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A Manual for Enriching Community 
WHY A MANUAL?  

In October 2016, when we started thinking about doing a community opera or musical, we 
reached out to the one organization we knew had done something similar. We were novices at 
this, after all; we were looking for advice to realize our goal of building community through 
theatre. We emailed this organization and asked if we could learn from them: what their budget 
had been, what kind of creative professionals we would need, and so on. We received a reply 
which, in short, read No, you cannot learn from us and if you copy what we did, we will sue you. 

This was a pivotal point in our project, and it led us to make two important decisions:  

1. We would do a musical instead of an opera. (Even though we had very little information 
about their opera project that we could effectively “copy,” we decided to err on the side of 
caution and do something else entirely, eliminating any risk of a lawsuit.)  

2. We would create a manual so that everybody would be able to copy ‒ and improve on -- 
what we were going to do. Mindfully documenting and sharing lessons learned, we felt, was an 
important way to help make things better beyond our own community. Moreover, because the 
project was to be assisted by public financing, we felt ethically required to make sure that each 
dollar benefitted as many people as possible. 

GUIDE TO THE MANUAL 

In this document you will find the story of us: how we did it, and what we wish we had known 
back then, all the knowledge and understanding that would have made our lives much easier.  

Writing the manual was more difficult than we had anticipated. Our project went forward by 
trial and error: we bungled our planning; we forgot important things. In the end, it was a 
delightful success, but if we could do it anew we would definitely make changes. Therefore, this 
manual has two parts, which we have tried to merge into one story.  

First, Project Team member Wendy Dennys tells the narrative of how Overbrook the Musical 
unfolded. 

Second, Project Team member Diewke de Haen, outlines the details of our process and our 
lessons learned; we loved our process, including the mistakes, but we hope you don’t repeat 
our errors! You will find tips and tricks for starting your own community production and explain 
those things we wish someone had told us before we started.  

If you are a community builder with little time on your hands, you might want to read Diewke’s 
practical hints first, as that section features ideas you can use right away. If you have questions after 
reading this, feel free to reach out! Our contact info can be found on the inside of the cover page. 

We hope this will prove to be a good read that saves you time and headaches in the process. 
For community-building projects, this age-old nugget of wisdom is most definitely true: “The 
journey of 1000 miles begins with a single step.” Don’t be afraid to start something, even if you 
have no experience and you wonder if it is more than you can handle. Just start talking to 
people about your ideas and see where the momentum takes you. Good luck! 
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Introducing Overbrook The Musical 
LOOKING BACK: THREE MAGICAL DAYS 

On a Friday, Saturday and Sunday in late November 2017, a diverse group of Overbrook 
residents took to the stage at the Ottawa Technical Secondary School to perform Overbrook the 
Musical. They were accompanied by a small choir from the local Boys & Girls Club, performers 
from the Ottawa Rhythmic Gymnastics Club, an Indigenous drumming group, and five talented 
musicians in a live band. In all, 55 people performed on stage, which swelled to more than 80 
including backstage supporters. Close to 800 people came to watch the three performances.  

Seeing it all come together was a powerful experience for everyone, above all for Wendy, 
Diewke, and Patrick Venier, the inexperienced producers of the show. After a year of meeting, 
visioning, planning, and promoting, we sat in awe as the musical unfolded on stage. Over time, 
we had grown to appreciate and love our cast and crew. The skill and kindness of the 
professional team created a safe and happy atmosphere for all to explore their talents, to get to 
know one another and to have fun together. There were transformational moments throughout 
the performances; in the darkness of the auditorium and under the lights on stage, it was 
obvious that Overbrook the Musical had profoundly touched many hearts.   

OVERBROOK: A SHORT HISTORY 

The neighbourhood of Overbrook, part of the City of Ottawa since 1950, is located on unceded 
Algonquin territory, bound on the west by the Rideau River (Pasapkedjiwanong in Algonquin); 
on the north by the old City of Vanier and by Montreal Road; on the east by St. Laurent 
Boulevard; and on the south by the Queensway. Until the early twentieth century, the area was 
farmland and known as the Police Village of Overbrook, part of the Township of Gloucester. 
With subdivisions created in 1911, Overbrook slowly took on a suburban feel and was annexed 
by the City of Ottawa in 1950.  

Around that time, open tracts of Overbrook land met the needs of a post-war social housing 
boom, including a large portion of our housing stock dedicated to low-income families. In 
recent years, our population has become increasingly diverse ‒ culturally, economically, 
linguistically and socially. Overbrook has been described recently as a “mini-United Nations!” 

OVERBROOK COMMUNITY ASSOCIATION: SUPPORTING OUR PROJECT 

Since the 1940s, we have been represented by a citizens’ council. Under different names, these 
groups have all worked to bring people together, to help keep our community safe, to create a 
healthy and attractive environment, and to address all issues of concern to the neighbourhood. 
In 2016, the Overbrook Community Association (OCA) lent its support to the rather startling idea 
of producing a community musical. As executive members of the OCA, Patrick and Wendy were 
approached by Diewke with an extraordinary proposal, which resonated with them and led to 
an amazing outcome. 
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OUR COMMUNITY MUSICAL JOURNEY 
by Wendy Dennys 

FROM HOLLAND WITH LOVE 

The genesis of this project was a bit accidental. In October 2016, Diewke de Haen, whose family 
had recently emigrated from the Netherlands, was volunteering with the United Way and heard 
about an approaching deadline for a $3,000 community grant. Having met me and Patrick, she 
suggested a project that might be sparked by this funding. She had heard about a community-
building venture in the Netherlands: a community opera. She asked, “Wouldn’t it be fun to do 
something like that here?” We heartily agreed, and the journey began! 

