
3.4 The Possibility Project 
New York, NY

AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAM
“We say ‘no help, no fix, no save,’ and that means that we don’t do for 
our young people if they can do for themselves, and they can typically 
do a lot more than most people anticipate or are willing to expect 
from them.” —PAUL GRIFFIN

In 1994, Washington, D.C. was experiencing 
increased racial division and violence, earning the 
title as the “Murder Capital of the United States” 
for the several preceding years. In response, Paul 

Griffin and four teenagers began a program called City at Peace, where youth 
wrote, directed, and performed musicals with a message of preventing 
violence, especially among young people, and building cross-cultural 
understanding. Over time, the location and the name of the organization 
has changed, and the mission has evolved to encompass the variety of 
issues youth experience day-to-day, in addition to violence and conflict.

Now located in New York City, The Possibility Project (TPP) mission is 
to “empower teenagers to transform the negative forces in their lives 
into positive action. The program brings together vastly diverse groups 
of teenagers each year who meet weekly for ten months. Through 
a combination of issue-oriented discussions, trainings in diversity, 
conflict resolution, leadership and community activism, instruction in 
performing arts and writing, TPP youth participants develop the skills 
necessary to write, produce, and perform an original musical based on 
their lives and their ideas for change. In addition, they design and lead 
community action projects on issues of concern to them in order to take 
their creative vision for change into the world. Using the performing 
arts and community action as vehicles, TPP’s teenagers learn to build 
relationships across differences, resolve conflicts without violence, take 
on their responsibility to others, and lead.

With an annual organizational budget of almost $700,000 and the 
guidance of three artistic directors, TPP operates four programs for 
diverse groups of at-risk youth living in the dense urban areas of New 
York City. The first two programs are available to any youth ages 13 to 19 
and meet either on Saturdays or two days a week after school. The third 
program is only open to youth formerly or currently in foster care between 
the ages of 15 and 20. The fourth program is exclusively for court-involved 
youth between the ages of 15 and 20. The program offerings provide 
youth opportunities to overcome adversity by developing skills such as 
conflict resolution, teamwork, and responsibility. For the past 14 years, TPP 
participants have demonstrated the programs’ effectiveness in developing 
youth capacity for educational attainment, leadership, conflict resolution, 
and cross-cultural understanding. In TPP’s general programs, more than 
98 percent of participants graduated from high school and 90 percent 
increased their GPA and attended college. TPP participants also reported 
an increase in confidence and an increased ability to resolve conflicts.
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ORGANIZATION 

Total number of full-time staff 5

Number of volunteers 6+

Annual operating budget  $ 700,000

FOCUS OFFERING 

Total contact hours 300

Duration of the program period 6-7 hours weekly, 
10 months

FOCUS OFFERING YOUTH (FROM YOUTH SURVEYS)

Number of youth 45

Age 14-19

Gender 47% M

Ethnicity • 35% African 
American

• 10% Asian/
Pac Is

• 50% Hispanic 
5% Native Am

• 10% Other
• 5% Prefer  

not to disclose

Percent currently attending 
school on a regular basis

90%

FOCUS OFFERING STAFF (FROM STAFF SURVEY)

Number of staff 2

Level of education • 100% College 
degree

Years of experience • 17.5 in youth 
development

• 12 in this 
program

Staff program content 
expertise self-rating  
(1=Novice, 2=Experienced, 3=Expert)

3

Staff SEL expertise self-rating  
(1=Novice, 2=Experienced, 3=Expert)

2.5
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth 
Hundreds of youth audition each year for a spot in The 
Possibility Project, however, TPP only has the capacity 
to accept about 120 of them; another 40 are returning 
participants. In addition to a non-competitive audition, 
there is a written application required. Artistic 
directors do not choose participants for the program 
based on talent, theatrical experience, or any other 
objective criteria. Rather, the directors look for youth 
who will be able to gain and grow from the experience. 
It is a primary goal to select youth who represent a 
wide range of cultures, experiences, and backgrounds. 
More than half of youth report or appear to have past 
experiences with trauma. More than 75 percent live in 
low-income households. Founder and President Paul 
Griffin said of the youth:

