
ACCIDENTS AND INJURIES IN THE THEATER
Comments by Dr. Randall W.A. Davidson

International Health, Safety, and Risk Manager in Entertainment

And the Performing Arts, Education, and Public Assembly

Definition: an accident is: an undesired event that results in personal injury, and/or damage to property.  Individuals may be injured from accidents or from a single incident. 

Serious injuries are accompanied or preceded, in most cases, by ten minor injuries, 30 property damage cases and 600 near injury/damage accidents. These are the findings from surveys and research from insurance companies. 

PERSONAL INVOLVEMENT IN THE PERFORMING ARTS
I have been researching and examining injuries, fatalities, accidents, incidents, fires, and product failures in the Entertainment Industry, Performing Arts, Public Assembly, Education, and Industry for over fifty years. Thousands and thousands of worker compensation claims and cases have been evaluated and thousands of hospital records have been researched. My ten years employment with the 2nd largest insurance broker in the world as a Senior Loss Control Consultant, and my direct liaison with over sixty of the world’s largest insurance brokers and carriers and their personnel has greatly aided in my development and awareness of the accidents, injuries, incident, and fatalities that occur in the many industries of the world, but especially the Performing Arts, Education, Public Assembly, and Entertainment.
Couple all this experience with my initiation into the Entertainment Industry as a professional child film actor in 1934, and a father who was an extraordinary engineer, from whom I learned so much, you can readily see my early involvement and penchant for investigative and forensic work in these industries and there multilayered areas of exposures. 
I state all of this at the beginning of this treatise to lay the basic groundwork and credentialing that seems to be necessary in order to attain more than the semblance of authority in writing about these major topics of accidents and injuries. 

AREAS OF INVOLVEMENT

· Sixty-seven years of working with rigging systems and theater, world-wide

· Three degrees in the Arts and in Theater, including pursuit of three doctorates in theater

· Conducting over 1000 workshops in risk management aspects of all areas of theater, attended by participants from over 39 countries
· 413 law suits as an expert witness and investigator

· Authored over 500 articles, manuals, treatises for corporations around the world dealing with Environmental Audits, Chemical Health and Safety, Security, School Health and Safety, Performing Arts Health and Safety
· 23 years as National Health and Safety Commissioner for the U.S. Institute for Theater Technology (USITT), and 18 years as present Commissioner Emeritus

· Commissioner of Codes and Standards for USITT, six years
· Recipient of the International Entertainment Health and Safety Award for fifty years of service to the Entertainment Industry

· 39 years in the development of Codes, Standards and Regulations for the Entertainment Industry, Theater, OSHA, ANSI, NEC, NFPA, ESTA, IATSE
· Producing, translating, directing, lighting, staging, providing technical instruction for over 500 productions in theater, music, opera, radio, television, dance

· Certified Product Analyst, American Society of Safety Engineers

· Active: former member of the Motion Picture Managers Association Health and Safety Committee, and other film related health and safety associations. 

· Provided 14,000 + risk assessments of buildings in industry, education, theater, aerospace, medical industry, public assembly, construction
· Author of latest book: PRACTICAL HEALTH AND SAFETY GUIDELINES FOR SCHOOL THEATER OPERATIONS and three new Theater Risk Management in Theater Books available, May 31, 2009, from Lifevest Publishing 
A GRAPHIC PICTURE OF THE CULTURE OF HEALTH AND SAFETY IN THE PERFORMIG ARTS IN EDUCATION

My pursuit of the topics of accidents and injures, especially among those in the secondary, junior and middle school who participate in the performing arts, is to focus on why these incidents occur and how to prevent them. Would that there could be zero tolerance in terms of any accident, but there cannot be. The culture of safety and health in the performing arts in education is not one that paints a pretty picture. Although the schools do not follow the excesses that can occur in the professional performing arts, they have their own horrific problems which initiate acute and chronic injuries and health problems. These are real in every sense of the word. Real because of the initial incidents which are immediate to the individual hurt or injured but also have long term results, as well, both in attitudes and in the health of the person who is the brunt of the incident or injury. These are not, in my experience of over seventy years, given much, if any consideration.  
WORLD-WIDE

