comedy, and
Pamela McVeagh and Abbie
Harper provide strong support
in a variety of musical styles.

Schoolhouse Rock, Live! an

^
Otterbein Colley Theatre student M
production of the musical comedy. ‘
Directed by Robert Behrens.
:
Twn.............. .L. Jonathan Anderson'l
Joe.......................Daniel Everidge •
' Shulie............. -..... Allison Graham ]
Dina,...........................Abbie Harper ]
George....... ................. Justin Leath ^
Dori............ .........Pamela McVeagh |

Not your ^ndma’s grammar. S j
Being presented at 10 a.m. tod^'
and 2 p.m. Sunday in Cowan Hall,
30 S. Grove St, Westerville.

Tickets cost $6. Call 614-823-

"

1109.

The production neatly com
bines handmade elements with
whiz-bang high-tech ones. The
set, busy but not cluttered, is
dominated by a large screen, on
which images of the actors are
projected as they sing or dance.
Slides appropriate to the various
songs appear: images of "peo
ple, places and things" for a
song about nouns; or hand-let- *
tered oh's and ah's for one about
interjections.
Heather White-Cotterman's
jazzy choreography adds a kick
to even the most familiar songs,
while Marcia Hain's vivid cos
tumes evoke the '70s.
Parents familiar with the first
incarnation of Schoolhouse Rock
should be pleasantly surprised
with this update. Children may
not come away able to recite the
preamble to the Constitution or
their times tables, but they will
have been well-entertained.