One hundred percent of our young people want 
a better life than they have. For the young people 
here in New York, I would say they are typically 
a little more mature than young people in other 
places. They interact with people of so many 
different ages and cultures amid the hustle and 
bustle of the city that they tend to be a little more 
socially savvy. They are a pretty lively bunch. 
They’re a vital group of kids. I think that’s true on 
day one, and it’s hyper true by the end of the year.

Elizabeth Howard, artistic director, Afterschool 
Program at TPP, provided more detail on the 
recruitment process. She visits high schools all 
over the city to present the program and hold on-
site auditions. TPP holds open auditions at several 
locations, too, so that youth can audition even if TPP 
didn’t make it to their high school. This is what the 
auditions are like:

Our auditions are not performance-based. I’m 
really just trying to get to know the young people 
who come in. We do some dancing, some acting, 
and then I ask them questions. I ask them if there 
was one thing they could change in their lives and 
the world, what would it be and why. I’m really 
listening for their perspective on the world and 
what they’re willing to say. What I’m looking for in 
those auditions is need; someone who needs what 
we offer. So maybe the person who barely does 
an audition I’ll take, and the person who’s really 
talented but has a lot of opportunities I won’t, 
because they have opportunities elsewhere. I’m 
looking for their ability and willingness to commit. I 
want them to commit and stick with something.
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Staff
TPP has learned to grow its own staff too. For the particular blend of artistic talent and skill in working with youth, 
they have found that they need to spend much more time getting to know someone, and them getting to know 
the program, before they can be sure it’s a good fit. Paul Griffin said:

We no longer hire from résumé and interview. We get to know people, so we tend to hire from our network 
of people we know. Either people we know because we’ve seen their work or because they’ve come into our 
organization and worked as volunteers. And now we’re moving to a place where, in order to lead one of our 
programs, you have to spend at least a year as an assistant director on the program so that when you’re in 
a leadership position you understand how we work. What we’ve built is a specific culture with a very specific 
way of doing things.

Staff have to come in with expertise in directing and performance, as there is not time to teach these skills 
during the program. And, while some of the skills for understanding and working with youth can be taught 
or acquired over time, there are some qualities that TPP looks for in their staff. One, for Paul, is that they 
demonstrate empathy:

You have to hire people or have leaders who are empathic and who not only talk teamwork, but actually 
practice it. Then you have to have individuals who are not only capable of that, but are trained in it and 
believe in it and adhere to it. It would be kind of ironic to have people trying to develop empathy, but then 
they have all these rules that disallow them from empathizing or acting on that empathy.

Additionally, Paul said staff must be passionate about the work and dedicated to the mission:

Are they excited by the work that we’re doing? Do we think that they’ll own this? That they’ll take it on and it 
will become theirs rather than just a job? That’s not just because the job is so demanding, but also because if 
you’re after creating personal and social change with young people, you will never be successful if they sense 
from you that you’re just working a job.

For Paul, this became very clear to him personally in the first year of the program:

The very first year we did a show, one of our youth got shot, and the young people in the program asked 
me if I would be willing to let him come live at my home because they were concerned that the folks who 
had hurt him, had shot him, would come to finish it off if he went back to his home. His brother had been 
murdered by folks from the same area. You know, it was one of those unfortunately typical stories. And I 
said, “Let me think about it.” When I realized that they were asking to me to commit to the same things I was 
asking them to commit to, I said yes because I felt like I couldn’t ask them to commit to change if I wasn’t 
willing to do the same.

Paul hasn’t wavered on this commitment since the program began.

