WORK AND HEALTH RELATED INJURIES 

TO PERFORMING ARTS STUDENTS

PREFACE: LARGE NUMBERS OF SCHOOLS AND PROGRAMS
In the United States there are over 97,000 public school districts, and thousands of private schools. At all levels of education there are some type of performing arts programs and activities, i.e. elementary, middle, junior high, senior highs, and four years high schools. There are school districts that have only a few schools but still have some performing arts programs and activities. 
TENS OF THOUSANDS OF STUDENDS INVOLVED
The number of children, teens, and young adults who are actively involved in the Performing Arts Programs and Activities, i.e. Music, Dance, Theater is much larger than most people believe. I have visited high schools that have 500 students involved in these performing groups. 
CURRICULUM AND CO-CURRICULUM INVOLVEMENT

Some schools have Drama, Music, and Dance classes in their curriculum. Many of the schools have classes that have enrollments in these classes, all day long. Other schools have strong extra or co-curriculum programs, during school or after school. All of the schools have some type of activities in these areas, and the students are involved in presentations, skits, programs, and productions. Some of the more active performing arts programs also have touring and repertory companies. 
PEFORMING ARTS SPACE AND FACILITIES

The facilities or performing spaces for these programs and activities vary with the size of the school district, their particular emphasis on the Arts and the performing arts, and the community’s interest in having some performing space for the students and for community activities. There are auditoriums connected inside the schools, and there are separate buildings for the Arts. The size of the facilities also depends upon the strength of the Arts in the community and the amount of activity that the schools and community support. 

The seating capacities in schools range from several hundred seats to as high as 1500 or more. 

Many of the schools have working shops, i.e. wood, paint, welding; costume areas; scenery storage; offices; large stages; box offices; lobbies; projection booths; excellent audio and lighting systems and equipment; rigging and flying systems; seating for up to 1500. Storage areas are limited. 
CONDITIONS OF FACILITIES
There are literally hundreds and hundreds of schools being built and renovated every year, across the country. Some of them have full blown performing arts centers with large auditoriums and good equipment. Many performing arts facilities in this country are old and have not been maintained and have equipment that is poor and hazardous. Most school districts do not budget high maintenance and renovation funds for the performing facilities. The same can be said for the lack of funding for replacement of worn out and dangerous equipment, i.e. rigging systems, electrical and audio systems, curtains, stage floors, shop equipment, tools, seating, projection areas, storage of hazardous materials and chemicals, poor ventilation and air quality, lack of professionally trained technical personnel.  
FREQUENT AND HARD USE

The number of students using the facilities does not seem to diminish each year and thus the facilities are used very hard and very often, not only for school related functions but for community involvement and programs. When you add the conditions of the performing arts facilities and spaces to the frequency of use, lack of proper training, you then have situations that are major hazard area to the students and contribute to the lack of healthy environments and the lack of safe conditions. 
HAZARDOUS EXPOSURES: HEALTH and SAFETY PROBLEMS

I would rank hazardous exposures to and from materials used in the schools and the performing arts areas, as the primary causes of health problems, both short and long term. We know from Occupational Hazard Surveys that these youngsters are exposed to hazardous materials and dangers in the normal work environments, and it is true also in the performing arts. Similar injuries and exposures are also found in the performing arts programs and activities. 
GREAT DIFFICULTY GATHERING INJURY DATA

Finding, discovering, noting, gathering these incidents of health and safety in the school performing arts programs and activities has not been done and will be incredibly difficult to collect. I have found that these are the same as in the workplaces in industry and in the work environments of teen workers in this country, i.e. injuries with tools, equipment; injuries from operating rigging systems and working in shops with all types of equipment; health problems in costume and makeup; injuries from tripping and falls; exposure to chemicals and fumes; very poor ventilation and IAQ; physical injuries from lifting and working with platforms, scenery, rigging, and heavy props; electrical shocks and burns; fatigue and lack of sleep; poor eating habits; lack of proper personal protective equipment; lack of technical training and supervision; cuts and burns from equipment (ropes, plastic, adhesives, metal pieces, lighting equipment, irons); poorly installed equipment; violation of Codes and Standard; fires; falling into orchestra pits, traps; dropping stage weights on feet; punctures with tools, no fall protection equipment. 
As is obvious to all who read this and who have been involved in the performing arts, and know even just a little of industry, you can see the great similarity to the materials, tools, etc. that are used in industry and in the performing arts. These practices and pieces of equipment are used at all levels of the performing arts in the schools. 

PHYSICALLY, STUDENTS STILL GROWING AND MATURING

If the performing arts programs and activities are not properly funded as to the necessities for the programs, then the exposures to the students and their instructors pose safety and health hazards and problems, both short and long term. 
It must be kept in mind, always, that these are young people whose bodies are still in the growing and developing stage. All of the items mentioned above can have detrimental effects to their physical development, and unless the performing arts programs and their activities are carefully monitored and supervised, the health and safety exposures are present and take their tolls on the lives of the young people in the programs. 
There are other dangers that one does not heed when working with students in the performing arts, too often, i.e. the students are enthusiastic and desire to do well and please their instructors, make good grades, gain attention and good roles in the performing arts, please parents, and a myriad of other psychological pressures, including stress. Students will put in long hours to succeed in a variety of ways and like all of us; they certainly find accolades very pleasing. They work hard, as a rule, and are recognized in the performing arts, and competition for roles is often fierce. 

They will push themselves to great lengths to succeed in the performing arts whether it is in the shop or on the stage. The instructors must keep this ever in mind. In so many schools, students do the stage work and the acting, and we find this in middle schools as well.  
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