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ALL
NOW

TOGETHER

Rehearsing for the first Rockin’ Rep Rec Fest showcase.  Photo courtesy The REP
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When you think of outreach by a children’s theater, you 
might picture rows of yellow buses disgorging thousands 
of schoolchildren at Loch Haven Cultural Park, eager for 

their first experience at Orlando Repertory Theatre.
What you might not picture is 22 young men from Evans High 

School leading a workshop with police officers and instructors 
at Valencia Community College’s Criminal Justice Institute. The 
REP’s Justice Project uses applied theater techniques to explore 
issues of community, prejudice and policing. Bringing together the 
perspectives of high-school students and active officers, the pro-
gram encourages dialogue and the sharing of stories of justice — or 
injustice — observed. 

At The Rep, theater skills  
are life skills, and every project is a  

potential partnership.
By Mary Frances Emmons

NOW
TOGETHER
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Take your festival experience to the next level,  
become an IMAGES PATRON!  Enjoy Friday evening  

cocktail party to celebrate the Patrons, meet the 
judges and poster artist; preferred festival parking; 

exclusive access to the Patrons Lounge during  
festival to relax, enjoy complementary food and  

beverages; PLUS receive a $200 voucher to purchase 
artwork from ANY Festival artist!  $400 donation per 
couple.  For full details call (386) 423 - 4733 or visit  

imagesartfestival.org 
Plan your New Smyrna Beach getaway www.nsbfla.com 

January 27 - 29, 2017 

 
Historic Downtown New Smyrna Beach, FL 

 

Free juried fine art festival featuring 225 artists, 
music, student art exhibit, free kids art activities, 

festival menu. imagesartfestival.org 

4 1 S T  A N N U A L  
 

IMAGES 
 A  F E S T I V A L  O F  T H E  A R T S  

Robert Ross, Bucket List, oil on canvas, 40 x 30 inches      

That’s just one example of community engagement 
as practiced by Florida’s only full-time professional 
theater dedicated to young audiences. It would be 
easiest to list which of The REP’s many projects don’t 
involve community engagement: none of them.

“We don’t think of ourselves as somewhere you just 
go to see a play,” says Jeff Revels, artistic director at The 
REP for more than half of his 21 years with the theater. 
“Engagement describes every action that comes out 
of our building. Everything falls under that banner — 
staffing, programming, how we think of community, 
every aspect of our business.”

“Outreach” is an old-fashioned term, in The REP’s 
lexicon. 

“That has often felt like something where, we’re 
going to go out and find you and give you something 
— ‘Here we are, the savior, delivering something from 
the arts to you’ — and that’s the end of it,” Revels says. 
“That’s truthfully never how we worked.” 

Community engagement is a more apt descrip-
tor, he adds: “It’s about seeking an audience that’s 
been underserved, but that can mean a whole host 
of things.” 

For instance, The REP discovered that families with 
autistic children tended to avoid its performances. 

“We are a theater for families and young audiences, 
and we were missing a huge segment of our demo-
graphics simply because of the sensory-processing 
disorder they have,” Revels explains. 

Believing that storytelling is immensely import-
ant in the development of young lives, The REP asked 
itself how to include this population. Revels had 
noticed that some movie theaters were modifying 
presentations to make sensory exposure less extreme 
for sensitive audiences; The REP set about figuring out 
how to adopt some of those techniques. Its sensory- 
friendly performances have been going strong now 
for five years.

“That’s an example of engagement,” Revels contin-
ues. “We weren’t experts in the field; we sought out 
experts in autism and Asperger’s to work with us, to 
come to each show and tell us how to tailor our work, 
and we also worked with those audiences to tell us 
how to improve.”

The REP’s focus was broader than its own audience. 
It shared what it had learned with its peers, locally 
and beyond: Orlando Shakespeare Theater, Winter 
Garden’s Garden Theatre, and theaters in Dallas and 
San Francisco. 

“We shared how we do our programming with those 
organizations, so even more communities can take 
advantage of theater and the arts,” Revels says. “It goes 
way beyond who’s coming to see a show in our space.”

Community Engagement Director Emily Freeman 
has a personal connection to The REP: She was cast in 
a holiday production there as a second-grader. Revels 
was her director. Today she oversees engagement 
programs that range from long-established training 
for teachers in local public schools to Rockin’ Rep Rec 
Fest, a partnership with the city of Orlando’s Families, 
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Learn more at DowntownArtsDistrict.com

Experience the Arts.

From promoting venues like 

Mad Cow Theatre to developing 

gallery spaces like CityArts Factory 

and Gallery at Avalon Island, and from 

presenting events to showcasing 

performances and visual media, we create 

moments to experience the arts. 

ENTERTAIN
YOUR BRAIN WITH ART

Visit the Downtown Arts District and 
Experience the Arts.

Parks and Recreation division and Walt Disney World 
Resort that brings arts exposure to disadvantaged 
neighborhoods;  a young women’s leadership program 
at Evans; and partnerships with Edgewood Children’s 
Ranch Orlando Union Rescue Mission and now the 
Boys Town of Central Florida. Each of these projects 
helps their participants “develop a sense of pride and 
celebrate that through the arts,” Freeman says.

A project under way now is the REP’s 14th Annual 
Writes of Spring. Central Florida students in all grades 
submit essays on a “prompt,” a pre-selected topic 
inspired this year by the election: “Voice Your Choice,” 
exploring freedom of speech. 

Graduate students in the MFA program at UCF’s 
Theatre for Young Audiences, based at The REP, judge 
the submissions, adapting the best to a script that’s 
performed for the public. The young winners also par-
ticipate in workshops on the play. 

“Everybody’s favorite part is when the kids are 
invited to come see the show,” Freeman says. “It’s 
fun to watch their faces light up when they hear their 
words on stage.” 

And, The REP hopes, learn that “their words, ideas 
and writing are important.”    

“Something exciting for people to discover is that 
theater can be successful off-stage,” Freeman contin-
ues. “Our community engagement celebrates perfor-
mance, but it also celebrates the act of using theater to 
empower, to make people participants in the creative 
process and in community dialogue, and to be active 
citizens themselves.” 

“Voice Your Choice” will be performed for the public 
at The REP on Jan. 27. Visit orlandorep.com for more 
information.

Mary Frances Emmons spent nearly 15 years as an 
arts and entertainment columnist and editor for the 
Orlando Sentinel. Today, she mostly covers the under-
water world as a writer and videographer for several 
Winter Park-based scuba diving magazines.

“Our community engagement 

celebrates performance, but it also 

celebrates the act of using theater 

to empower, to make people 

participants in the creative process  

and in community dialogue, and to 

be active citizens themselves.”

 — Emily Freeman, Orlando Repertory 
Theatre community engagement director

P. 20-23 The Rep's Community Outreach Program_645.indd   23 12/9/16   4:39 PM




