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Chapter 1:  

You care about theatre . Now what? 
If you are holding this guide, there is a good chance something feels uncertain about theatre at your 
school. Maybe a class was cut, a teacher position feels unstable, or theatre only exists for a small 
group of students. Maybe nothing has happened yet, but you feel the tension anyway. That feeling 
matters. 

Most students are never taught what to do with that feeling. You might be told to “enjoy it while it 
lasts” or “let the adults handle it.” This chapter exists to tell you something different: caring is not a 
weakness, and it does not make you naïve. It makes you attentive. 

Advocacy does not begin with a speech or a protest. It begins much earlier, with noticing. Noticing 
patterns. Noticing silence. Noticing when something important is treated as optional. Before you do 
anything else, you need to understand that this moment when you feel worried, protective, or unsure 
is the actual starting point. 

“Advocacy doesn’t start with speaking. It starts with noticing.” 

Many students think advocacy belongs to confident people, loud people, or people with titles. In 
reality, advocacy usually begins with students who are paying close attention and asking quiet 
questions. You do not need to know what to do yet. You only need to be willing to pause instead of 
panicking. 

Aaliyah, Grade 10 says: “When my theatre teacher mentioned that next year’s schedule might not 
include the same classes, my first reaction was panic. I wanted to post about it immediately and tell 
everyone how unfair it was. Instead, our class took a week to just ask questions who decides schedules, 
when decisions are made, and what usually causes changes like this. That pause helped me understand 
what was actually happening.”

Aaliyah’s experience shows an important truth: acting immediately can feel powerful, but 
understanding first is what makes advocacy effective. 

Taking time does not mean giving up. It means preparing. 
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TRY THIS: Write down one thing about your theatre program that worries you. Be specific. Instead 
of “they don’t care about theatre,” try “only one theatre class is offered, and students are turned away 
each year.” Don’t solve it yet. Just name it. 

Naming the problem clearly helps separate facts from fear. Both are real, but only facts can guide 
action. 

What adults might say:

“Everything is fine right now.” 
  What they usually mean:

Right now, nothing has officially changed, 
but that doesn’t mean decisions aren’t being 
discussed. Adults often speak cautiously 
before plans are finalized. 

  

Learning to hear what adults mean, not just what they say, is a key advocacy skill. It helps you respond 
thoughtfully instead of reacting emotionally. 

Jordan, Grade 11 says: “I used to think if adults weren’t telling us something directly, it meant there 
was nothing to worry about. Now I understand that schools don’t always communicate early. Advocacy 
helped me learn how to listen for clues without jumping to conclusions.”

Jordan’s insight highlights another core advocacy skill: patience. Advocacy is rarely urgent in the way 
emergencies are, but it is time-sensitive in a different way. Knowing when to wait and when to act 
matters. 

Reflection questions 

	• What first made you feel concerned about theatre at your school? 

	• What facts do you know for sure, and what feels uncertain? 

	• How do you usually respond when you feel something important might be taken away? 

You are not expected to have answers yet. This chapter is about recognizing the moment when 
concern becomes responsibility. The next chapters will teach you what to do with that responsibility. 
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Chapter 2: 

What local advocacy really is 
(and what it isn’t) 

 

 

Once you notice that something about theatre at your school feels unstable or unfair, the next 
question usually comes fast: What do I do about it? This is where many students get stuck, because 
advocacy is often misunderstood, specially in schools. 

Some people hear the word advocacy and think it means protest, disruption, or conflict. Others think 
it means complaining loudly until someone listens. Neither of those definitions is accurate, and both 
can actually make it harder for students to be heard. 

Advocacy, especially student advocacy, is a learned skill. It is the process of communicating clearly 
and persistently with the people who have the power to make decisions, in ways that help them 
understand student impact and take action. 

“Advocacy is not about volume. It’s about clarity.” 

That distinction matters. Schools are structured environments. Decisions move through systems, 
timelines, and procedures. Advocacy works best when it respects those structures while still 
challenging outcomes that harm students. 

This chapter will help you understand what advocacy actually looks like in practice and what it does 
not, so you don’t accidentally undermine your own message. 

What local advocacy is: 

	• Local advocacy is intentional. You don’t just speak because you’re upset; you speak because you 
have something specific to say. 