Elizabeth Howard first experienced the power of TPP when she attended a performance in the late 1990s:

I went and saw The Possibility Project in college, and what I saw on stage was something I’d never seen 
before. It was breathtaking. It was the courage of these young people on stage telling these amazing stories 
and really using their voices to try and change things. I was blown away by it, both as a person and as an 
artist/actor. I was like, “This is amazing.”

For Elizabeth, what moves her is that the program exists to give young people an outlet for creative expression. 
The authenticity in the work is most important to her:

What is so special about it is really this youth voice. It’s really led by the young people in the program, and 
their ideas are valued and used, and not in a way that sort of just pacifies them, but for a bigger agenda. It’s 
really, truly their program to make what they want of it. I’ve never seen that done in a real way before.
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OFFERING CURRICULUM
Offering Content
“TPP utilizes musical theater as a form specifically because of its effectiveness in engaging youth, a population 
that values performance, music, and dance greatly, imparting tools and skill-building for expression, and 
capturing their ‘voice,’ which is often difficult to do without the expressiveness the performing arts offer.”

At TPP, the stage production creates an ideal backdrop for the learning of social and emotional skills. Paul explained:

Empathy is the key component of the actor-audience relationship and is taught as essential to creating 
anything for the stage. Teamwork is referred to as ensemble or “working together as a cast.”

As youth are trained in technique for acting and singing, they are also developing self-awareness. Elizabeth shared:

The art training is done so that when we build the show they have a sense of what to do, but also [learn] 
singing and dancing and acting to allow them to feel comfortable in different parts. I’m teaching them vocal 
work as an actor, and then our musical director is teaching them vocal work as a singer. It’s not just so that 
they learn how to sing and can be heard on stage, but that they can understand the power of their voice.

Further, since the production is ultimately a collaboration among a cast of 50 youth, the young people learn to 
rely on each other, and, perhaps more importantly, they realize that others are relying on them. Paul said:

Their relationships and that sense of community is critically important to the work that we’re doing. The 
show and the working of the show is a sort of great metaphor for it. Because whereas it might not make 
sense to you or you could easily dismiss the fact that others don’t matter—I don’t need anybody, right?—
when you’re in a show that’s not true. Ever. Because if somebody doesn’t show up—and they feel this in very 
real terms—or somebody’s emotionally just not present, or perhaps they’re there, but they’re having a bad 
day or whatever, it’s apparent to everybody. So it’s knowable; their not being present is tangible.

TPP utilizes a spiral curriculum over the course of the 10months. This means that youth may be exposed to ideas 
and concepts early in the program through structured activities and discussions, and these themes emerge 
in the later months as youth recognize them in the stories they share and the scenes they write. One youth 
commented on this phenomenon:

Another thing is everything’s inclusive. In school, you may learn something one time and then the teacher will 
never connect it back, but when you go through workshops and rehearsals, it all leads up to something. So 
you could learn something in October or November and then it can be April and you realize, “That’s what that 
meant.” I love that feeling, that “light bulb moment.”

Over the progression of the program year, the role of staff changes. The program sequence (described below) 
requires that staff are more directive at the start of the program and, over time, transition the decision-making 
and control to the youth as they start to build their show. Paul explained the distinction as directing the process 
in the beginning versus facilitating the performance at the end:

At the beginning of the year, the Artistic Director’s role is to direct the process. Over time, as they’re working 
on the performance and moving towards the show, The Artistic Director needs to facilitate the creation of the 
performance.

PRODUCTION  
TEAM

ACT OF  
SERVICE

RECRUITMENT  
AND AUDITIONS

FIRST AND SECOND 
REHEARSALS

STEREOTYPES, 
POWER, ISMS

CONFLICT 
RESOLUTION

LIFE  
STORIES

TECHNICAL  
TRAINING

TPP’s Offering Sequence
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Offering Sequence
Production Team. Part of what eases the transition of staff from director to facilitator is the involvement of 
the Production Team, a group of six to 10 returning participants and two new cast members who develop and 
own the vision for the production. This team represents an intensive leadership training component of the 
program. They set goals, objectives, and policies, plan schedules, hire and fire the artists, solve problems, and 
communicate regularly with cast members and the Artistic Director.