OUR PROJECT TEAM  

Diewke had planted the project seed and it found fertile ground. The three of us began meeting 
weekly to flesh out the idea, gradually gaining the support of a wonderful group of consultants 
with specialized skills in psychotherapy, group dynamics, theatre, grant writing, fundraising and 
dealing with the media. We all had a sense of humour and we made sure to laugh a lot; our love 
of good chocolate became a staple at meetings!  

In our initial meetings, we floundered. Before we could chart a 
way forward, we had to share with each other why we had 
chosen to take on this project. Consulting psychotherapist and 
social worker Maureen helped each of us to articulate our visions 
for the project, the reason for our involvement, and she 
encouraged us to get beyond the head to a heart place in order 
to hold our shared mission and values.  

We took time for a check-in at the beginning of our meetings so that 
we could talk through our intentions, resolve issues and agree on our 

next steps. The small leadership group allowed us to make decisions fast, and to get to know and 
appreciate one another in a profound way.  

OUR TIMELINE  

From the start, we treated the whole project as a journey ‒ if we had a musical at the end, it 
would be a bonus. We kept our focus on bringing folks together and trusting the process, which 
was far from linear. For example, we applied for seed funding before we had solidified or 
articulated our vision, mission and goals. If there were decisions or planned events that needed 
revisiting, we circled back. Our original timeline was a little different from the sequence listed 
here, but this is how the project eventually unfolded: 
 
Project Team formed Nov. 2016 
Story gathering Nov. 2016 
Seed funding received Dec. 2016 
Scriptwriter, director engaged Dec. 2016 
Vision Statement, Branding Jan. 2017 
Budget and Funding Jan. 2017 
Seeking support/publicity Feb. 2017 
First Audition (Casting Call) Apr. 2017 
Musical Director engaged May 2017 
Cast workshops began June 2017 
Script concept, venue search July 2017 

 

MY FAVOURITE PART 
All the rehearsals - it became my  

happy place after a hard day of work.  
I’ve been looking forward every  

Wednesday to come &  
sing my heart out. 
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Script development Aug. 2017 
Adding Songs and Music Aug. 2017 
Community Groups sought out Aug. 2017 
Second Audition (Casting Call) Sep. 2017 
Stage Manager engaged Sep. 2017 
Rehearsals began Sep. 2017 
Sound/Lighting Designer engaged Oct. 2017 
Sponsor Recognition Event Nov. 2017 
Set Build, Props, Costumes Nov. 2017 
Band engaged  Nov. 2017 
Front of House organized Nov. 2017 
Performances Nov. 2017 
Post-show evaluation  Dec. 2017 
Post-show engagements  Dec. 2017 
Reports to funders Apr. 2018 

GATHERING OUR STORIES  

The unique storyline of Overbrook the Musical had many building blocks. Maureen facilitated 
our initial story-gathering workshop, where small groups sat together and shared tales of life in 
our neighbourhood. This was followed by weekly meetings with local storytellers, including our 
“community character,” a retired bus driver who had grown up in Overbrook and knew a host of 
people. He rode his beloved motorcycle/sidecar around town, and the idea of a motorcycle-
riding grandfather in the final script was loosely based on his life.  

SEED FUNDING  

We applied for and received a grant of $3,000 from United Way’s spark fund, followed by 
another $2,000 from the Overbrook Community Development Framework (CDF) steering 
committee. We felt we had enough funds at this point to pay a scriptwriter for workshops and a 
draft script.  

SCRIPTWRITER  

We engaged a theatre student, Clémence Roy-Darisse, who was passionate about community 
theatre, had already won an award for her scriptwriting, and was keen to work with us. She 
offered to lead a series of improvisational and story-building workshops with cast members, 
from which she would produce a draft script.  

DIRECTOR  

Eleanor Crowder, a seasoned Ottawa actor and community theatre producer, met with us and 
learned of our hopes for the project. She declared, “I have an opening for a 
weekend in late November. Would that work?” Suddenly, we had a 
target date and a highly skilled director to guide us! This was 
pivotal. Her extensive experience and deep knowledge of 
community theatre production, together with her kind and 
inclusive treatment of everyone, made this artistic journey a 
joy. For the Project Team she provided invaluable advice on 
everything: creating a realistic budget, stretching the money 
we had, and determining our venue.  

 

 

OUT OF THE EVALUATION 
"I have a deeper understanding  
of the ways an urban community  

can create itself and find  
a new collective energy.” 
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ARTICULATING THE PROJECT 

Branding 

We considered many names for our musical. In the end, we decided on a straightforward title 
that indicated who we were and what we were doing -- Overbrook the Musical / la comédie 
musicale.  

To publicize our project effectively, we needed a logo, and with the help of a graphic designer, 
settled on a stylized musical note with the bilingual name of the production next to it. When it 
was reproduced on lawn signs throughout the community, the “pink flamingo” (as it came to be 
called) really got people talking! 

BUDGET AND FUNDING 

We were positive. We believed strongly in the viability of our project and we felt confident that 
we could find the funds we needed. With Eleanor’s help, we put together a budget of about 
$22,000 for what we had in mind. This upped the stakes quite a bit! So, we pushed our grant 
writing into high gear, applying to the Community Foundation of Ottawa (CFO) and the Ontario 
Trillium Foundation (OTF). To understand the demographic make-up of our community and 
write the grants, we needed help. Grant-writing consultants provided their expertise and we 
managed to submit our applications on time, requesting $26,600 from OTF and $9,500 from 
CFO. We had done our research and found a study which maintains that engaging resident in 
the healing arts of theatre is an emerging field of study in the area of public health (Stuckey and 
Nobel, American Journal of Public Health, February 2012, 100(2); 254-263). 

Without waiting to hear if we would be awarded the major grants, we 
continued “pounding the pavement” and following up with a host 
of emails. We canvassed many organizations and businesses in the 
area and received in-kind donations of props, paint, stationery 
and photocopying.  