	• Local advocacy is informed. You take time to understand how a decision was made and who was involved. 

	• Local advocacy is respectful. That does not mean silent or submissive it means focused on 
communication rather than attack. 

	• Local advocacy is persistent. Rarely does one conversation change everything. Most change comes 
from sustained effort over time. 
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Luis, Grade 12 says: “When our after-school production budget was cut, I thought advocacy meant 
showing up angry. But after talking with my director, I realized no one understood how much we 
fundraised ourselves. Once we shared that information calmly, the conversation changed.”

Luis learned that advocacy isn’t about proving adults are wrong, it’s about helping them see what they 
might be missing. 

What local advocacy is NOT: 

	• Local advocacy is NOT complaining. Complaints focus on how unfair something feels, without 
offering clarity or direction. 

	• Local advocacy is NOT disrespect. Insults, sarcasm, or public shaming often make adults defensive 
rather than responsive. 

	• Local advocacy is NOT urgency without strategy. Acting immediately can feel powerful, but it can 
also close doors. 

“Strong local advocacy slows down before it speeds up.” 

What adults might say:

“This feels a little emotional.” 
  What they usually mean:

They are struggling to separate your message 
from the emotion behind it. This is often an 
invitation to clarify your point, not a dismissal 
of your concern. 

  

When adults say this, effective advocates respond by restating their concern calmly and specifically, 
rather than defending their feelings. 

Naomi, Grade 11 says: “When a principal told me I seemed upset, I wanted to shut down. Instead, I took 
a breath and explained exactly how the schedule change affected theatre enrollment. That shift helped 
the conversation move forward.” 

TRY THIS: Think about a time you were upset about a school decision. Rewrite what you wanted to 
say in one calm, specific sentence that names the issue and why it matters. 

This is one of the most important advocacy skills you can practice. 



 EdTA  How Theatre Students Can Advocate, Locally, for Change | Chapter 2	 7

Reflection questions 

	• How has your understanding of advocacy changed after reading this chapter? 

	• Which habits complaining, avoiding, reacting do you recognize in yourself? 

	• Which advocacy skills feel hardest right now? 

Understanding what local advocacy is, and isn’t, protects your voice. In the next chapter, you’ll learn 
how schools actually make decisions, so you can aim your advocacy where it has the greatest impact. 
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Chapter 3: 

How schools really work 
(the version no one explains) 

 

 

If advocacy were only about caring, schools would change quickly. The reason they don’t is not 
because adults don’t care, it’s because schools are systems. They operate through timelines, 
procedures, budgets, and chains of responsibility that students are rarely taught. 

This chapter is about pulling back the curtain. Not to make you cynical, but to make you effective. 
When you understand how schools actually work, you stop guessing where to aim your voice and start 
using it strategically. 

“Power in schools is rarely loud. It’s procedural.” 

Many students assume that the people they see every day their teachers or principals have full control 
over what happens. In reality, authority is often shared, limited, or shaped by decisions made months 
earlier. 

Schools as systems, not personalities 

It’s tempting to frame school decisions as personal: ‘They don’t care about theatre,’ or ‘They don’t 
understand us.’ Sometimes that feels true but often the bigger issue is structural. 

A principal might support theatre but still be unable to add a class because of staffing limits. 
A board member might value the arts but still vote for a budget that reduces access because of legal 
constraints. 

 

Advocacy works best when it addresses structures, not assumptions about intent. 

Priya, Grade 11 says: “When our thespian troupe lost access to the auditorium, we assumed the 
administration didn’t value us. Later, we learned the space had been reassigned due to district-wide 
testing requirements. That knowledge completely changed how we approached the problem.” 

Priya’s experience shows why understanding systems matters. When you know the reason behind a 
decision, you can respond with solutions instead of blame. 
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Who decides what (and why it matters)? 

Different parts of the school system control different decisions. Knowing this saves time, energy, and 
frustration. 

	• School Boards approve budgets, policies, and long-term priorities. They usually do not manage 
daily schedules or individual class offerings. 

	• Superintendents and district leaders recommend programs, allocate resources, and interpret 
policy. They are often key allies for expanding access. 

	• Principals manage schedules, space, and staffing within their buildings. Many theatre access 
issues like conflicts or limited sections live here. 

“The right message to the wrong person often goes nowhere.” 

