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“The health and safety guidelines in Dr. Davidson’s new book, Practical Health and Safety Guidelines for School Theater Operation,” if fully implemented, will transform the experience of people who work in theaters all over the world. Students, teachers, and crews can be assured of safer, healthier environments. This book makes their lives a priority.”
“Health and freedom from injury is a human right. Imagine a theater vested with those aspects, where crews, students and all who participate in theater, work under the aegis of safety. Dr. Davidson’s book proposes a practical yet fundamental sea change by integrating programs and guidelines vital to the performing arts. Avoidable hazards need no longer be that costly human element in the complex equation of the theatrical arts.”

The personal note in all of my writings is blatantly obvious. I have been deeply involved in all phases of the performing arts since my earliest years, 1934, and in the health and safety aspects since August, 1943. It is from this plenitude of experience and involvement that I speak to the performing arts community in the schools, today. 

The book mentioned above, came about after having written over 500 separate articles, monographs, and manuals dealing with every aspect of health, safety, security, environment, fire prevention, and product used in the performing arts, public assembly,  and the entertainment industry, as well as having inspected over 16,000 facilities around the world. 
I continue to be heavily involved in the fields mentioned, but especially with the educational theater, world-wide, at all levels. It is from this intimate and ongoing involvement that I address the remarks in this presentation. 
I conduct professional Risk Management Seminars, Rigging Workshops, and a variety of Health, Safety, Fire Prevention, Pyrotechnic, Chemical Safety, and Environmental Workshop for all levels of the Entertainment and Educational Theater world, and during these presentations, I visit many facilities and venues that are in constant use by the participants of these workshops and seminars. 
VERY PERSONAL EXPERIENCES AND ENCOUNTERS WITH SECONDARY PERFORMING ARTS INSTRUCTORS
What I observe, document by report and photograph, and hear, should scorch the minds of those who work in the theater. Perhaps, the sad aspect of this comment is that so many of the individuals to whom these conditions are known and cause great anxiety, do not seem to raise them to the level of constantly battling for the health and safety of their students and the safety of their facilities and equipment. Of course, there are a multitude of courageous individuals in the schools who battle the powers that be for change. We recognize and laud their stick-to-itiveness and courage. We are dedicated to helping them in every instance. 
What I do loudly decry, and this is from the hundreds and hundreds of interviews and observations that I make as I conduct workshops at many school districts, Thespian Conferences. Theater confabs, are the strong and often confrontational replies of performing arts educators/instructors, that they have no control over what is occurring and that there is “no money in the curriculum and district” to remedy and ameliorate (fix and repair and maintain and replace) the conditions. 
“Yes, I know the conditions are hazardous, but what can I do, there is no money to fix up the stage and its equipment. We have to produce shows.” I pepper these people with questions, offer solutions, recommendation, advice, willingness to speak to administrators, Boards of Education, Superintendents, and I meet with some very harsh answers. Not always, but mostly. 

“Do you want my theater closed? Do you want us to stop doing plays? This program is vital to my students. There are no funds.”

And then I mention “liability, moral questions, putting students in jeopardy of their lives, as well as audiences.” Answers: “This is the way it is. We’re glad just to have a place to do plays even though it may be a little unsafe. The fire marshal came by and the district had my place inspected and they said it was pretty good, even though we have some bad rigging equipment, the curtains need flame retarding, and sometimes we get shocks from the electric system and lighting instruments.”
And of course the comment from some of the performing arts instructors: “You are just trying to sell your book and put us out of work.” Hello? “If we buy your book and do all the safe things you write and talk about, then we will be held to that standard.” Yes., yes, yes, yes. “Do not bother me again. I know what I can do and not do and I do not need you to tell me.” O.k. o.k. o.k. 

And thus it goes. Hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of encounters with drama teachers/instructors from the middle, junior and secondary schools, reveal the same course of action. It is heartening to know that there are a few administrators, risk managers, and performing arts instructors who have said: “I want the book. It is just what we have needed for a long time. My district will buy it. We need you to come look at our theaters and I will talk to my administrator.”