In May, we got the news that CFO had approved our grant; in July, 
we got similar news from OTF. We were delighted; our full project was 

assured. We could pay our professionals and have enough money for 
other expenses.  

SUPPORTERS  

The partnership agreement we had forged with the Rideau-Rockcliffe Community Resource 
Centre (RRCRC) allowed them to apply for the CFO grant on our behalf. They were also 
generous with our use of their photocopier! Beyond our funding organizations, monetary and in
-kind donations also came from our City Councillor, the Ottawa Public Library and Ottawa 
Community Housing, and from Overbrook businesses. We made sure all those who supported 
us were thanked and recognized on the website, in newspaper articles and in the performance 
program.  

FIRST AUDITION   

In April, it was time to find our actors and singers. We invited people to come to an audition. The 
event would have been better called a “workshop” or “casting call” to lower the intimidation 
that some felt, and to help Eleanor and Clémence determine people’s skills. In fact, everyone 
who wished to be part of the musical was welcomed. To attract participants, we had distributed 

 

MY FAVOURITE PART 
I like how our feeling of belonging 

together is growing as we  
rehearse over the weeks 
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flyers and planted lawn signs. A diverse group of 30 people came out, ranging in age from 8 to 
70 and speaking seven first languages. Everyone who auditioned was invited to attend five 
workshops with Clémence.  

MUSICAL DIRECTOR 

We put out feelers for a musical director and found Adam Reid, a talented musician and music 
teacher with considerable musical theatre experience. Our core Creative Team was now in 
place.  

CAST WORKSHOPS  

All those who signed on as cast members learned improv skills and worked to develop their 
stories into possible scenes for the script. The final workshop, led by Eleanor, gave her a chance 
to get to know the cast and to see their abilities.  

SCRIPT CONCEPT  

In early July, Clémence provided us with a draft script based on the stories told by cast 
members. Most prominent were three scenarios that wove their way throughout the script: the 
trials and joys of a recently arrived refugee; three women, long-time friends in Overbrook, who 
sit on a porch to reminisce; and a family with two daughters, one a teenager attending Rideau 
High School. A key scene occurs at a public meeting about the impending closure of her school. 

THE VENUE  

Eleanor had urged us to choose a venue by April, but we were still searching in mid-June. 
Eleanor accompanied Diewke and me to assess the viability of three local school auditoriums, 
the Overbrook Community Centre gym, and a huge storage bay at a local car dealership. While 
we were fascinated with the last option, we chose the 600-seat auditorium of Ottawa Technical 
Secondary School (OTSS) located conveniently in the middle of our community. 

While the school board were very supportive and granted us the space for rehearsals and 
performances free through their “community use of schools” program, the charges for lighting 
rental and hiring a technician were high. During the two months of rehearsing and performing 
at OTSS, the administrative and custodial staff members were unfailingly welcoming and 
helpful. 

ADDING SONGS AND MUSIC  

By July 2017, we had a story framework and a cast who could 
sing, but no songs. Eleanor suggested we needed about ten, 
and luckily Ottawa songwriter Tom Lips was able to squeeze us 
into his schedule before leaving on an extended trip overseas. In 
late July and early August, Tom crafted and led two workshops, assisted 
by music director Adam, in which ten participants learned the fundamentals of writing 
song lyrics. Out of Tom’s workshops came the lyrics for two major songs, and the music and 
lyrics for two more. An online call for songs, offering $50 each for lyrics or music, brought one of 
each. Tom completed the partially written numbers, and he, Eleanor and Adam wrote the 
remainder of the tunes. We now had a musical!  

 
 

 
OUT OF THE EVALUATION 
"It has been an amazing 

 journey with Overbrook the Musical."  
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ENGAGING COMMUNITY GROUPS  

Indigenous Drumming Group 

Our project was conceived and performed on what we 
recognized as unceded Algonquin territory, and we wished to 
acknowledge this fact and to encourage Indigenous participation 
in the show. A gift of tobacco was offered to an Elder at 
Minwaashin Lodge, a local Indigenous women’s centre. As a 
result, a small group of Indigenous women, drummed the Strong 
Woman’s Song that brought hope in our storyline to a community 
feeling left behind. 

Boys & Girls Club Choir 

We discovered that the local Boys & Girls Club had a small choir, so arrangements were made for 
them to rehearse together with two of our teen singers, directed by Adam. The result was a 
handful of youngsters getting their first stage experience singing backup and accompanied by a 
band.  

Ottawa Rhythmic Gymnastics Club 

The Ottawa Rhythmic Gymnastics Club trains at the Overbrook Community Centre, and their 
director was delighted to rehearse two groups of girls who provided colourful transitions, 
reflecting the storyline’s changes of season. 

SCRIPT DEVELOPMENT  

In August, Eleanor reworked Clémence draft script, refining and adding scenes to fit the 
traditional format for a musical. Rehearsals saw cast members continuing to modify the 
dialogue in some scenes, such that our script was finalized only a month before show-time.  

SECOND AUDITION  

Over the summer months, a few folks dropped out leaving us short of cast members. It was a 
challenge to keep our cast active and engaged, and perhaps even more collaborative 
scriptwriting might have helped with that. In any case, with showtime looming in November, 
another audition in September brought the total core cast to 35, including a three-year-old and 
an 80-year old!  

STAGE MANAGER  

There were ten three-hour rehearsals to organize, over 30 cast members aged 3 to 80 with whom 
to communicate, ten songs to learn, and 24 scenes to block. Eleanor needed help! On her 
recommendation, we engaged J.T. Morris as our Stage Manager. This turned out to be one of best 
and most necessary decisions: the importance of a good stage manager cannot be overstressed. It 
seemed a daunting task, but J.T. did a stellar herding job. In addition, we were delighted when 
Overbrook newcomers Ryan and Kat Tapping volunteered their skills and experience: Ryan 
assisting J.T. and Kat helping to design flyers and tickets, among many other things.   