The Secondary Schools, junior highs and middle schools, are the largest single segment of the performing arts in the world, encompassing over 90% involvement of young people and adults. Drama and theatre classes, dance classes, music classes, television classes, and hundreds of thousands of productions, every year. Every aspect of performing and technical implementation is involved. Although the figures may be difficult to tabulate, tens of millions of students are involved in these performing areas around the world. 
My involvement has taken me into hundreds of schools around this country and other countries, meeting with thousands of students and instructors, as well as individual parents, curriculum co-coordinators, fine arts chair people, facility directors, administrators, and thousands of vendors who supply equipment to these programs and activities. Add to these people, the consultants who design theaters, specify the equipment, and see to it that it is installed correctly. Then there are the crews who may be adults, who operate these theaters, the technical personnel, some trained, and many who are not. We continue to be involved in school theater groups, especially drama and thespian activities. 
PROTECTION

Protection of every single human being who is involved in the performing arts is the purpose, the goal, the objective of my work and those who assist me. It is the highest priority, even though you will find a special segment of the industry who adamantly believes that “things just happen” and it is just part of the process, and you can’t stop every accident and incident. I do not subscribe to that philosophy and thus I work with groups around the world who have involvement with the performing arts. It is for this reason that four years ago I founded the International Secondary Theater Health and Safety Association (ISETSA) to address the incidents that occur to these people and to offer solutions that will stem the tide of health and safety occurrences. 
A PROCESS MUST BE ….

In the educational systems that have performing arts there must be founded, developed, initiated, implemented, funded, evaluated and supported health and safety programs that constantly and consistently remove the causes of accidents and incidents, and train instructors and students how to mitigate the hazards and conditions that contribute to these destructive incidents and injuries. I have been working at this since August, 1943, and continue to work with professional and amateur groups who have shown interest in this specific area of concern. 
ADOLESCENTS IN THE PERFORMING ARTS ACTIVITIES 

Studying and researching, interviewing hundreds of individuals who exam causes for accidents and injuries, reading many volumes that explore the psychology of young people and how they act in a multitude of conditions and situations, working with thousands of theatre students and their instructors, provides an insight into the thinking, the reasoning, the emotions, the reactions that seem to initiate and cause the incidents and injuries that occur to adolescents. And the study continues. Sadly there are few who believe there is a major problem with these students and their instructors, but gladly there are a few who have addressed this area. 
Theatre in itself is designated as a “performing” activity. All aspects of theatre involve the whole student and his and her whole being. The reasons students select theatre as an activity is as varied as there are students. 

MAJOR DIFFERENCES:   A MUST CONSIDERATION
Each interview with students reveals very individual approaches and thinking as to specific theatre activities.  We know the tasks that are set before them, be they technical theater, directing, or performing. We, after years of instruction, know and understand the separate steps and motions it takes to do different tasks. Each student brings a different mind set, a different physical body and different emotion reactions to given situations, different, hidden desires and expectations, different interactions with others of different ethnic backgrounds, color, size, mind, abilities, and certainly different experiences in their backgrounds of family and school lives. 
Theatre deals with emotions, role playing, creative urges and surges, intellectual probing, physical demands, taking chances, learning new methodologies, overcoming  any number of trepidations, failures, projecting oneself, learning new skills, relationships, disciplines of mind and body and emotions, and the list could go on and on. There are some realities that people do not wish to know about the whys students are in the performing arts in the schools, and some of these reasons do not look kindly on the schools and those who operate them and their counseling of the students. 

There are many reasons for students selecting to enroll in Performing Arts classes. There are class sizes that are considerations by the schools and sometimes in terms of elective courses, students are placed in these classes because there is not room in other electives they truly wanted. It is a mixed bag. Some schools have many classes in the performing arts, others have none, and the performing area becomes an extracurricular activity. The reasons for being in these classes does make a difference, in my opinion, as to what level of success the student achieves. It also makes a difference as to how well they adapt or involve themselves in the whole process of the performing arts. Attitude plays a major role in their involvement.   
SEARCHING FOR THE KEY

So, how does all this intimately tie into accidents and injuries and their prevention?