Is it not fearful that there are so many teachers/instructors of theater in the schools, who have college and university degrees, not all in theater, who are in charge of the educational performing arts in the schools, and who are confronted with the facility, equipment, and material hazards in their teaching environments, and cannot get assistance from the administration? And who see the liability but continue to place these students, minors, in harm’s way? I know, I know. They do not see it as in harm’s way or even the liability side of it, but it is there, front and center. 

You might argue that this is not the way it is for all of the 90,000 school districts across the United States. I would differ with you, with incredibly few exceptions. I listen carefully. I observe with great and finely tuned meticulousness, and I know and that fact greatly concerns me. 
 INTERNATIONAL SECONDARY EDUCATION THEATER HEALTH AND SAFETY ASSOCIATION (ISETSA)

To aid in allying my anxiety, three years ago, I founded the International Secondary Education Theater Health and Safety Association (ISETSA). It is off to a slow start, but it is functioning with a web site, mission, and officers, and recruiting as many as will join. Its sole function is the health and safety of those in educational theater. I will continue to push its agenda and organization. 
CONSTANT EVALUATIONS AND VISITATIONS

My partner and I, Jay Stone, my Associates of Risk International, visit schools regularly. They speak to administrators and they visit theaters and productions. There are others in the school districts of the country that faithfully apprise me of what occurs in their locales. I keep a very steady ear to the ground about all types of happenings, and of course, I keep involved in litigation concerning incidents that occur in schools where injuries have occurred, to students and to instructors. 

CONSTANT WORKSHOPS AND INSPECTIONS

I belong to professional theater organizations, at all levels of the theater, especially secondary schools. I continue to, state by state, conduct workshops, an obligation that continues all year long. I have a County workshop coming up: all drama teachers and those involved in decision making about theater in the schools will attend a one day in-service day that I will conduct about health and safety in secondary theater operations. I will take walk throughs of theaters and explain health and safety aspects that must be addressed. I will visit classes. I will spend time developing Health and Safety Manuals for the Performing Arts with the instructors. 
NEW SCHOOLS AND THEATERS DO NOT NECESSARILY MAKE SAFE AND HEALTHY ONES

Does all this sound too good to be true? Not really. We have been working at this constantly since August, 1943, and we continue today, encouraging others to address the concerns and the hazards in the performing arts programs, facilities, and with their equipment. Believe me, even new schools, new theaters, new equipment are subject to major mistakes, errors, poor installations, counterfeit hardware and equipment, corruption of officials and contractors, poorly designed facilities, false documentation of equipment and building, and a myriad of other flagrant violations of Codes and Standards, Disabled Standards, and Fire Codes. Schools are particularly vulnerable to these problems. 
WHAT ARE THE SOLUTIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND WHAT CAN ACTUALLY BE DONE?

1. All personnel who work with performing arts students must be thoroughly and professionally trained in all the requirements necessary to fulfill the function of a secondary theater instructor, in a safe, professional, and healthy manner. This must be first and foremost. Credentials shall be examined. Experience evaluated. Recommendations verified. 
2. I firmly recommend the colleges and universities who train teacher strongly address the realities of the training of theater instructors in the schools and alert them to the real conditions in the school theaters. 

3. The training must be explicitly verified and evaluated by professionals in educational theater and others who have the expertise to determine the quality of the instructor and his or her abilities, skills, knowledge, and experience to work with secondary students. 

4. Because many of the higher educational facilities suffer from the same problems in health and safety in theater that the secondary, junior, and middle schools do, the attitudes of the individuals being hired for school performing arts is crucial. What may be deemed acceptable on that level is NOT acceptable on the secondary level of education where the students are minors and the legal and moral obligation for care is incredibly and substantially greater. 