REHEARSALS  

Rehearsals took place in one corner of the large, echoey gymnasium at Ottawa Technical High 
School. It was magical to witness the cast members bond with each other as they learned the 

 

MY FAVOURITE PART 
I got to meet great people from  

very different backgrounds. I learned  
some stories about this community  

I’ve been living in for 4 years,  
that I would never  

have known otherwise.  
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songs, worked on the script and practised their scenes, all under the guidance of the creative 
crew. Often, cast members spoke about their cultures and backgrounds, adding to the 
understanding and closeness they felt with each other.  

When it came time to add choreography to rehearsals, we were thrilled to accept the offer of 
cast member and professional dancer Diana Cartwright, to teach some simple and effective 
moves.  

As showtime approached, the cast spent time in the auditorium blocking scenes, learning to 
project their voices, and refining their movements on and off stage. Most of the cast were 
amateurs and the final technical and dress rehearsals proved incredibly busy and often stressful. 
Eleanor and the creative crew remained kind, firm and positive. “It will come together,” Eleanor 
reassured us. And she was right! 

SOUND AND LIGHTING DESIGNER  

What would our stage look like? How would our actors, with their variety of skin colours, be lit? 
Enter more professionalism, via another colleague of Eleanor’s, technical wizard David Magladry. 
David worked with the sound and lighting company contracted by the school board and, under 
challenging circumstances and malfunctioning equipment, made sure that our cast members 
could be seen and heard.   

SPONSOR RECOGNITION EVENT 

Thanks to the organizing skills of Ryan and Kat, we held a Sponsor Recognition Event with 
political dignitaries, funders, community partners and the media. It was a fun evening with cast 
members singing and dancing a couple of numbers, giving the public a sneak preview of the 
show. 

SET BUILD  

For me it was exciting to watch Eleanor and David pace the stage and figure out the dimensions 
for the set. Eleanor proposed a street scene with three houses, one low-rise building and one 
high-rise apartment ‒ in other words, a typical Overbrook street. David worked out the materials 
needed for this design, and the indefatigable Diewke searched out the best deals in town, 

including free cans of paint. But where were we to construct the set? After 
much searching, our friendly neighbourhood car dealer provided space 

in one of his car wash bays, a short walk to the school across the 
playing field. Thanks to the hard work of David and Eleanor and five 
or six volunteers, our colourful set made it to the stage. It was quite a 
sight, though, watching the houses being carried across the school’s 

frozen playing field. Mid-way, one house being carried by a young man 
was caught by a gust of wind and sailed into the air! He simply caught it as it 

came down and carried on! 

PROPS AND COSTUMES 

Gathering props was left to the last few weeks. The grandfather of one of our on-stage families 
was supposed to be a motorcycle/sidecar owner, and we found someone willing to lend us hers 
‒ but it was far too wide to get onto the stage! We adjusted our sights and found another bike 
that fit through the doors!  

On-stage dress was left to the cast members themselves, but our little herd of deer needed ears. 
I found an artistic friend, and together we fashioned headdresses with pink ears attached.   

 
OUT OF THE EVALUATION 

"[I will] try to be more of a presence  
in the community." 



Building Community Through Theatre  A MANUAL 

10 

THE BAND  

We needed live music, so we put out the call for musicians. Music leader Adam met with 
Overbrook resident Jeff deValk (a member of Motown band “The Rockettes”) who agreed to the 
gig and who brought along bass player Garrett Barr and drummer Norman Hladik. The band 
was complete when flute-playing cast member Mériel Bruer Benamra joined them. And they 
rocked! 

FRONT OF HOUSE 

Ticket Sales  

The Project Team wanted everyone who wanted to attend a performance to do so with no 
barrier. We offered free tickets to those who wished them and settled on $10 tickets as the price 
for general admission.  

Box Office  

Tickets were sold and managed by Marilyn Read. For two weeks prior to showtime, she could be 
seen with her pink hat and welcoming smile at the Box Office she set up at the Overbrook 
Community Centre. We also sold tickets on our website via Eventbrite. Tickets were bought by 
folks across the city, and we nearly fainted at the totals: close to 800 people came to see our 
community musical!  

Program  

We wanted our program to be a keepsake, so we included the 
names of all the cast and crew, shared some interesting nuggets 
about the performers and of course thanked the funders, 
sponsors and donors.  

Visuals  

An amateur photographer offered to take headshots of the cast and crew, so 46 large black-and
-white photos, mounted on black boards, graced the lobby and lent a feeling of professionalism 
to the show. Two volunteers, including our school board trustee, shot videos of the show. These 
two files were edited and copied for distribution to cast and crew.  

PERFORMANCES  

Since backstage space was limited, for the performances Eleanor placed our large cast in the 
side sections of the auditorium, with the audience in between. It worked beautifully, especially 
during scenes that were acted and sung from the sidelines; the audience felt right in the middle 
of the action, helping our story resonate with them.  

POST-SHOW EVALUATION  

Three weeks after the performances, the Project Team held a session with Eleanor and the cast. 
The meeting, led by group facilitator Maureen, brought us together to discuss and celebrate our 
accomplishment. We shared what it meant to us, what difference it had made in our lives and 
how we now viewed our community and our involvement in it. Comradery was evident when 
the session ended with the spontaneous singing of the final musical number, “Will we be 
neighbours or strangers when we meet?” Our evaluation questionnaire was filled out by a 
majority of the cast.  

