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Established in 1979, The Coterie Theatre is a professional theatre for multigenerational
families and young audiences between 5 to 18 years of age. It seeks to open lines of
communication between races, sexes and generations. The Coterie's service area
covers the entire Kansas City metropolitan area, which crosses two states and a 100mile radius beyond.
The Coterie stages 320 performances of seven productions from October through July,
and plays to over 60, 000 individuals each year. In addition to staging productions, The
Coterie is fully committed to several ongoing community/school outreach programs such
as Reaching the Write Minds aimed at students in grades 7 -- 12. The following
interview with Jeff Church, The Coterie's Producing Artistic Director since 1990, was
conducted by email during January-February 2004.
What motivated you to begin the project?
The program began 13 years ago. Since writing is one of the strongest components of
any school curriculum, we wanted to introduce playwriting as a creative option to the
more traditional prose-oriented outlets. A comprehensive playwriting unit is something
more than most teachers can give. And it's not generally their specialty. The program
seems to have fulfilled a need for alternative self expression. We've been lucky to
secure local foundation financial support. And the NEA has been highly supportive.
How are the students selected? How many are involved yearly? How do they
display their potential?
It's a three-step process, really. Between 15 to 20 middle schools and high schools are
invited to participate. Teachers then recommend 20 students. Two or three professional

playwrights in the Kansas City area conduct several five-hour seminars with about 20
students in each seminar. They learn to create settings and characters and the basics
about creating scenarios. One favorite exercise to get them writing quickly is to show
them pictures of interesting people in an intriguing setting. All we say is, "Jump in at the
point of conflict," and they begin placing them in situations and writing dialogue for the
characters. This warms the kids up and doesn't bog them down with exposition and
setup. In fact, they often hide their exposition much better by doing it this way.
What guidelines do you ask the teachers to keep in mind?
We ask teachers to identify students they feel would do well with playwriting and
dialogue. We contact all the schools in our service area, public, private, parochial,
whatever. As a result, it's a very multi-ethnic group that reflects the city we live in. We
tell teachers to go with their hunches and not pick students by whether they get all "A's"
in their classes. If you think about it, playwriting often is not concerned with traditional
rules of grammar and punctuation. Kids who have an ear to the pavement and have
listened and observed their peers do quite well for us.
The students have now completed the five-hour seminar. What next?
From the 400 students, the seminar leaders recommend between 45 to 60 student
writers for what we call the Roundtable phase. I interview them in an effort to gauge
their real interest. I'm looking for the kind of student who would be writing plays on their
own time whether they are selected or not. We want individuals we think are willing to
work with others, as peer critics and fellow artists. Eventually, including those students
we invite back from the previous Roundtable, about 30 or so start the Roundtable
process. Generally they meet on a bi-monthly basis on Sundays at the theater. They
develop their ideas, share their drafts, read each other's plays and monologues. This
year we have 33 Roundtable members. Some are more active than others due to their
schedules, etc. I'd say we see 20 to 25 at any one session.
Do you place any restrictions on them or on the material they decide to write
about?
Restrictions would only hold them back. The only thing I'm strict about in a Roundtable
session is not talking during someone else's reading. I really ask for full focus. I also
think they learn how to criticize without judgment. Peer playwrights never let a fellow
playwright get away with a gun being the solution to anything in a piece of writing, nor
do they let a novice playwright think we'll cry at a suicide play. They are nice, but frank
with one another in saying that they predicted an obvious solution a mile away. The
highly melodramatic plays are politely called "After School Specials." They are a savvy
group. If we do it right, everyone feels by the end of the Roundtable like they helped
everyone else's play.
What themes and characters seem to grab their imaginations?
Over 13 years, the range of themes, topics and subjects I've seen makes my head spin.
You can't put a pen in a young playwright's hand and expect him or her to be polite.
They may not obey any of the genre rules. Once a young teen female wrote a highly
comic play about two girls slipping out of the house to go see some boyfriends. Turns