5. It is my firm belief that all secondary performing arts instructors be well versed in Codes and Standards, those that apply to their particular jobs. Being a secondary drama teacher is not just teaching drama classes, directing plays, or being on the technical end of the productions, it is more than that. The lives of the students are in their charge, and yes, the audiences too. The auditorium or performing space, whatever it may be, comes under their direction and they need to know Codes that apply to safety in these areas. 
6. Professional Associations of administrators and theater individuals, unions, etc. must be brought into the picture in every instance. They need to be fully educated as to the legal obligations in secondary theater programs. This was the major reason for the book that I wrote. The awareness level must be greatly heightened in all school districts that have theater programs. It must also be heightened and taught at the university and college level where teachers are matriculated from. 

7. There must obligatory professional workshops for administrators of every stripe about the performing arts programs and the obligations, legally, as well as any other consideration, i.e. facilities, equipment, repair, maintenance, replacement, health problems, chemical exposures, hazards of all types, etc. 

8. Workshops and professional in-service days should be part and parcel of the contract and the expanded education of the performing arts instructors and all who are connected with the theater programs. Changes occur in all professions, and instructors need to be cognizant of this and their professional knowledge and experience must be furthered. Legally this is the fact. 
9. Those individuals who handle the technical side of producing plays in schools need to have professional qualifications and to be fully cognizant of new requirements for certification in their field. 

10. One of the major concerns that I have about schools is the number of school teachers who repair equipment, allow students to repair equipment, and who have maintenance people who do not know the equipment from the manufactures point of view, repair the equipment. This occurs all over the country in every school district that I have visited and know of. It is to save money, they say. The liability is horrendous. Once the district, or teacher or student takes on this repair, he or she becomes the manufacturer, and if any incident occurs, they are totally liable. 
11. There is a need for every school and every school district to have for the Board of Education, for each school, and for the performing arts program and department, a Performing Arts Health and Safety Manual that is tailored to the programs of that school and district. It should be complete, and it should be evaluated each year. 

12. Each district must have a special Preventive Maintenance and Replacement of Equipment and Materials Manual, which details the type of equipment and materials in the performing arts production and working spaces, stages, etc. It must be maintained up to date. 

13. I recommend a given and set budget that cannot be touched for maintenance for the theater equipment. I have seen equipment that is 80 years old and so dangerous for school personnel, that I would, if I could, condemn the building. Too many of these dangerous facilities exist with their outdated equipment, and they are used by students. 

14. Maintenance of equipment that has been installed by professional companies or manufacturers must be done by those who are certified to perform these duties according to the manufacturer’s requirements and this is usually a representative of the company. 
15. Students will use tools, equipment, and materials. They must be fully trained, evaluated, tested, and monitored, supervised. No matter how smart or able they are, they are minors and under the direction and supervision of the adults in charge. Exemplary training of all tools is a must. All tools and equipment. 
16. Thorough inspections/risk assessments and detailed reports, annually, of equipment and facilities must be done, and reports evaluated, filed, implemented, and checked for accuracy. 

17. Careful control of all materials, makeup, chemicals, tools, furniture, props, equipment is a must. Teachers and students bring in these from the outside, or from home, and there is no tracing that can be done. If one of these items causes an injury or death, the district is liable. Control is mandatory. 

18. Chemicals are the number one cause of injuries, short and long term, in the theater. Every theater program must abide by the Hazardous Communication Act and fully implement it in all of its programs. This must be monitored at all times. Hazardous exposures are present in every single theater in this country. 
19. Properly engineered ventilation is required by law, IAQ, of the Federal Government. Indoor Air Quality is demanded and must be constantly checked to see that it is operating in the fashion that is required. Testing and documentation is required. With all of the materials that are used in the theater, IAQ becomes more and more prominent as a means to protect students and their health. Check the statistics on respiratory problems on any health web site and the Federal Governments Data base. 
20. Fire Prevention: professional instruction as to the use of fire extinguishers and exactly what fire, emergency, disaster, evacuation procedures to strictly follow is a part of the instruction that must take place and be reviewed a number of times per year, especially when a production is in progress. 
21. Training in the use of rigging is mandatory. If any of the individuals, student or instructor must climb to reach loading platforms or other areas, all of them must be professionally trained in Fall Protection, Arrest, and Evacuation in case of an emergency. Proper Fall Protection Equipment must be provided. No one should climb, according to OSHA Standards, who is not properly equipped and trained. 