 

MY FAVOURITE PART 
Learning songs together  
and watching everything  
slowly come together 
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POST-SHOW ENGAGEMENTS  

The community’s enthusiasm for the show resulted in two post-production invitations to sing a 
song or two from the performance. Cast members, accompanied by music director Adam, sang 
at a 2017 Christmas Eve Big Turkey community meal and again on Family Day in February 2018. 

REPORTS TO FUNDERS 

Gathering statistics and keeping financial records throughout the project paid off at reporting 
time, particularly with our major funder, who held back 10% of the grant until we had submitted 
our final report. 

MANUAL  

We hope you have enjoyed and learned from our journey. Our musical production changed the 
lives of many “Overbrookies” and the ripples continue to spread. May you be inspired by our 
story to engage your community in some artistic, musical or theatrical endeavour. If so, please 
do not hesitate to contact us. We love to talk about this project! 

 

OUT OF THE EVALUATION 
"I am a lot more confident in myself  
and I have been getting involved  

in more things in and out of school."  
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TIPS & TRICKS 
by Diewke De Haen 

 

PROJECT TEAM  

The people that show up to hatch the plan are probably the right people to have at the table.   

When we started our project, we had an impromptu team which was simply formed by the first 
people I reached out to with the idea. It worked well to have a small project team that 
combined Wendy’s deep understanding of the neighbourhood and attention to detail, Patrick’s 
financial prowess and level-headedness, and my enthusiasm for outreach and “let’s do this” 
attitude. But in the end, it all boils down to this: whoever shows up are the right people. First of 
all, ours was a volunteer-run project, and not everyone can or wants to spend hours and hours 
working on a project pro bono. 

QUESTIONS: Having said that, it is probably good to ask yourself:  

• Are we initiators and organizers?  

• Do we have people on board who enjoy reaching out to others and engaging them?  

• Do we have someone who is able to devise and maintain a budget and do the financial 
reporting? If not, do we know someone who could?  

• Do we have a good writer who can write grant applications, or do we know someone 
who could?  

• How many people do we want to bring into the project team? (We suggest a group of 
between three and five, as reaching consensus can be difficult with a larger team.)  

• Can the people we have on board work together? Can we set goals, make a plan and 
stick to it?  

TIP: It helps if you are associated with a non-profit/charitable organization. It makes fundraising 
much easier and it’s good to have a “name” behind your initiative as you seek to engage 
community partners. It does not have to be a big organization with a lot of resources: the OCA is 
a modest collective, but its support smoothed many matters. If your organization is not a 
registered charity, try to partner with one. You can read more about this under the heading of 
Fundraising.  

DETERMINING YOUR GOAL  

This is the most important step, influencing the type of project 
you do and how you will run it. Unlike what we did, make your 
goal as clear and concrete as possible, and then let it permeate 
everything you do. This is our most important advice. How to go 
about it? Getting the initiators in a room for two or three meetings is a 
good start. You need some time in between to let the ideas stew, 
percolate and change into whatever your mission needs to become. 

 
 

 
MY FAVOURITE PART 
Meeting new friends  
and pushing out of  
my comfort zone 
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QUESTIONS: Ask yourself:  

• What is the issue/problem we are trying to address?  

• Who has this challenge?  

• Who else would benefit from focusing on this challenge?  

• Are there any geographical, cultural or socio-economic determinants (or barriers) related 
to this issue?  

• What would the ideal situation look like?  

• What are you aiming for?  

• What sort of project can push us in this direction? 

Try to make your goal/mission as concrete as possible. In our project, we could have done this 
better.  “Improving cohesiveness,” for example, doesn’t explain what cohesiveness looks like or 
among which groups it needs to be improved. Determining the who, what and why will help 
focus your project: Which groups or individuals you want to involve, for instance? 

FROM GOAL TO PROJECT 

Once you know your desired outcome, look at the project you are envisioning. Most likely, you 
already have an idea of what you would like your community to undertake, whether it is a 
musical like ours, a theatre production, a choir or something else entirely.  

QUESTIONS:  

• Does the project fit the mission?  

• What are the goals, why are they important, and who should be involved in meeting 
them?  

• What is the match between the goal we are trying to reach and the instrument we will 
use to get there?  

• Will our project appeal to the people we want to involve?  

• Will it create useful opportunities for working together and building the skills that we 
have in mind?  

If there is a disconnect between goal and instrument, reconsider your project. See if you can 
find a different project or adapt the original one in such a way that you can get enthusiastic 
about it. This is essential for a volunteer project. You need that enthusiasm to put in long hours, 

especially in the beginning when you won’t know whether the project 
will ever find the needed resources. However, you also need the 
project to match your mission. If there’s a match, it’s so much 
easier to pitch the project to partners, participants, volunteers and 
funders; it will make sense. And it’s so much easier to make 
choices along the way because you can let your mission guide 
you.  

What do we mean by letting the mission permeate the project? The 
clearest example I can give relates to our goal of using co-creation to 

connect the various groups in our neighbourhood. The development of the 

 
MY FAVOURITE PART 

Discovering how much people  
have in common, when you  

get to know them 
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musical was as cooperative as we could make it, and our credo was “the journey is the goal.” We 
were prepared to end up with a different project from that we initially envisioned, because we 
wanted participants to create it together. This was challenging, because it meant letting go of 
our desire to see our production staged as an end product. After all, if we were truly dedicated 
to co-creation with the wider community, they might have gotten excited, let’s say, about doing 
a flash mob instead of a musical. It was like powering a bus without being at the wheel ‒ quite 
scary, but also so much fun, as sometimes the ideas that came forward were better than our 
preconceived ones. In several instances, where pivotal choices needed to be made, we used our 
commitment to co-creation, a key goal, as our anchor. 

ORIGINAL OR EXISTING SCRIPT? 