out the guys are bad, and they're at a crack house...and it was very dangerous. It was
very exciting. We dubbed that play "Lucy and Ethel Go to the Crack House."
Other plays explore what it's like to be the best friend of someone gay in high school.
One examined the startled feelings friends have when their fellow student is caught with
a "hit list." One comic piece of science fiction set out to explain the big bang theory of
the universe. One student jumped back to the late 60s with a monologue expressing
sentiments about participation in war. Each year the students continue to astonish us
with their diversity and distinctive view of life. It's very exciting.
How do you go about selecting which pieces will be featured in the Festival?
I select those pieces that seem most ready for public presentation. The emphasis
throughout has been on development, and everybody's plays or monologues are at
different levels of completion. But every playwright should feel some sense of ownership
to the work being selected. They've all responded to each other's drafts and ideas.
What about those students whose work is not chosen?
Most understand that not everyone's work can be featured in the Festival.Often they'll
find production outlets in the community. Some of their schools have said they'd stage
the work even if it is not selected for Festival exposure. There have been a few
instances where someone's done a great deal of rewrites and the play is just not right
for us ...perhaps it's too long and I can't find a good one or two scene cutting... maybe
it's material that is just too R-rated. Either way, I try to personally work with the
playwright to understand why we decided as we did.
So, it's Festival time. What actually goes on?
We'll present selections from 12 to 14 short plays or monologues in rotation over a
three-day period for audiences numbering between 800 to 1000. The Festival is the
most provocative weekend of the year for us. In preparation, we've hired professional
directors and equity actors in the city who perform under the staged-reading code.
Everyone is exceptionally dedicated to the playwright and the play they are working on.
They feel it's a privilege to get to be on stage letting the new playwrights have their
voices. On occasion, we've had playwrights who happen to be amazing performers who
can portray a character close to their own age better than any professional actor I could
find. In those instances, I've asked them to perform in another playwright's piece. We
used to do question and answer sessions after the performances, but no longer. We
decided to give more time to putting more plays on the stage. Who wants to give up 20
minutes when we could squeeze in another short play?
Do you keep in touch with the student playwrights after the Festival?
One of the most important aspects of the Coterie's Young Playwrights' Roundtable, in
my estimation, is our commitment to the young writer for the long haul. Once you're
chosen for the program, you remain a member of the Roundtable until you graduate
from high school, as long as your interest is strong, of course, and you attend the
sessions and work on new material. So each year there will be continuing writers from
previous Roundtables. When we bring on a writer who is in junior high, we feel we really
get to know him or her pretty well. You see tremendous growth over that period of time.

All Roundtable playwrights get to see all the plays here at no charge, too.
Several have gone on to major in theatre in college or have gone into the field in some
capacity. Christina Anderson, for example, developed a one-woman performance piece
called "Construction of a Black Diva" that she performed in our festival. She later went
on to do it for TCG conferences in San Francisco and Minneapolis, as well as for the
audiences at the Mark Taper Forum. She recently graduated from Brown.
What's the lasting benefit to your student playwright?
I think the most important thing is they find kids like themselves. Kids that have creative
thoughts and ideas. We received a letter for Connie Lim, from Grandview Alternative
School, who just had her play done last year. In it she says "Before I was accepted to
the Coterie, writing was something I played at; I never took it seriously. When I was
asked to interview for you, I thought it a lost cause because I didn't think I was a real
writer. I thought that real writers were the authors promoting their best sellers in L.A. ….I
never felt that I belonged anywhere because I was the kid that liked to write and read.
For a long time I actually hid it from my peers for fear of being taunted. Except with
other members of the Roundtable it was like: finally, teenagers my own age I can relate
to. They shared the same passion with me and they were proud of it. It was only after
my entire school came to see my monologue at the festival that I have come out of my
shell."
That must be very satisfying.
It is, yes. But what is really satisfying is that their growth and confidence came out of
their own effort. The clearest thing they learn is that you learn playwriting by doing it,
sharing it, and then rewriting it again and again until it is as clear and as strong as you
can make it. All other benefits derive from the commitment to creating the best work
possible.
Thanks for your time. And good luck.
You're welcome. Thank you.
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