Recruitment and Auditions. One of the first tasks of the program year is the audition process. From the 
moment staff meet the youth during the auditions, they are seeking to learn more about their experiences, 
backgrounds, and stories. They listen and observe, aiming to understand the youth they are meeting and 
envisioning each youth as a powerful and productive young adult in the future. No one is chosen on the basis of 
talent alone.

First and second rehearsals. After the cohort is selected and solidified, participants attend their first two 
rehearsals. Members of the production team each take personal responsibility for getting to know a small group 
of the cast members, ensuring that those individuals feel comfortable, safe, and supported. During the first 
week’s rehearsal, youth are introduced to the program and are asked to understand the gravity and challenge of 
what they’re being asked to do over the course of ten months. Elizabeth Howard said:

When we have our first rehearsal, we say to the group that we are about to do something very big together. 
From the moment, I’m talking to them. I’m talking about them as an “us,” so they know they are now a part of 
something. I say that very clearly. I say that if they have never been a part of something before, they are now. 
I set out what we’re going to do, the challenges ahead for them, as a big challenge. From the very beginning, I 
am reinforcing that this is something bigger than them, that they are part of a team. On the flip side of that, I 
also say that we are going to get to know each other very well in here, and their responsibility in this room is 
to build relationships with everybody in this room. I set those as goals for them right off the top.

A first rehearsal activity that supports these goals 
is when the cast goes over the First Agreements: 14 
principles that are the building blocks for developing 
positive relationships developed by TPP casts over 
the years. They include components like listening, 
amnesty, and taking care/enjoy yourself. During 
the first 3-4 weeks, building trust and a sense of 
community is essential in setting the stage for the rest 
of the program. Elizabeth underscored the use of the 
performing arts for building important ties early on: 

We do a lot of performing arts work upfront, 
especially a lot of team building. Our acting and 
singing and dance serve as team building, as a 
collective experience. So everything we’re doing 
has two or three meanings. It’s not just to learn a 
dance, but it’s to learn how to move in your body. 
It’s learning how to collaborate with other people 
as you’re acting, learning how to understand 
people’s limits and different skill levels. We’re 
teaching them all the time about being a part of 
something bigger than themselves.

SHOW OUTLINE AND 
SHOW DEVELOPMENT PREMIERE COMMUNITY ACTION 

PROJECTS
LEADERSHIP 

TRAINING
LAST REHEARSAL  
AND AFFIRMATION

FUTURE  
STORIES

ADVANCED ARTS 
TRAINING

TPP’S FIRST AGREEMENTS
1. Confidentiality

2. Amnesty

3. I-statements

4. Respect

5. Listen

6. Put-ups, not put-downs

7. No cross-talk, no piggy-backing

8. Try it on

9. You can pass

10. Be as honest as you can be

11. Take care/Enjoy yourself

12. Affection, yes/Sexual contact, no

13. No drugs or alcohol, by law

14. Accountability

TPP’s Offering Sequence
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Elizabeth also talked about the high standards she has for youth, even (and maybe especially) at the start of the 
program. She expects them to do their absolute best in everything she throws their way:

I’m directing this process. I’m pretty hard on them as far as my standards go. I expect them to bring 
everything they’ve got to this. It’s a very loving environment, but it’s also an environment where I’m 
challenging them to be great. I want them to be great, and so I ask them to do that in everything that we’re 
doing, in the exercises we’re doing, the art training, and challenging them to push themselves. We get to a 
place of love and care. I’m not like a dictator, but I’m stern with them around that stuff.

