
AXS ENTERTAINMENT / ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT / PERFORMING ARTS

For Cleveland's youth, CPT takes a STEP in
the right direction
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We all take steps in our lives. Some steps are big, and some are small. Some steps go forward, and

some take us backwards. Regardless, all steps take us on a journey, and Cleveland Public Theatre

(CPT) has been guiding local youth in their own lives for two decades via the Student Theatre

Enrichment Program, or STEP.

CPT’s Director of Education, Chris Seibert, chatted with Examiner.com about this important program

that’s shaping the young people in the Cleveland area through arts education.

Kate Miller: How did STEP begin? I see that it started in 1995. What was the inspiration for it? Who

drove the process? 

Chris Seibert: Raymond Bobgan, who is now CPT’s executive artistic director, started STEP in 1995

with CPT founder James Levin. Since its inception the idea behind STEP was to create a mastery-

based theatre arts and job training program for low-income Cleveland teens who have limited access

to the performing arts. Teens train five days a week under the guidance of professional artist-mentors.

The 8-week process culminates in the creation of an original play that is shared with the community

through a series of free performances.

KM: How has STEP changed in 20 years? 
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CS: We used to run STEP 9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., but when we looked at the research that explored

when youth are more likely to engage in risky behaviors, we realized it was much better to run the

program in the afternoons and evenings – this helps the teens avoid unfocused downtime, and

instead, dedicate their energy to something positive that will serve them long-term. Another huge

change to the program was in 2004 when we committed to creating outdoor performances (instead

of indoor shows) that would tour to Cleveland city parks. This provides the teens with the opportunity

to literally go beyond their comfort zone. Some teens experience fear when entering a neighborhood

that is not their own. I tell them, “You have a right to be here, and you have something important to

share. Think of yourself as an arts ambassador.’”

KM: Tell me about your STEP group this year. Who are they? What are their hopes? Challenges?

Strengths? 

CS: The current group of youth come from all over Cleveland, representing the majority of the 17

wards. They are ages 14 to 19. Many of them come to us with a spark of talent in one particular

discipline. That’s great. But on the first day we make it clear that they will have to train in all areas –

writing, acting, vocal work, dance, and tech – so that they completely broaden their skill set. For many

of them, this is also their first job so they will be learning a ton about teamwork, creative problem

solving, timeliness, and project follow-through.

KM: What do you personally like most about being involved with this program? 

CS: Around the age of 10 I began learning the craft of theatre. Because I have over 30 years of

training and experience, I feel I have a lot to offer. I have worked with so many people – children to

adults, most with no previous experience – and I honestly believe there is an artist inside all of us.

You don’t have to be a star to speak proudly, sing a song with your heart, move your body in a way

that brings you joy, or write your truth. These things are our birthright. I love giving teens a space

where they can feel safe enough to explore their inherent creativity and then crafting all that beautiful

work into something for the larger community.

KM: How do the students benefit most from STEP? How does the community benefit from STEP? 

CS: Teens tell me they feel like CPT is their second home and I think it’s because they are surrounded

by adults and peers who see them as whole, growing, complex individuals with something to offer the

world. Community members ask me, “Where did you get those amazing kids? They’re so focused!”

And I love telling them, they’re just regular kids from your community. When people realize that, I

think it creates a tremendous sense of community pride and a belief in our city’s youth.

KM: Are there similar programs to this in other cities, states? Do you ever coordinate with them? 

CS: We are the longest-running arts-based job training program for teens in Cleveland. This summer

will be our 21st year. I have seen the excellent work of other programs here in Cleveland and in other

cities and all I can say is, MORE. Please more. So many Cleveland youth could benefit from early work

experience, mentors who care, and an opportunity to develop their immense potential.

KM: What other experiences do STEP students have? 



CS: STEP students recently lent their talents to a special opportunity facilitated by Partnership for a

Safer Cleveland and led by Lisa Thurau and her organization, Strategies for Youth. Through her

program, Policing the Teen Brain, STEP youth engaged in role-plays with 30 members of the

Cleveland Division of Police to provide officers with the information and skills they need to more

effectively interact with youth.

KM: What should we expect to see from them this year? 

CS: The City of Cleveland’s Mayor’s Office of Sustainability has designated 2015 the Year of Clear

Water. This summer, youth will be creating an original play around the themes of water, sustainability,

and the relationship humans have to this most valuable resource. The performance will run August 4-

14. Our website, www.cptonline.org, will have all the touring information.

For more information about STEP and other programs offered by CPT, visit www.cptonline.org. Get

involved! Volunteer, donate, or be an audience member - all of this helps support the arts, and

promotes CPT's work within the northeast Ohio community.

Kate Klotzbach
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