What adults might say:

“That’s not something I control.” 
  What they usually mean:

They are being honest about the limits of their 
authority. This is an opportunity to ask who 
does control it, not a reason to stop. 

  

Effective advocates respond by asking clarifying questions instead of expressing frustration. 

Evan, Grade 12 says: “When our principal said they couldn’t add another theatre class, I thought the 
conversation was over. But when we asked who helped set staffing allocations, we were connected to 
someone at the district level who actually had influence.” 

TRY THIS: Create a simple advocacy map. Write your theatre concern in the center of a page.  
Around it, list people who influence that decision: principal, district leader, board member, counselor. 
Draw lines showing who connects to whom. 

This map will guide where you speak first, and where you follow up. 
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Reflection questions 

	• What decisions affecting theatre feel confusing right now? 

	• Who do you usually assume has the power to change them? 

	• How might your advocacy change if you knew exactly where decisions were made? 

Understanding how schools work does not make advocacy easier but it makes it possible. In the next 
chapter, you’ll learn how to choose the right problem to advocate for, so your energy is focused where 
it can make the most difference. 
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Chapter 4: 

Choosing the right problem 
to advocate for 

 

 

Once you understand how schools work, the next challenge is focus. Most theatre students can name 
five or six things that feel wrong at the same time: not enough classes, limited budgets, uneven 
access, scheduling conflicts, understaffing, or the feeling that theatre is treated as optional. All of 
these concerns are real. 

But advocacy becomes effective only when it is focused. Trying to fix everything at once usually means 
nothing changes. This chapter will help you choose one problem to work on not because the others 
don’t matter, but because focus gives your advocacy power. 

“Advocacy is strongest when it is specific.” 

Choosing a problem is not about giving up. It’s about sequencing. Strong advocates think in chapters, 
not emergencies. They ask, ‘What is the most strategic place to start?’ 

What makes a good advocacy problem? 

A good advocacy problem has three qualities. First, it affects students directly. Second, it can be 
explained clearly to someone outside theatre. Third, there is at least one person or group who has the 
power to change it. 

Problems that are too broad like ‘people don’t respect the arts’ are hard to act on. Problems that are 
specific like ‘only one theatre class is offered, and students are turned away’ give adults something 
concrete to respond to. 

Carlos, Grade 12 says: “I wanted to advocate for everything at once. Funding, facilities, respect, 
staffing. When we finally focused on the fact that students couldn’t fit theatre into their schedules, the 
conversation actually moved forward.”

Carlos learned that narrowing focus does not weaken advocacy it strengthens it. 
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Symptoms vs. root problems 

One of the most important advocacy skills is learning to tell the difference between symptoms and 
root problems. For example, low enrollment might look like a problem. But low enrollment could be a 
symptom of scheduling conflicts, lack of access, or fees. 

Advocacy works best when it addresses root causes, not just what is visible on the surface. 

“Fix the cause, not just the outcome.” 

What adults might say:

“We have to look at the big picture.” 
  What they usually mean:

They are worried about balancing many 
priorities at once. This is an invitation to 
show how your specific issue fits into that 
larger picture. 

  

Effective advocates respond by connecting their focused concern to broader student impact. 

Hannah, Grade 11says: “When administrators talked about the ‘big picture,’ I thought they were 
avoiding the issue. Once I learned to explain how theatre access affected graduation requirements and 
engagement, they listened differently.” 

TRY THIS: Make a list of all the concerns you have about theatre at your school. Then circle the one 
that: (1) affects the most students, (2) you can explain in one sentence, and (3) someone has the 
power to change. 

That circled issue is a strong candidate for your advocacy focus. 

Reflection questions 

	• What theatre issues feel most urgent to you right now? 

	• Which of those issues can you explain most clearly to a non-theatre adult? 

	• How might focusing on one issue help your advocacy be taken more seriously? 

Choosing the right problem is an act of leadership. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to turn that 
problem into a clear, actionable request so adults know exactly what you are asking them to do. 
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Chapter 5: 

Turning a problem into a clear ask 
 

Once you have identified the right problem to focus on, the next step is learning how to ask for 
change. This is where many advocacy efforts fall apart not because students don’t care, but because 
adults don’t know what students are actually asking them to do. 