The next activity that happens in the first or second rehearsal, after introductions and first agreements, is called 
Issues Brainstorm. Here, one youth described the experience of the activity, and how the staff creates a safe 
space by using anonymity:

In the beginning when you first come to rehearsal there are all these new faces. Early on we had an exercise 
where we wrote about the things that teenagers go through and which ones you can connect with. You get 
notecards to write for three different topics or one that really resonates with you and breaks you out of your 
shell. Everybody gets to read the notecards and you don’t have to put your name on it. It’s like opening up, 
but at the same time being anonymous. You’re baring your soul on a notecard but no one knows it’s you. 
A big thing that connects people is when we reflect after an exercise. After we read things, I want to hug 
people. I wish they hadn’t gone through that. You’re hearing it and no one has ever told you that before. 
Those reflections are so intense and emotional; I feel like that’s what gets people to care.

Even as early as the first rehearsal, the cast is also working on creating scenes from their own life experiences. 
The cast of 40 to 50 is divided into smaller “scene groups” of 5-6 students with one production team member 
in each group. Each small group is challenged to create a scene, no more than two minutes in length, about one 
issue on the notecard wall that is based on the experiences of one or more of their group members. Youth begin 
by sharing stories of their experiences on these issues before deciding which story they want to portray (or how 
they want to combine more than one story) and rehearsing it. Each group then presents their scene to the rest 
of the cast, who are asked to listen to the scene and then respond with energy and enthusiasm, no matter how 
good or bad the performance was.

162 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



The act of performing is reciprocal to the act of listening, and this theme is reinforced throughout the program. 
So not only are youth given the opportunity to share their experiences and voices, but they are asked to listen 
authentically to the experiences and voices of their cast members. Elizabeth said:

We’re always reinforcing a community of people where their voices are important. Their experiences, their 
lives, what they’ve gone through are valid and important, and also what’s valid is everyone listening to them. 
You can feel people lean in and feel like this might be different than other places that they have been because 
they’re feeling listened to. When they feel listened to, they want to listen to somebody else. They want to give 
that same respect to somebody else. And so that’s why we set that up very early on.

Finally, at the end of the first rehearsal, the cast stands in a circle and gives “props” to fellow cast members for 
anything exceptional someone did that they want to acknowledge. The cast then breaks with the instruction to 
get hugs from at least three other cast members before they go.

Stereotypes, Power, Isms. Once the cast feels comfortable with each other, the staff begins to introduce 
diversity and violence prevention workshops using Paul Kivel and Alan Creighton’s curriculum, Helping Teens Stop 
Violence. The trainings examine the use of power in relationships and the construction of “isms” in our culture. 
Combining interactive exercises with extensive discussion, these trainings provide a framework for participants 
to understand the value of diversity and analyze conflict in their own lives and communities. Paul Griffin 
described the process of understanding the societal structures that impact a person:

You’re working towards the center of a bullseye, and all those rings are the social context and forces that are 
shaping our young people’s lives. At the center of it is their personal narrative, around that are the things 
they belong to, and around that are macro forces of race and class that shape who they are. What we’re doing 
is working our way down to the center, building an understanding of those forces so they have a sense of all 
the things shaping their lives. So that when they begin to understand themselves they’re somewhat liberated 
from all those things that define who they are—oftentimes in negative or disadvantaging ways. That’s 
especially true for our youth of color who are low-income, which is the vast majority of our participants.

The program activities over the course of the year, in their cyclical way, ask youth to reflect on issues, their 
causes, and the challenges the issues present, and then ask youth to make connections to their lives using what 
they’ve learned. These two passages from a recent program alumna provide examples:

We learned about the power struggle. So there’s A and there’s B. A is always on top of B, no matter what. It’s 
never going to be, like, a horizontal line where they’re on the same wavelength. There is that power struggle, 
and we have to fight for equality.