Existing Script 

We staged a unique production, with an entirely original script and songs. At first, we talked 
about adapting an existing musical to make it about Overbrook. This opens up the matters of 
copyright, paying fees, applying for permission, and being bound by external rules. Such things 
are not obvious at the start, because they depend in part on the size of the audience and the 
price of the tickets. We weren’t sure that we’d even end up with a performance, let alone its cost 
or how many people would show up. Also, some copyright agencies don’t allow users to adapt 
songs and stories. We ended up choosing the path of least resistance, which turned out to be 
the one with the most work!  

So, producer, beware! There are definite advantages to using an existing script. It takes less time 
(and maybe money) because it avoids the community storytelling and scriptwriting phases. 
Also, you worry less about quality, as the show has been performed before, often many times, 
and has been refined. It is easier for people to buy into, as those thinking of auditioning may 
have a better idea of what they will be participating in and may try out for a specific role.   

Original Script 

On the other hand, writing your own script allows for more co-creation and many more 
contributors, which leads to increased community connection to the story and the project. 
There is great transformative power in co-creating the story, as it evokes and dramatizes the 
challenges that community members may be dealing with.  

In our case, doing a protest song about the closure of a local high school helped the community 
give voice to feelings of powerlessness.  

Debate about the possible closure of Rideau High School was 
playing out during the year the project ran, and anger and 
disappointment were still raw when the performances happened. 
The words of one of our songs, “Stomping Mad,” expressed how 
people in our neighborhood felt at the process. The prevailing 

feeling was that: “Before consultations, before all this talk / Our 
school was already on the chopping block.” The chorus starts with a 

resounding “Hell, no!” from a Rideau student cast member, and then takes off: 
“Signs on the street, boots on the ground / Save our school, gotta turn this thing around / 
You think we’re naïve, we know we’ve been had / You’re stomping us down, but we’re 
stompin’ mad! / We’re mad, mad, mad, mad, stompin’ mad!” It was performed just before 
the intermission, and the emotion on people’s faces as the audience filed out of the 
auditorium didn’t lie. The song, the story, struck a nerve.  

 
MY FAVOURITE PART 
Telling the cast about  

my culture 
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The feeling that this story is about us helps people connect to the performance, to the 
larger project and to each other. Performers were often working out important parts of their 
own personal narrative during the rehearsals. Two Indigenous cast members stories played 
out on stage and one of them received her drum shortly before showtime and ended up 
joining her elders in a drumming circle that became part of the performance.  

The writing, rehearsal and performance of this and other storylines had a real therapeutic value, 
on top of the other aspects of remembrance, relationship-building and community celebration. 

Scripts in the Public Domain 

Besides original writing and obtaining copyright, there is a third option: Choosing work that is in 
the public domain. Songs and other works of art enter the public domain when copyright 
expires (50 years from the death of the author), or when they were created before copyright 
laws came into play, or when the copyright owner chooses to make the work freely available. 
Songs in the public domain can be copied, used, or modified in any way without asking for 
permission, and many operas, plays, musicals and folk songs are copyright-free.  

FINDING CREATIVE PROFESSIONALS 

Having a director on board early in the process makes for smoother sailing, because you have 
clearer notions of the budget you will need, a realistic timeline, the milestones you need to 
reach, how to develop a cast and script, what venues are suitable, etc. So, if you are putting on a 
show, start by finding a director with experience in the type of production you’re planning 
(whether of an existing or co-created show) AND who has experience with community-
engaged projects. The better your director, the greater your impact: not only the pride in having 
put on a great production, but more significantly because it makes for a better process.  

Our director, Eleanor Crowder, found ways to weave our goal of 
building community into the rehearsals, by encouraging cast 
members to co-create, for instance, or by having a different 
cast member share something about their culture at the 
beginning of rehearsals. We felt, all along, that the actual 
production was a means to an end, a tool, and that the most 
important results were found in every person that was 
empowered and included along the way. So, look for someone who 
shares your vision of how to create community, or whatever your goal might be, and 
ask how s/he will help that process.  

Your artistic director will help you figure out what other people you need on your creative team. 
Ours included the writer who helped co-create the script concept, a musical director, a stage 
manager, a light and sound designer and a songwriter. (You can find our budget in Appendix 1.)  

How do you find your creative professionals? If you are luckier than we were, you have theatre 
experience in your project team or someone you know who works in that world. If not, reach 
out to organizations that work at the intersection of theatre and community, perhaps working 
with artists and schools, or call theatre companies and ask them to recommend a director that 
would fit your bill. If you are in Ottawa, you can also reach out to the pros that worked on 
Overbrook the Musical. We highly recommend all of them.   

 
 
 

 
OUT OF THE EVALUATION 

[The musical has] allowed me to form new 
friendships with people of all ages."  
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BUDGETING 

Your director is pivotal here, unless you have experience with theatre yourself. Our financial 
resources were mainly spent in hiring the creative staff and renting the venue and lights. (See 
Appendix One for the full budget.)  

If you want to work with a smaller budget than ours, you absolutely 
can. Stage the production at a location that is free, that already has 
good lights or does not require them. Because Overbrook is seen as 
a disadvantaged neighborhood, we got the use of the auditorium 
at Ottawa Technical Secondary School for free, but we did have to 
rent expensive lighting equipment for our three-day run. Some 

auditoriums already have good lights, and you might consider doing 
the production outside. Working with an existing script, as mentioned 

earlier, saves money in professional fees to create your own and shortens the 
   project considerably. Of course, work at finding volunteers to fill some of the roles. 
We had a combination of volunteers and paid creatives working side-by-side. This might cause 
conflict, so make it clear beforehand to whom you can (or need to) offer a salary, and to whom 
you can’t. Make sure to find ways to show appreciation to those who do not get paid.  