A clear ask is one of the most powerful advocacy tools you have. It turns concern into direction. It 
gives adults something concrete to respond to. Without a clear ask, even the most moving stories can 
be met with polite nods and no action. 

“If you don’t name the ask, someone else will decide it for you.” 

This chapter will teach you how to move from identifying a problem to making a request that is 
specific, realistic, and grounded in student impact. 

What a clear ask is 

A clear ask answers three questions: Who needs to act? What do you want them to do? When do you 
want it done? 

For example, saying ‘We want more support for theatre’ is not a clear ask. Saying ‘We are asking the 
administration to add one additional theatre class next year’ is. 

Clarity is not pushy. It is helpful. Adults in leadership are responsible for making decisions, and they 
need to know exactly what decision you are asking them to consider. 

Maya, Grade 11 says: “When we first met with administrators, we talked about how much theatre meant 
to us. They listened, but nothing changed. Once we asked specifically for a second section of Theatre I, 
the conversation became about scheduling instead of feelings.” 

Maya’s experience shows how a clear ask shifts a conversation from sympathy to problem-solving. 
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A simple formula for clear asks 

Strong asks often follow this structure: 
We are asking [WHO] to [DO WHAT] by [WHEN], so that students can [WHY IT MATTERS]. 

 

This formula keeps your request grounded in student impact while remaining specific. 

“Specificity creates momentum.” 

What adults might say:

“That’s a big request.” 
  What they usually mean:

They are evaluating feasibility, not dismissing 
you. This is often an invitation to discuss 
scope, timing, or alternatives. 

  

Effective advocates respond by asking what would make the request more possible, rather than 
immediately defending it. 

Devin, Grade 12 says: “When we were told our ask was big, we asked what smaller step could happen 
first. That led to a pilot program instead of a full expansion but it was a start.” 

TRY THIS: Take the problem you identified in the last chapter and write three versions of your ask: 

	• A bold version (your ideal outcome) 

	• A realistic version (most likely) 

	• A minimum version (small but meaningful step) 

This helps you stay flexible without losing sight of your goal. 

Reflection questions 

	• How comfortable are you with being specific about what you want? 

	• What fears come up when you imagine making a clear ask? 

	• How might clarity actually make advocacy less stressful? 

A clear ask gives advocacy direction. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to talk to adults in power, so 
your ask is heard with respect rather than resistance. 
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Chapter 6: 

Talking to adults in power 
without losing yourself 

 

 

For many students, this is the hardest part of advocacy. You may understand the problem. You 
may even know what you’re asking for. But the idea of talking to adults in power principals, 
administrators, board members can feel intimidating. 

This chapter is about learning how to communicate with adults in leadership without shrinking, 
performing, or becoming someone you’re not. Advocacy should not require you to give up your voice 
or your values. 

“Respect does not require silence.” 

Adults in power are used to being approached in two ways: with anger or with deference. Effective 
advocacy sits in a different place. It is calm, prepared, and grounded in student experience. 

Why talking to adults in power feels so hard 

Schools teach students, often unintentionally, that adults are the authority and students are the 
audience. That dynamic can make it feel risky to speak honestly. 

You might worry about sounding disrespectful, emotional, or ungrateful. You might worry about 
consequences. These concerns are real and they deserve to be acknowledged, not dismissed. 

Janelle, Grade 10 says: “I practiced what I wanted to say so many times, but when I finally sat across 
from the assistant principal, my voice shook. I realized later that being nervous didn’t mean I was wrong. 
It meant I cared.” 

Janelle’s experience is common. Confidence is not the absence of fear. It is the willingness to speak 
even when fear is present. 
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How adults often hear student advocacy 

Adults in leadership are listening for a few key things, even if they don’t name them out loud: 

	• Is this student prepared? 

	• Do they understand how the system works?  

	• Are they respectful, even when challenging a 
decision? 

	• Is the request realistic? 

Knowing this doesn’t mean changing who you are. It means framing your message so it can be 
received. 

“Being taken seriously starts with preparation.” 

What adults might say: 
“We appreciate your passion.” 

 What they usually mean: 
They are acknowledging your care, but they 
may still be waiting for clarity or a specific 
ask. This is often a cue to restate your request 
calmly and concretely. 

 

When you hear this, don’t apologize for caring. Instead, bring the conversation back to student impact 
and next steps. 