22. The grid and any overhead area shall be off limits. Only trained personnel shall be allowed to access these areas, and if students are allowed, it shall be with proper supervision, as difficult as this is. 

23. Orchestra Lift and Pits: No matter how shallow or deep the pit, it shall be carefully guarded and marked on all the edges with Photoluminescent lighting. There shall be an audible signal and light that shall automatically engage and notifies everyone when the lift is being brought up and lowered. Every person who works on the stage, including the custodian, shall be fully trained and instructed as to how the lift operates and the safety that must be applied to its use. Any person, who rents or leases the theater and its equipment and uses the stage, must be made cognizant of all the operations of the lift and its dangers. There shall be signage on either side of the stage and beneath the pit, to notify people of the dangers when the list if in use. When the lift is down, very special notification shall be made of those using the stage of the hazard that is present. 
24. The stage shall me marked, edges, platforms, ramps, railings, steps, with Photoluminescent lighting. There shall also be a Photoluminescent line from upstage to downstage, on both wings, one foot from the ends of the battens, so that when the battens are operated, anyone behind that line shall be protected. 

25. Stage managers shall be fully trained in all safety aspects of the operations of the stage and its equipment. They shall be fully trained to know what to do if an incident occurs on the stage, if someone falls off the edge of the stage, if one is injured, or any untoward incident occurs. Their role is crucial in the operation of the stage and the all that goes on during a performance. 

26. House Managers, Ushers and Box office personnel: Those in charge of the house and the seating of patrons, students, and visitors, disabled students and patrons, shall be thoroughly trained in their jobs. They shall know exactly what to do in case of emergencies, disasters, and other incidents that might occur in assembly or productions. They shall know what to do and who to notify in case of emergencies. They shall check for aisle lights, for broken seats, for tripping hazards, electrical problems in the aisles or arm rests. They shall know the full Fire Prevention Procedures in case of an emergency evacuation, and shall make sure those who are disabled are fully cared for with assigned people. 
27. First Aid, CPR, and other medical ministrations: Instructors should be trained in First Aid and CPR. They need to keep their certification up to date. They need to know the health aspects of their students without invading their privacy. 

28. All aspects of the facility, its equipment, materials used, stored, disposed of, are part and parcel of producing plays and teaching theater. The health of the students and the instructors, as well as of the audience, while they are in the theater, is the responsibility of the district, and thus of the director of the program. Shops, theater, box office, loading areas. Restrooms, in point of fact, every place where students and instructors can be must pass stringent health requirements, sanitary ordinances. 

29. There are major and legal considerations in the health aspects of performing arts and these must be integrated into all theater programs. Chemical use, makeup, fog machines, shops, welding, storage, costume areas, costumes themselves, makeup removal materials, clean stages and storage areas, etc. No area is out of the limelight of stringent sanitation, health, fire, and safety considerations. Students and custodians must be fully cognizant of these regulations and they must be enforced. 

30. Food and drink and candy, etc. should not be allowed in performing areas or in work areas. Signage as to this requirement should be posted. Slips and falls, pests, rodents, all types of bacteria is the result of lack of enforcement of this mandate. 
31. Costume shops and storage: I am writing a book on this with a colleague. These can be dangerous area, and fire prevention and IAQ are mandatory considerations at all times. Also, Aids prevention because of working with sharp objects, and this goes for the shops as well. Specific guidelines shall be signed and instruction as to what to do in case of injuries, and cuts and punctures, and burns. 

32. All Pyrotechnical materials shall be stored properly in locked quarters. Those who work with Pyro shall have licenses that are up to date, and be evaluated as to experience. The Fire Marshal shall be notified of any use of Pyro materials in any production in plenty of time for them to evaluate how they are to be used and the safety and fire prevention procedures to be applied. 

33. It is a very, very good idea to make good friends with Fire officials, and ask them to visit you frequently and to invite them to productions. They need to know about the book as well.