The variables are variegated and not always easy to calibrate and place in neat little niches. I emphasize we are dealing with behaviors, conduct, growing children, affected and effected by events, parents, siblings, the world, war, weather, competition, grades, hormones, beauty, and a million other salient items that do indeed impact their daily conduct. A million studies have been conducted about these children, but not necessarily about them in theatre or the performing arts, nor in relationship to the whys of accidents and injuries that occur to and by them. 
REALATIONSHIPS TO INSTRUCTORS

It is also prudent to consider these children in the performing arts in relationship to the instructors they have, as these individuals directly and indirectly impact the attitudes, emotions and attitudes of their students. What we have found over the years in many school districts is: many, many instructors in the performing arts are not trained in the theater, and especially they have few skills in the technical side of the performing arts. Having taken a class or two in higher education in drama, or having been involved in Community Theater or even shop classes, does not necessarily translate into excellent technical knowhow or skills. We continue find English teachers who instruct in theater but have few technical skills and rely upon the students to contribute their skills. Sometimes this works, sometimes. 
SCHOOL PERFORMING ARTS BUILDINGS, THEATERS

The number of schools that have theater facilities is large, but so many do not have skilled instructors, especially in technical theater. Also, there is a large consideration that one must give attention to: even those with degrees in theater plan productions that they do not have the technical expertise to carry off, safely, in my opinion. It is in these areas and with these individuals that problems of health and safety can arise and become hazardous to the students. 
There are a variety of solutions that school districts have instituted. The majority of schools have a custodian to take care of the stage, and they do not have technical skills, even though they may have been in one school for many years. Some few schools, very few, have hired technical personnel, some with good skills, and many without. Some have union stagehands to work on the stage, but do not necessarily deal with the production aspects of building sets, etc. The levels of expertise in the schools range from none to very few excellent technical directors. I have addressed this for over forty years and the conditions for skills seem to be the same. Funding is one thing, and it seems a fear on the part of the instructor that they may lose their positions if they cannot do all that is asked of them in their particular position. 
There is also the very condition of lack of supervision because there is lack of personnel and lack of spaces to work. The instructor, often the director, has to be everywhere at once in the working with the students, acting and directing technical aspects of a production. This is one of the largest problems, in my opinion, in the performing arts in the schools, everywhere. Add to this very real egregious problem and reality, is the work that must be accomplished to mount a production. Time is one factor, of course, skilled personnel are another, and working with students who are not necessarily well trained and professionals is another. Some school districts to their credit have some excellent training programs.

A WIDE RANGE OF MATERIALS AND EQUIPMENT

The students work with lighting instruments, tools of all types, orchestra pits, rigging, chemicals, ladders, lifts, etc. All of these have the incredible potential for harm and can present hazards to anyone. All of these can be well handled if the students are well trained by those who have professional training, and thus the risks are managed well. It takes time and determination and excellent training and patience. The instructor must be well trained and in my opinion, continue to expand and learn new skills in a variety of areas, i.e. fire prevention, codes and standards, health matters, especially chemical materials, rigging, electrical work and codes, environmental laws, and tool safety, etc. etc. etc. The onus of liability is very high for the instructor. 
The hazards and hazardous exposures from materials and equipment is very high, and the instructor must know these and what to do about them, and have instituted a program to address them and manage them. This is a must for any instructors. Safety and health matters are exceptionally high on the list. 

SPECIALIZED EQUIPMENT AND SYSTEMS

No matter what the piece of equipment or system, the instructor must know about it, indeed all about it, and how to handle it, maintain it, and know its hazards and how to deal with them. Tools, ladders, welding equipment, electrical equipment, lighting equipment, audio equipment, etc. NO item shall be missed. I know the school performing arts individuals take umbrage at this, but it is their professional obligation and can be accomplished. This is their job. They must know the equipment, how to handle it, its dangers and hazards, and if students are allowed to operate any of it, what training and precautions must be instituted with the student. 

Does this take time? Absolutely! Is this their responsibility? Absolutely, if they are to be the instructor. The job description must state this, and the instructor must sign off on it. Working with adolescents and younger is no easy. No one said it would be. A contract is signed to work in the performing arts, and if they do they must have the professional skills, both teaching and technical, in my opinion. 

RISK MANAGEMENT PROGRAMS INITIATED AND MONITORED

The hazards and the hazardous exposures are there. The instructor needs to know the safety and health hazards, how to control them, identify them, eliminate all that they can, supervise them, and develop a program to manage them. Risk Management must be the tool to be used in this endeavor. There is no other. 