Alex, Grade 12 says: “When a board member thanked me for my passion, I thought that was the end. 
Then I asked what the next step would be to discuss our request. That question shifted the conversation.” 

Language that helps you be heard 

Certain phrases help keep advocacy conversations productive: 

	• “I want to make sure I understand…” 

	• “From a student perspective…” 

	• “What would need to happen for this to  
be possible?” 

	• “When would be a good time to revisit this?” 

These phrases invite dialogue instead of defensiveness. 
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TRY THIS: Write out your main point and practice saying it out loud without apologizing. Notice how 
often students soften their message with phrases like “sorry” or “I know this isn’t important.” Practice 
removing those. 

Your experience matters. You do not need to minimize it to be respectful. 

Reflection questions 

	• What fears come up when you imagine speaking to adults in power? 

	• Which phrases or approaches in this chapter feel most helpful to you? 

	• How might preparation change how confident you feel? 

Learning how to talk to adults in power is a lifelong skill. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to use 
your personal theatre story as evidence so your advocacy connects emotion to impact. 
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Chapter 7: 

Telling your theatre story 
so it matters 

 

 

Theatre students are often told to “tell their story,” but very rarely are they taught how. When 
advocacy relies on storytelling, this gap matters. A story that feels powerful to you may not 
automatically make sense to someone outside theatre. 

This chapter is about learning how to tell your theatre story in a way that helps adults in leadership 
understand impact, not just emotion. Your goal is not to perform your experience it is to explain it. 

“Your story is evidence, not a performance.” 

When stories are used well, they help decision-makers understand what data alone cannot show: how 
policies and programs shape real student lives. 

Why stories matter in advocacy 

Adults in leadership hear many requests. Stories help them remember why a request matters. They 
provide context, meaning, and human impact. 

But stories work best when they are specific. Vague statements like ‘theatre changed my life’ are 
honest, but they don’t give adults enough information to act. 

Renee, Grade 11 says: “I used to say theatre made me confident. When I practiced telling one specific 
moment, the first time I spoke without shaking, people actually listened.” 

Renee’s experience shows that specificity makes stories actionable. 

A simple structure for advocacy stories 

Strong advocacy stories often follow a clear structure: 

	• Before: What was challenging or missing? 

	• Theatre Moment: A specific experience. 

	• Change: What shifted for you? 

	• Now: Why does this matter for other students? 
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“Details make stories useful.” 

What adults might say: 
“That’s a great story.” 

 What they usually mean: 
They were moved, but they may still be 
looking for a connection to your request. 
This is often a cue to explain why the story 
supports the change you’re asking for. 

 

Malik, Grade 12 says: “When an administrator complimented my story, I learned to follow up by saying 
why I wanted other students to have that same experience.” 

Common storytelling pitfalls 

There are a few mistakes that can weaken advocacy stories: 

	• Speaking only in generalities 

	• Turning the story into a performance 

	• Forgetting to connect the story to the ask 

	• Sharing more than feels emotionally safe 

You never owe anyone your trauma. Share only what you choose. 

TRY THIS: Write your advocacy story using the four-part structure. Then read it aloud and cut it in half. 
What remains is often the strongest version. 

Practicing brevity helps your story land. 

Reflection questions 

	• Which moments from theatre feel most meaningful to you? 

	• How comfortable are you sharing specific details? 

	• How can your story support other students, not just yourself? 

Your story gives advocacy heart. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to pair stories with data so your 
advocacy appeals to both emotion and evidence. 
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Chapter 8: 

Using data without sounding like a report 
 

For many theatre students, the word data feels intimidating. It can sound cold, technical,  
or disconnected from the human experiences that make theatre meaningful. But in advocacy,  
data is not the opposite of story. It is what helps adults understand the scale and urgency of student 
experiences. 

This chapter will show you how to use data in ways that strengthen your advocacy without turning 
your message into a research paper. You do not need to become an expert. You need to become clear. 

“Data explains how many. Stories explain why it matters.” 

When used well, data answers the questions adults are already asking in their heads: How many 
students are affected? Is this an isolated issue or a pattern? What happens if nothing changes? 