WHERE TO FIND MONEY 

A lot of your energy will be used to gather the funds needed to do the project. There are various 
sources you can tap into: sponsorships and donations from community businesses and 
individuals; municipal, provincial and federal grants; and ticket sales if a show is produced.  

Grants 

Research the appropriate foundations to apply for your particular project. Determine your  
goal(s), who the people are that your project targets (women, youth, etc.), and under which 
funding organization’s umbrella your work falls. Start by reaching out to your local Community 
Resource Centre (CRC). These centres aim to promote citizen empowerment, community 
resilience and inclusion. Their staff are trained in community building and they will be able to 
offer insight into local funding opportunities. Also, they might be able to help you apply for 
these grants, either by guidance in writing the applications or by being a partner in them. Some 
foundations only give grants to organizations that have a charitable status, so if your 
organization doesn’t have one, partnering with a CRC is especially useful.  

There are a multitude of foundations in Canada that offer grants. You can find these by 
searching online with the right keywords, but there are also a few free databases that you can 
search.   

www.pfc.ca/about/our-members  An association of Canadian grant-makers, including private 
and public foundations, charities and corporations. 

http://www.fundsnetservices.com/ On this website you can search on category.  

Read through what each foundation offers and if it fits your target groups and goals. Most 
funding agencies have very specific target groups and missions.  

• Does the foundation require charitable status?  

• Is a religious or school group allowed to apply?  

• What are its timelines?   

 

MY FAVOURITE PART 
The time when I won  

“Overbrook the Musical Songwriting 
Award” because my song  

“Overbrook ma famille” had been  
chosen for performing 

on stage.  
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We are certainly not experts, but we obtained three grants and were only rejected on one 
application. There are tips and tricks for sure; for more help, ask your CRC.  

First, make sure you explain how your project will specifically help to accomplish the goal you 
have. (What is the mechanism whereby community theatre helps to break down social 
isolation?) Make sure you get (reliable!) numbers for your community. (What is the percentage 
of people who suffer from isolation? Unemployment? Crime?) Incorporate these numbers to 
explain why this projected is needed in your community. Know which “buzzwords” to use. Look 
at how the granting organization has formulated its goals and try to use the same terminology 
they use.   

TESTING THE WATERS 

Engage with community partners and active individuals. Tell 
them about the idea that you are hatching.  

• What do they think?  

• Could they see their communities and themselves participating?  

• Are they aware of sources of funding?  

• Do they know of other resources available?  

CONSULT: The goal is to see if your idea has merit, to create support for it and get people on 
board, and to identify possible resources. This is a hugely important step. Community projects 
aren’t born in vacuums: They need community if they are to come into being. If you want to 
truly co-create, you need community voices to be and feel heard from day one. Your idea might 
be fantastic, but it might not fit in this particular neighbourhood or at this particular time.  

CREATING PARTNERSHIPS 

We started out by making a list of all the potential partners that might be engaged: the 
Overbrook Community Centre (OCC), the CRC, the library, faith congregations, businesses, and 
all the various groups that met at the OCC. We visited nearly all of these, talked to them about 
their hopes and concerns about the neighborhood, sought their input on the project and asked 
for their help in getting the word out to their respective communities. It helped us to find 
resources, participants and inspiration.  

GETTING PEOPLE INVOLVED 

With any community project, it is hard to get new people involved. Overbrook the Musical 
managed to involve about 90 people who had not participated in the community before, but it 
was a lot of hard work to get there. With a theatre project, many will start from the position this 
is not for me when they first hear about it: They have never been involved in theatre before; 
they feel insecure about their artistic abilities; or they think this is just for people who are really 
good at singing/acting, etc. There are a few things that we found helped to get them across the 
threshold.  

Repetition: Make sure people hear promotion of the project from various sources over an 
extended period. The time in between helps folks to slowly start considering whether this 
might, in fact, interest them after all. We used flyers, articles in our community newspaper, 
articles in the local newspaper, lawn signs (this was quite successful in creating awareness), plus 
we eventually were featured on TV and radio. Having created a logo early on in the project was 
hugely helpful, as we then had a recognizable brand.  

 

OUT OF THE EVALUATION 
"[This project] has ignited my passion  

for acting. [I] feel more confident  
about my singing ability."  
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Still, personal invitation was indispensable: handing out flyers and telling people “you would be 
great at this” or “you would love this.” We handed out flyers at bus stops, at the community 
centre, and at church services in the neighbourhood; we also distributed flyers door to door 
early on in the project.  

Lowering the threshold: Baby steps are important, as is language. We’d begin by convincing 
potential cast members to come to the location on the day of the auditions, and “you can see if 
you want to audition then.” Then we’d nudge them into taking the audition (“It’s really more of 
a workshop, just see if you like it.”). We made sure that the gathering was indeed a workshop: 
People could come unprepared, there was no brutal weeding-out process, and we helped them 
feel safe and encouraged/excited. Our director was awesome, and the candidates felt inspired.  

DON’T BE AFRAID TO CHANGE THE PLAN 

We are firm believers in co-creation. Giving people ownership means they feel involved to a 
higher degree because they have helped to decide the course of the project. This creates a 
result that is meaningful to the participants. We realize co-creation isn’t easy. It means that at 
times you will be navigating opposing ideas and figuring out how to incorporate those. It 
means adopting a “Yes!” attitude to new ideas from everyone involved; the initial response to 
any and all ideas must be a welcoming one, even if the group later decides to tone the idea 
down or to forego it entirely. Participants need to feel welcome and appreciated. Above all, it 
means that you remain open to changing the plan. Even though you have worked long and 
hard on this plan and feel it is the right one, you need to be open to changes or to creating a 
new plan altogether. Eleanor Crowder was brilliant at this.   