Trained instructors, skilled instructors, knowledgeable experienced instructors, those who know the health and safety Codes, Standards and Practices are those who must be the instructors of the performing arts students. A Risk Management Program must be developed, tailored to each site and its equipment and tools, and students, and projects, and productions, and initiated, monitored, and evaluated frequently. Absolutely. 

There are health problems that most performing arts instructors have no idea of or know they exist and they must. It is an ongoing problem and must be recognized and deal with every day in the performing arts classes and activities. It is not just teaching classes, directing plays, building scenery, producing productions; no it is a matter of doing it safely and protecting the children who are the students. THEIR EXPOSURES WILL FOLLOW THEM ALL OF THEIR LIVES.

The number of materials and pieces of equipment that have safety and health hazards connected to them is legion, and knowing what they are and how to safeguard the students and the instructors themselves is crucial and all the more legal. The liability for not doing it is very high. Chemical substances can impact the bodies and thus the lives of everyone who works with them, and there are many in the performing arts. Every precaution must be taken. 
QUALITY OF EQUIPMENT, PREVENTIVE MAINTENANCE, REPLACEMENT

I believe everyone agrees to these items, but sadly, no tragically, these items do not take place very often, in too many schools, if not most. They cost money, money that is not said to be readily available. Choices are made. Performing arts instructors from time in memoriam have scraped together whatever they can to do production and teach theater classes. The quality of equipment, including some new equipment, in my career of risk assessing these schools, is not really quality. Equipment is allowed to deteriorate, left outside to the elements, not maintained, not used correctly, not the right type of equipment too often, and certainly not replaced in a timely fashion, even when it is hazardous and broken. Standard operating procedures too, too often. 

You ask how this could be. Are there not professionals operating the schools? Do they not hire professional repair people? Do they not have the proper knowledge and skills to repair equipment? Indeed, are some allowed to repair the equipment who do not know anything about it? Do the theater people do their own thing? Yes, of ten. Is the equipment allowed to be used by instructors and students even though it is not maintained and individuals are not trained in the use of the equipment? Yes. Is there lack of supervision? Yes. With impaired equipment? Yes. Is this widespread? Yes. Even when instructors are by and large very ethical and request repairs and replacements, do they get quality, repaired equipment? Not often. They are put off. No money in the budget. No money in the school budget either. 
Is there fear? Oh yes. “If I complain, I may lose my job. I may not be able to have a theater program. They will close the theater.” And I ask, are you inspected? Hmn. Did they find anything wrong? Hmn. And yet you continue to use the theater and the stage and the equipment. Why? “I have to have my program.” So, the instructors bear much of the liability and onus of the problem. 

Granted the funds are minimal in the arts. Granted the administration could close the programs and have in many places. But, jeopardize the students in working with faulty equipment, facilities, etc. is not the answer, despite what the teachers say and do. Not only is this not proper and ethical, morally or any other wise, violating the standards in education and teaching and all other areas, but it is highly liable to one and all, and above all it endangers the lives of young people. And I continue to see his year after year, everywhere, everywhere, everywhere, with only a few, very few exceptions. You ask: do the taxpayers know of this? Do the administrators of the schools at the level of the Board of Education and Superintendent know of this? Perhaps not, perhaps. I found in my state that the Director of Public Safety knows of these incidents and conditions.
SOLUTIONS
If there were Risk Management Programs developed, tailored to each school, initiated, funded, implemented, supervised, monitored, and evaluated, I opine that the number of health and safety incidents, short and long term, would be decreased considerably and controlled. It is doable. The funds are there but the decisions at the highest level have to be made and implemented and enforced. Gargantuan? You bet. There are other activities in the schools that continue to be well funded seemingly forever. Choices have to be made. Involvement by groups must be voiced as to the benefit of the Performing Arts, and all involved must be called to high levels of integrity, in my opinion. Lives are precious, and lives and their futures are still at stake, everyday, in the Performing Arts, for many students. 
Respectfully, 

Dr. Randall W.A. Davidson, Risk International & Associates, Inc. 

8803 West Ontario Avenue, Littleton, Colorado 80128

720-922-0707 www.riskit.com 
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