What counts as data in student advocacy 

Data does not have to mean charts and spreadsheets. In advocacy, data simply means information 
that helps describe a situation accurately. Examples of useful advocacy data include: 

	• How many students want to take theatre 
but cannot 

 

	• How many theatre classes are offered 
compared to demand 

	• How many schools in a district offer theatre 

	• Participation numbers in productions or clubs 

	• Scheduling conflicts that limit access 

Kiara, Grade 11 says: “I thought data meant complicated statistics. When I realized it could just be the 
number of students turned away from Theatre I, it suddenly felt manageable.”

Kiara’s experience shows that data starts with observation. 

How to pair data with story 
Data works best when it is paired with a human example. One number plus one story is often more 
effective than a long list of facts. For example, saying ‘twenty students were unable to enroll’ becomes 
more powerful when paired with one student story that shows what that missed opportunity looks like. 
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“One clear number is better than ten vague ones.” 

What adults might say: 
“Do you have any data to support that?” 

 What they usually mean: 
They are asking whether your experience 
reflects a larger pattern. This is not a challenge 
to your honesty it’s a request for context. 

 

Effective advocates respond by sharing one or two clear data points, then connecting them back to 
student impact. 

Thomas, Grade 12 says: “When a board member asked for data, I panicked at first. Then I shared 
how many students auditioned compared to how many could be cast. That changed the tone of the 
conversation.” 

Common data mistakes 

There are a few ways data can weaken advocacy if it’s used poorly: 

	• Overloading with too many numbers 

	• Sharing information you cannot verify 

	• Using data without explaining why it matters 

	• Presenting data as an attack rather than 
information 

	• Accuracy builds trust. Guessing erodes it. 

TRY THIS: Choose one data point related to your theatre concern. Write one sentence that explains 
the number, and a second sentence that explains why it matters to students. 

Practice saying both sentences out loud. If it sounds like a report, simplify. 

Reflection questions 

	• What data about theatre at your school surprises you? 

	• Which numbers feel most important to share with decision-makers? 

	• How can data support your story without replacing it? 

Data gives advocacy credibility. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to work as an ensemble sharing 
roles, supporting one another, and sustaining advocacy over time. 
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Chapter 9: 

Advocacy as an ensemble, 
not a solo or a monologue 

 

 

One of the most common myths about advocacy is that it belongs to the loudest or most confident 
person in the room. In reality, sustained change almost never comes from one voice alone. Advocacy 
works best when it is collective when students support one another and share responsibility. 

If you have ever been part of a production, you already understand this. No show succeeds because of 
one actor. It succeeds because of an ensemble; people with different strengths, responsibilities, and 
ways of contributing. 

“Advocacy, like theatre, is an ensemble effort.” 

This chapter will help you understand how to build an advocacy team that is inclusive, sustainable, 
and effective so no one carries the work alone. 

Why advocacy works better in groups 

Advocacy can be emotionally demanding. When students try to do it alone, burnout is common. 
Working as a group allows people to share stress, ideas, and momentum. 

Groups also send a powerful message to decision-makers: this issue affects more than one student. 
Multiple voices especially from different backgrounds or grade levels signal that the concern is real 
and shared. 

Samira, Grade 10 says: “I didn’t want to speak publicly, but I was good at organizing notes and emails. 
When our group realized that counted as leadership, I felt like I belonged in the work.” 

Samira’s experience shows that advocacy needs many kinds of leadership. 
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Different roles, equal value 

Not everyone needs to speak at meetings or board sessions. Strong advocacy teams include: 

	• Researchers who gather information and data 

	• Writers who help draft stories, emails, or talking points 

	• Speakers who are comfortable presenting publicly 

	• Organizers who schedule meetings and keep track of timelines 

	• Supporters who encourage, rehearse with, and debrief the team 

“Leadership shows up in many forms.” 

What adults might say: 
“Who is speaking for the group?“ 

 What they usually mean: 
They are looking for clarity, not hierarchy. This 
is an opportunity to explain how your group 
represents multiple students and perspectives. 

 

Effective teams respond by naming their process rather than elevating one person above the rest. 

Jordan, Grade 12 says: “When adults kept asking who the leader was, we explained that we shared 
leadership. Once we described our roles, they understood our structure better.” 

Building an inclusive advocacy team 

Strong advocacy teams reflect the diversity of the student body. This includes grade levels, identities, 
experience levels, and access to theatre. 

Inclusion also means respecting different comfort levels. No one should feel pressured to speak 
publicly or share personal stories. 