PHASE ONE VERSUS PHASE TWO 

There were two distinct phases to the production of Overbrook the Musical. Phase One was 
about building: generating ideas, writing the plan, gathering support, finding the money, 
choosing the creative team, recruiting the cast. Here, the project team was in the lead. We had 
loads of advice and help from our creative team members, but our work determined the 
schedule. Ideally, co-creation of the script happens only in this phase, managed by the project 
team and facilitated by the director. (Play? Musical? Or a talent show? What should our goal be? 
Who should be involved?)   

Phase Two began with a basic script and the start of rehearsals. Here, the creative team was very 
much in the lead and the project team followed, supporting their work. We organized the 
rehearsal spaces, the printing of scripts, and the materials and builders for sets/backdrops. Co-
creation is still possible in this phase, but it is important to let most decisions stand. The script 
needs to be finished before the rehearsals start, unless more time is planned for a co-creative 
process during the rehearsals. Be sure to manage expectations around 
when the script co-creation happens, and when it ends. We could 
have done this better. Because performers were still developing 
dialogue in the early rehearsals, the cast lacked time at the end to 
really master their lines. Improvisation is tough for amateurs!  

In sum, the second phase passes the baton from the project team 
to the creative team for the daily running of the project.  
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EVALUATION 

Evaluation is essential. It raises lessons learned, invites beautiful stories of change and gives 
participants an opportunity to voice things that have bothered them. All these are important to 
continue building community and creating further projects; we never saw the musical as a one-
off event. The lessons learned will help you create even more impact with the next project. The 
stories will help cement the impact of this project and create confidence in funders for future 
projects. People sharing what bothered them is imperative to helping them, in the end, to feel 
happy with the project and those they shared it with. Also, a decent, well-designed evaluation 
convinces funders that you are a solid partner with a well-thought-out approach. 

Devising a good evaluation format is not easy, but organizations like CRCs, the Social Planning 
Council and even universities and foundations might be able to offer some guidance, especially 
if you had already secured some funding. Be clear about what you want to evaluate; a 20-page 
survey will not entice many participants. Go back to your goal and mission:  

• What evidence will show that you have accomplished it?  

• How many people did you want involved, and did you attain this?  

• How many new participants did you attract?  

Consider whether you wish to ask about subjective matters like feelings of safety, belonging, 
and the desire to remain (or get further) involved. Choose a few items that make the most sense 
given your goals and the scope of your efforts.   

KEEPING THE MOMENTUM GOING 

The major work in connecting people happens during the project. After the show is over, and 
with the funds raised for the project gone and no paid staff, all too often the community-
building process is left to wither. Keeping the momentum going is critical.  

Ask for people’s help in the wrap-up, such as evaluation and reporting. Most participants will be 
more than happy to fill out a survey, but you could also ask them to write a brief story for the 
local papers, a school community, or a company newsletter. Ask participants during the 
evaluation if they would like to continue meeting. Would anybody be interested in a choir? 
Book club? Cooking lessons? A running group? Ask who would be willing to spearhead such 
things and encourage new leaders to stand up. Do reviews for special occasions in the 
community; invite existing or new participants to sing a few songs during the holiday season, or 
organize something special for Family Day, for instance. Above all, find ways to maintain 

connections; keep tabs on participants that might need assistance 
and link them to resources. Or go to the movies together! Or have 
a potluck!  

 
MY FAVOURITE PART 
Just being part of the  
musical in general 
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Appendix 1: Revenues and expenses at a glance 

      BUDGET 

        

REVENUES  $42,000.00 

        

EXPENSES   

Administration    

   Evaluation  $1,500.00 

   Insurance premium  $300.00 

   Meeting costs  $1,100.00 

   Miscellaneous  $270.00 

   Promotion and printing  $1,500.00 

   Total Administration  $4,670.00 

Professional fees       

   Honorariums songs  $400.00 

   Director  $7,400.00 

   Musical director  $4,000.00 

   Musicians (band)  $1,280.00 

   Scriptwriter  $2,220.00 

   Stage Manager  $4,000.00 

   Light and sound manager  $3,400.00 

   Songwriting workshop facilitator  $900.00 

   Total Professional  $23,600.00 

Production       

   Catering  $380.00 

   Costumes  $250.00 

   Sound and Lighting rental  $6,000.00 

   Set materials  $1,000.00 

   Venue rental  $6,100.00 

   Total Production  $13,730.00 

TOTAL EXPENSES     $42,000.00 
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Appendix 2: Our Vision and Mission 
Here’s how we articulated what we were doing and why we were doing it: 

Mission: (What were we doing?) 

An exciting project (initiated and guided by the Overbrook Community Association) to create a 
community musical based on the stories of Overbrook ‒ acted, danced and sung by residents of 
all ages. 

Rationale and Goals: (Why were we doing it?) 

The project of co-creating a community musical is aimed at bringing Overbrookers together to 
grow in mutual understanding and appreciation. More specifically, it aims to: 

• promote inclusion, cohesion and solidarity, through 

• celebrating diversity 

• building relationships 

• bridging the socio-economic divide 

• increasing racial/cultural understanding 

• promoting intergenerational activities 

• build pride of place, through 

• increasing community spirit and engagement 

• reducing isolation 

• enhancing a sense of belonging 

• increasing a sense of community safety 

• build capacity in community organizations, through 

• empowering individuals 

• showcasing talents 

• building leadership skills 

• promote and increase support for the arts in Overbrook 

• and in the process, have fun together! 
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Pre-Show 
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Show 
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Post-Show 

Photos by M. Parker  



For more information on the project 
or on the production,  
feel free to contact:  

Wendy Dennys: wdennys@sympatico.ca 
Diewke de Haen: diewkedehaen@outlook.com 
Eleanor Crowder: Eleanor.crowder@gmail.com 
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