At the end [of sessions], Elizabeth will have us sit down and think about questions she asks. Why do people 
bully each other? Why do people really concern themselves with their weight? Where did that come from, and 
why does it happen like this? Then we’ll say, “Oh, on TV or in magazines they portray it like this, so we want to 
be like this.” And we’ll see where it came from, but still think about why we believe it. She gives us all the whys.

The other important message for youth during this time is for them to shift their thinking from “me as an 
individual” to “me as a member of a relationship.” Paul explained why:

We’re trying to get our young people to stop focusing on issues of self so much and on to focusing on 
relationships. They’re growing up more alienated and alone than ever before because they’re not being 
raised in communities and they’re constantly engaging with 
technology and not other people. So their ability to build and maintain 
meaningful relationships is low. It’s a deficit. So much emphasis is put 
on them as individuals that relationships get lost. We try to make a 
shift so that their relationships with one another in the community 
become as important as themselves.

“It felt great. I felt empowered. My last 
year was really the most empowering 
because I really felt connected with 
the scene I had, and it was very in touch 
with me and overwhelming as well. ”

—Possibility Project Youth
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Technical Training. Over the next few weeks, the cast begins to learn some of the performing arts skills they’ll 
be building across the project year. They participate in acting, improvisation, dance, movement, voice, singing, 
and playwriting workshops at each rehearsal.

Life Stories. The next big milestone happens in December or January, and is called “Life Stories.” Elizabeth 
explained the exercise, which spans several rehearsals so that all youth can participate in sharing and listening: 

Everyone has no less than four and no more than eight minutes to tell the story of their life focusing on what 
makes them. Those are the only instructions they get. I always go first because I will never ask them to do 
something that I won’t do myself, and the idea is just to be as honest as you can be and tell the story of your 
life. I think for most of them this is a meaningful experience.

Conflict Resolution. The cast then works on skills for conflict resolution. At this point, the cast has evolved into 
a tight-knit community. As they prepare to move into the next stage, show development, conflict is inevitable. 
Elizabeth elaborated:

As we get into the middle of the year, as far as show building goes, that’s when all of the lessons we set up 
at the front end of the year get put into practice. We talk about conflict resolution in the first part of the year 
and then we put them in a position where there’s going to be conflict. Writing and performing a show in three 
months is stressful and there’s conflict. So what do you do when people aren’t doing what you want or you 
aren’t doing what they want and it makes you crazy but you still have to work with them?

Over the coming months, youth are asked to call on the skills they learned in the trainings from earlier in the 
program.

Act of Service. Before getting deep into the show development, youth participate in an act of service. They 
may select something that relates to the issues they’ve selected for the show. Each youth goes out into their 
community and serves others. They might cleanup a park, serve food at a homeless shelter, or assist senior 
citizens. They document what they’ve done and then share them in rehearsal. They examine their actions and 
their feelings around it. The aim is to identify the limits and values of service and the differences between 
service and creating social change.

Show Outline and Show Development. The Production Team holds a retreat during which they create an 
outline for the performance based on all of the writing the cast produced during rehearsals to date. Each 
participant is then assigned a role. Then, together with the production team, the cast writes their scenes, 
develops and explores the characters they’re representing, and conducts further research on the issues that the 
show will work to change. This process allows youth a way to further understand their personal stories and to 
transform their experiences into a creative message about change to the community. Elizabeth said:

We’re creating change for the things that have hurt them and things that have hurt their friends and things 
they feel confused about. Suddenly we’re giving voice to it and we’re saying it’s important and we can change 
something about it. So what do we want to say? That’s something I ask a lot, “What do we want to say about 
this? Not just that it happened—we know it happened. What’s your opinion? What’s your thought on it?” For 
many of them it’s the first time they’ve thought about things that way, that it’s not just about it happening or 
not happening, it’s about creating solutions.