TRY THIS: Make a list of everyone involved in your advocacy effort. Next to each name, write one 
strength they bring. Notice where leadership already exists beyond public speaking. 

If you’re working alone right now, list two people you could invite into the process. 
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Reflection questions 

	• What kind of role feels most comfortable to you in a group? 

	• How can shared leadership make advocacy more sustainable? 

	• Who is missing from your advocacy group, and why might that matter? 

Advocacy lasts longer when it is shared. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to prepare for meetings 
and public moments so your ensemble is ready when it’s time to speak. 
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Chapter 10: 

Preparing for meetings and 
public speaking 

 

At some point in advocacy, preparation turns into presence. You may be invited to a meeting, asked 
to speak publicly, or given a short window to share your perspective. These moments can feel 
intimidating, but they do not need to feel overwhelming. 

This chapter will walk you through how to prepare for meetings and public speaking in ways that 
protect your confidence, your message, and your well-being. Preparation is not about memorizing 
perfection. It is about knowing what matters most and being ready to communicate it. 

“Preparation creates confidence.” 

Public advocacy moments are often short. Adults may only have a few minutes or even seconds to 
listen. That makes clarity and preparation essential. 

What to expect in meetings and public forums 

Meetings with administrators or board members are usually structured and time-limited. There may be 
an agenda, a sign-up process, or rules about how long you can speak. 

Understanding the format ahead of time reduces anxiety and helps you focus on your message. 

Elena, Grade 11says: “I thought a board meeting would feel like a performance. Once I learned it was 
more like a conversation with rules, I felt more grounded.” 

Elena’s experience highlights the importance of knowing what kind of space you’re entering. 

Structuring your message 

A clear structure helps your message land, even when nerves are high. A simple structure for short 
advocacy statements includes: 

	• Who you are 

	• The issue 

	• Why it matters to students 

	• What you are asking for 



 EdTA  How Theatre Students Can Advocate, Locally, for Change | Chapter 10	 26

“Say less, but say it clearly.” 

What adults might say: 
“You have one minute.” 

 What they usually mean: 
They are managing time, not dismissing your 
importance. This is an invitation to focus on 
your most essential points. 

 

Strong advocates prepare short versions of their message for moments like this. 

Noah, Grade 9 says: “When I realized I only had a minute, I focused on my ask instead of my whole story. 
That made the moment feel purposeful instead of rushed.” 

Managing nerves without silencing yourself 

Feeling nervous does not mean you are unprepared. It means you care and recognize the importance 
of the moment. 

	• Techniques that help include: 

	• Practicing out loud 

	• Breathing slowly before speaking 

	• Holding notes if allowed 

	• Focusing on one supportive face in the room 

TRY THIS: Write a 30-second, 60-second, and 2-minute version of your advocacy message. Practice 
each version until you can say it calmly. 

This flexibility allows you to adapt to different formats without panic. 

Reflection questions 

	• What situations make you most nervous when speaking publicly? 

	• Which preparation strategies feel most helpful to you? 

	• How can preparation help you stay grounded in high-pressure moments? 

Preparation sets the stage for advocacy. In the next chapter, you’ll learn what happens after advocacy 
moments and how to respond to ‘no,’ follow up, and keep momentum going. 
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Chapter 11: 

When adults say no 
(and how to keep going) 

 

 

Every advocate eventually hears the word no. Sometimes it is direct. Other times it comes in softer 
forms: not this year, we’ll see, maybe later. For students, these responses can feel like the end of 
the road. 

This chapter is about understanding what no really means in schools and how to respond without 
giving up, burning out, or taking it personally. Advocacy is rarely a straight line. Learning how to 
handle setbacks is part of learning how to lead. 

“No is often information, not a final answer.” 

It’s important to say this clearly: hearing no does not mean your advocacy failed. In many cases, it means 
you have learned something crucial about timing, priorities, or constraints that can shape your next step. 

Understanding the different kinds of no 

Not all no’s are the same. Learning to tell the difference helps you decide what to do next. 

	• Some no’s are about timing. A decision may already be finalized for the year. 

	• Some no’s are about capacity. There may not be staff, space, or funding available right now. 

	• Some no’s are about priorities. Leaders may be balancing multiple urgent needs. 

