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As the classic tale of Mary 
Poppins and her adventures 
with the Banks children 
unfolded on the Highland 
Hills Middle School stage two 
weeks ago, a whole other story 
took place backstage. Dozens 
of middle schoolers and high 
schoolers alike rushed around in 
preparation to put together and 
lead the scenes on stage. Th ough 
it was never seen from the 
audience, the organized chaos 
of technical theatre is necessary 
to keep any show in order.

Every year, the best and 
brightest of every grade of FC’s 
tech theatre lead the middle 
school tech students in putting 
their show together and making 
it run backstage. Th ese high 
school mentors take pride in 
teaching their younger peers the 
ropes. Since the program began 
in 2013, it has allowed students 
in the schools to begin their 
technical experience early on.

Senior Devin Stock got 
started in tech theatre through 
this program, and has now 
spent the last fi ve years of his life 
working with tech. He began his 
technical experience in middle 
school, and he fi nished with 

being scenic designer for the 
show. He was excited to pass on 
his knowledge to the program 
that gave him his start.

 “Th is being my senior year, 
I decided I’d rather do this show 
than another show. I wanted to 
work with the kids. I thought 
they could use the mentoring, 
for the people who wanted to 
build, and I just enjoy working 
with them. Th ey are going to be 
the future of this department 
so they deserve some good 
mentoring,” said Stock.

Freshman Jason Tarr also 
began theatre as a middle 
schooler at HHMS. As lighting 
designer for Mary Poppins Jr.,
he focused on mentoring the 
students who will be the future 
of FC’s lighting department. 

“I’ve been showing the 
middle schoolers specifi c types 
of cables, showing them how to 
run spotlights and the board as 
well as just what lighting is all 
about. I’m kind of helping them 
build a foundation for them so if 
they want to expand their career 
into high school,” said Tarr.

Th e mentors each had 
to balance the experience of 
teaching the middle school 
students with the necessity of 
getting their production work 
done. All noticed the added 
challenge of Mary Poppins 
opening a week earlier than is 
customary of the HHMS shows. 
Th is balancing act and time 
crunch taught the FC students 
many valuable lessons in 
concepts like time management 
and pressured them to set a good 
example of focus for the younger 
students. Junior Grace Kempf, 
stage manager for the show, 
specifi cally highlighted the 
importance of communication.

“I’ve learned that that’s very 

important during this show, just 
because we had to get things 
done so fast that you always 
need to be up to date with your 
director and always be checking 
in to make sure that what you’re 
doing is exactly the way that he 
wants it so you don’t have to it 
again,” said Kempf.

Th e high schoolers are careful 
to not do everything. Th e 
middle schoolers are incredibly 
eager to learn, so the mentors 
are happy to teach.  Th e mentors 
note the middle schoolers’ great 
enthusiasm and zeal for the tech 
work, so whenever possible, they 
step back and let the middle 
schoolers run the show.

“It’s just nice being able to 
let them experience it as well. 
Because the high schoolers 
could do all of the work, but the 
thing is we like to let the middle 
schoolers work on this kind of 
stuff  because they really enjoy it, 
and not all of them want to be 
out there onstage, but they all 
really enjoy being backstage and 
creating those relationships,” 
said Kempf.

Technical director Jared 
Willis has a diff erent perspective 
on the experience for the high 
school students: he observed 
that as they were teaching, they 
developed a deep understanding 
of what they were teaching. He 
thinks this is incredibly valuable 
to the high school students.

“Th e mentor program 
allows the high schoolers 
the opportunity to teach. In 
teaching, you learn just as much 
that you didn’t know as solely 
a student. So giving them the 
opportunity to go down and 
pass on not only their passion 
for what they do, their love for 
what they do, but also their 
knowledge. And from that 

they get to grow so much in 
that experience as well,” said 
technical director Jared Willis.

Balancing teaching and 
working on the show can also 
be diffi  cult, with plenty of hard 
work and many late nights, 
but like Kempf mentioned, 
communication keeps things 
organized and working in tip 
top shape. 

After all the hard work and 
late nights comes the fi nal 
product. And none of it could 
have happened without the 

technical crew. Willis turned 
to the show to explain their 
importance: they may rarely 
be seen,  but just like chimney 
sweeps of Edwardian times they 
keep the whole city running- or 
at least the whole show.

“We may look a motley crew, 
smudged with tar and grime,” 
said Willis, quoting words from 
the show’s big tap number, “Step 
in Time.” “But when you need a 
helping hand, we try to step in 
just in time.”
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JUNIOR GRACE KEMPF looks over the playbill during a dress rehearsal that 
took place on April 11, 2019 at Highland Hills Middle School.
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