34. Thespian Conferences, tours, visiting other schools, contests and competitions, working with other schools: this topic could take up an encyclopedic section of any library. Students and instructors are away from schools. Yes, there are parents, sponsors, coaches, judges, and there are counselors and volunteers to be with the students. All well and good. And admonitions have been given to students, perhaps some mild threats, but be that as it is or may or could be or should be, away from school, in a public arena, hundreds and hundreds of other students, big buildings, stretched-out physical areas, etc. behavior and conduct is difficult. 
35. Exuberance, competition, pressure, stress, demands, young and youthful, all contributes to a mild form of mayhem, just under the radar. Running, oh yes,  screaming, uh huh, gathering in groups and dancing, singing, and just letting off a tad bit of steam, is ordinary. When the group is 1700 students, then all bets are off. 
36. And then there is the competition: costumes, makeup, furniture, headdresses, props of all types, music, recordings, cell phones, cameras, you name it, and moving it from place to place. And then there is food and drink. Oh yeah. A tasty mixture. I have been attending these functions since 1956, all over the country, and they are memorable.

37. There are rules of the establishment wherever they are, but in a public place, convention center, another large school, there is so much territory to supervise it is difficult and the exuberance and anxiety of winning, of one and all, instructors and parents included, it takes on a surreal sight from an outsider. 

38. My concern is the lack of actual supervision. And it is obvious that it is limited, even from the top. There are the young, first timers, and the students who have done this for three years. It is interesting watching them, but causes a tug at the heartstrings. Some of them seem lost in all the ballyhoo. 

39. These are theater students and in a very real sense a breed apart from other students. Away from school, many away from home for two or three days, and in the mix with so many other students. They are teamed to compete, they are evaluated and judged, and there are winners and losers. For all of us this brings emotions. So there are tears and there is jubilation. All of this has to do with the health and safety of these young people who are so deeply involved in this exercise of their talents. 
40. I interview many of these groups, and I listen. Over a period of two to three days there is a lot going on. Some are coming and going in cars, vans, buses, and some are staying at hotels. 
41. I have seen incredible attention to safety and health and supervision by some groups, and minimal by others. I have seen leaders abrogate their responsibilities right in my presence when confronted by representatives of the facilities being used, and I have seen help from these centers given with great charity. It is a mixed bag. And I believe it depends solely upon the direction of the sponsors and the drama teachers. Over the years, what is is, fifty now, I have seen a great change. There seems to be more laxity in terms of conduct and dress (apparel), possibly in keeping with the times. Each section of the country reacts a bit differently. 

42. My concern is health, safety, security, and the protection of these young performers. Solid advice from their coaches I believe makes a difference. Also, as far as one can observe, being with the students as much as possible seems to make a big difference. I noted last time that drama coaches were off on their own a great deal of the time, and thus so were the students, and there were some safety problems that did arise with the admistration of the building. Violation of basic fire codes! The response from the people in charge, the sponsors: Well, I told them many times not to do that. 

43. Not too good. Not good at all. Bad, indeed. Fifty years perhaps has not mellowed me in this instance. 

44. I will admit to being quite strict and over the years had only once incident, but that is still not a good record. Students are not adults. In loc parentis still is the law, no matter where the event is held. If there is need for more chaperones then the ratio must be considered of student to adult, as difficult as that might be. The security, safety and health of the student are primary. I do not mean that you have to hold their hands, or be with them at every moment. No. But the parameters must be solid and well explained, and enforced, and that means being active and readily available. 
45. All of these may seem obvious to professionals in the field of theater, however the practice of health and safety is clearly not a priority in the schools no matter what the rhetoric is. 

46. Everyone who works in the schools should consider that students develop attitudes and ways of doing things in theater, and they learn from their teachers and from the equipment and theater they work in and with. Unfortunately too many of these attitudes and practices carry over to other theater experiences when they get out of school. It is in school that they must get the proper method of working in the theater, the one that they will take them into other theater work experiences. Health and safety in every aspect of the theater experience must be mandatory. 
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