Leah, Grade 10 says: “When we were told there was no funding for a new theatre class, I assumed the 
conversation was over. Later, we learned the budget had already been approved months earlier.” 

Leah’s experience shows why timing matters more than passion alone. 

What adults might say: 
“That’s not possible right now.” 

 What they usually mean: 
They are naming a constraint. This can be an 
invitation to ask what would need to change 
for it to become possible in the future. 
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Effective advocates respond with curiosity rather than frustration. 

Omar, Grade 11 says: “When an administrator said no, we asked what the first step could be. That led to 
a small pilot instead of a full program, but it kept the door open.” 

How to follow up after a no 

Follow-up is one of the most overlooked advocacy skills. Helpful follow-up questions include: 

	• What would need to change for this to be possible? 

	• When would be a better time to revisit this? 

	• Who else should we talk to? 

“Persistence is professional when it is respectful.” 

TRY THIS: Think of a time you were told no. Rewrite your response as a follow-up question instead of 
a reaction. Practice saying it calmly. 

This shift keeps conversations open. 

Reflection questions 

	• How do you usually respond when you hear no? 

	• What kind of no feels hardest for you to hear? 

	• How can follow-up questions protect your motivation? 

Learning how to respond to no is a turning point in advocacy. In the final chapter, you’ll reflect on 
sustaining advocacy over time and carrying these skills beyond your current situation. 
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Chapter 12:

Advocacy is a skill you carry forward
 

By the time you reach this chapter, you have done something most students are never taught to do. 
You have learned how to notice problems, understand systems, speak clearly to people in power, and 
persist when change does not come quickly. These are not theatre-only skills. They are life skills. 

Advocacy is often framed as something temporary something you do until a problem is fixed. In 
reality, advocacy is a way of moving through the world. It is how you respond when something 
important is at risk, when systems fall short, or when people are not being heard. 

“Advocacy is not a moment. It is a practice.” 

This final chapter is about reflection, sustainability, and carrying what you have learned forward into 
the rest of your time in theatre, into other parts of school, and into life beyond high school. 

Redefining what success looks like 

It is natural to measure advocacy success by outcomes: Was the class added? Was the budget restored? 
Did the policy change? These outcomes matter but they are not the only measures of success. 

Sometimes success looks like being taken seriously for the first time. Sometimes it looks like opening 
a door that will not fully open until later. Sometimes it looks like leaving better documentation or 
stronger relationships for the next group of students. 

Isabel, Grade 10 says: “Our advocacy didn’t change the schedule right away. But the next year, the 
students who came after us had data, contacts, and a clearer process. That felt like success.” 

Isabel’s experience shows that advocacy often works across generations, not just semesters. 

Sustaining yourself and the work 

Advocacy can be energizing, but it can also be exhausting. One of the most important lessons you can 
take from this work is learning when to rest. Sustainable advocacy includes:  
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	• Sharing responsibility with others 

	• Knowing when to pause and regroup 

	• Celebrating small wins 

	• Letting go when a season of leadership ends 

“You are allowed to rest without quitting.” 

What adults might say: 
“You’ve done a lot already.” 

 What they usually mean: 
They recognize your effort and may be 
encouraging you to take care of yourself or 
make space for others to step in. 

 

Learning to step back gracefully is also a leadership skill. 

Daniel, Grade 9 says: “When seniors graduated, I was scared everything would fall apart. But because 
we documented our process, the work didn’t disappear. That taught me that leadership is about building 
systems, not being indispensable.” 

Using advocacy skills beyond theatre 

The skills you practiced in this guide listening, framing issues, speaking clearly, responding to 
resistance; apply far beyond theatre education. 

You will use these skills when advocating for yourself in college, in the workplace, and in your 
community. Theatre may be where you learned them, but they belong to you. 

TRY THIS: Write a letter to your future self describing what you learned about speaking up, listening, 
and working within systems. Keep it somewhere safe. 

Revisiting this letter later can remind you of your growth. 

Reflection questions 

	• How has your understanding of advocacy changed since Chapter 1? 

	• What skills from this guide feel most transferable to other parts of your life? 

	• What kind of advocate do you hope to be in the future? 

Advocacy is not about winning every battle. It is about learning how to stand up for what matters with 
clarity, care, and persistence. Those skills will stay with you long after this chapter ends.
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