Show development has several iterations, and the Production Team guides the development of the scenes, 
making decisions about flow, message, and artistic content. The casting decisions are made by the Artistic 
Director (not the Production Team), depending on youth needs. A participant will never be cast in a role that 
depicts his or her life. He or she will take on the responsibility of portraying someone else’s life story instead. 
During the course of the next couple of months, youth continue to create, write, rehearse, develop, and refine 
their performances.
 
Premiere. For many of the youth, the performance is the first time they’ve been on stage in front of an audience. 
The feelings of accomplishment that youth have after the show are the result of witnessing themselves do 
something they didn’t think they could do. Elizabeth shared her observations on the performance:
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Sometimes I sit in the audience and our young people go on stage and have lines and they say them loud and 
they’re great and they’re doing a wonderful job. I’m thinking the audience has no idea how big this is, that 
this is happening right now. You know, the cast is terrified, and I think pushing through that kind of fear for 
something bigger and having strength and courage is huge for them.

This was confirmed in a conversation with one of the youth:

It felt great. I felt empowered. My last year was really the most empowering because I really felt connected 
with the scene I had, and it was very in touch with me and overwhelming as well. Like one night, I just didn’t 
know how the audience took my scene, and for me, it was surreal. It was, like, if I felt it, I would make sure at 
least one person or two felt it or that everybody felt it. That, for me, was really intense.

Community Action Projects. During the last two months, participants work in small groups to design and 
lead a community action project on a topic that interests them. The projects provide students with a sense of 
responsibility toward changing their communities and applying the skills they learned from the program to real-
world contexts. Elizabeth explained how the group moves from thinking about themselves, to thinking about 
the cast, to thinking outside of themselves across the span of the project year: 

I think that’s the progression. The beginning is very much about them and each other and building this cohesion 
between them so that they can then have the courage to put that in front of an audience and work. They develop 
the courage to build something and think about things in ways they hadn’t thought of before. And then to take 
that as a team, that accomplishment, and understand that they can do something big and then trying something 
else that is not just about themselves or their cast members but about the community at large.
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An example of a community action project is described below. One group of students developed a monologue 
to remember and tell the stories of their peers who died from gun violence. The group used many of the skills 
they’d learned from the production in developing and performing their community action project. Elizabeth 
described the project:

They decided to find the names of 25 young people who had been killed by gun violence the summer before. They 
presented performance art pieces where they stood up and read a monologue about those kids’ lives. They came 
to the office outside of rehearsal time and it was outside of my leadership, but they did this as a team. They stood 
up for something that was bigger than themselves and that affected the neighborhoods where they lived. 
By demonstrating things they had learned how to do like showing up on time and assigning different things to 
each other so everything got done, they were really working as a team. They demonstrated empathy by feeling 
these other stories and thinking about other people and what they’d been through. They created a project that 
wasn’t just facts and figures, but was emotional as well, to represent this issue they cared about so deeply. 

Leadership Training. This training takes place throughout the entire program year beginning with the 
Production Teams. Five to six weeks before the start of the program year, the TPP Production Teams meet to 
learn how to become effective and influential leaders in the rehearsal room as well as within their own lives.

After the premiere of the cast’s show, attention turns to leadership training with the Community Action Project 
used as a means for applying lessons learned. A portion of these trainings can be found in Stephen R. Covey’s 
The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. Youth are asked to set goals beginning with the end in mind. They are 
asked to critically look at establishing priorities. They hold discussions of proactivity and reactivity to the 
events in their lives. They examine how they can create better time management in order to give themselves an 
opportunity to focus on the things they feel are most important.

For example, in one of the activities, youth are asked to close their eyes and imagine that they are attending 
their own funeral. They imagine that a close family member, a close friend, a TPP colleague, and someone whom 
they worked closely with are speakers at their funeral. They are asked to think about what those individuals 
would say about them. At the end of the activity, youth are asked to write down or share what they imagine 
people would have said. The activity concludes by having youth write down some short and long-terms goals for 
themselves that are in line with what they want within their life.

Advanced Arts Training. TPP hires professional actors, singers, and dancers to work with the youth throughout 
the 10ten-month program. During that time, artists work extensively with youth both as a full ensemble and on 
an individual basis.

After the premiere, and without the pressure of an imminent performance, these artists conduct dance, voice, 
music, or acting workshops that focus on more advanced technique and experimental approaches, such as the 
Meisner acting technique, jazz singing, or modern dance. These workshops expand the artistic range of youth 
and expose them to diverse and challenging forms that allow them to have fun creating.

Future Stories. Much like Life Stories undertaken in the beginning of the year, at the end of the year TPP staff want 
the cast to leave the program looking forward at what lies ahead. With the Future Stories activity, each participant 
is given no less than two, and no more than four, minutes to sit in a chair in front of their peers and share what 
they want for their futures, who they want to be, what relationships they hope to have, what they want to do for a 
living, and anything else that is important to them regarding their vision for their future. The activity’s goals are to 
reinforce in specific, personal terms that the future is theirs to create, and that they have the power to determine 
what their futures look like. Before they are able to enact anything, though, they have to envision what lies ahead.

Last Rehearsal and Affirmation. In the final rehearsal, the focus is on bringing closure to the year by reflecting 
on accomplishments and looking ahead to what comes next. The first part of rehearsal may be used to finish 
up Future Stories or another leadership training exercise that focuses on the future, such as visioning or setting 
goals. In order to keep participants thinking about their future and their agency in creating that future, they are 
asked to write a letter to themselves that will be mailed to them a year from the last rehearsal. This letter should 
focus on what they want to accomplish in the next year, what they want to remember about the experiences in 
TPP, and what they want their future selves to know.
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Another part of the last rehearsal is an activity called Positive Affirmations. In this activity, each participant 
has his or her name written at the top of a piece of flip-chart paper. These are then hung around the rehearsal 
room. Participants are given a marker, and for the next hour, they are asked to go to each paper and write 
positive remarks about the person whose name is on that paper. At the end of the allotted time, each 
participant then gets to take home the paper with the cast members’ positive remarks. These affirmations often 
end up as bedroom or dorm room artwork for alumni.

Finally, before the end of the program year, TPP staff hold a final cast circle. In this circle, cast members are 
encouraged to express what this experience has meant to them and what they have learned. This is also an 
opportunity for the artistic director to close out the year with final thoughts on the group and the year.

The preceding program sequence represents an intentional process for helping youth and staff to develop social 
and emotional skills, in particular, empathy, teamwork, and responsibility.

TABITHA SHARES A MEMORY 
Youth at TPP develop deep and personal relationships with each other. The Production Team, in particular, 
works to make sure that the cast members feel supported and connected. The following story about a particular 
experience from Tabitha, one of the Production Team members, really shows the extent to which the youth care 
for each other and how they demonstrate it:

Each of our rehearsals is issue-oriented. We focus on one issue and we have to talk about it. We break off into 
scene groups and each of us shares if we feel the need. Usually we all share, but sometimes people sit back 
because it’s too hard or painful to share, or maybe the issue just doesn’t resonate with them. There was always 
one cast member who would not share, but every now and then she would talk to me because she had a lot 
going on. I always knew she had something to say, but it was just too hard. One day, we’re all sharing and she 
decided to speak. She started telling her story and halfway through, she got quiet and just started bawling. She 
ran outside in the freezing cold. I tried to run after her but she was still running and dodging me. I kept talking 
to her and she was saying, “No, please go away. I’m not worth it. It’s not worth it.” And I said, “Yes, you are. We’re 
all here for you. This is what the program’s about. We’re all connected.” It meant so much hearing her. It hurt me 
and I just tried to remind her why she was here, why we’re all here: we’re all here for the same reason. We all 
go through things. It hurts and it’s hard, but if we push through it, we can help someone who doesn’t have this 
program. She came back in and told her story. It meant a lot.
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