Juneau Arts and Humanities Council – Juneau School District
PARTNERS IN EDUCATION

2009-10 TEACHING ARTIST PROFILE and APPLICATION
Name

Merry Ellefeson

Address:

P.O. Box 258, Douglas, AK 99824

Phone Number: (907) 586-1692
Email Address:

merryellefson@aol.com

Preferred Method for contact: email or phone
I am available to work/teach
________ in 1 - 2 week residency period only
________ can work 1 day/week for a month or more
1.

__X___ I am flexible, could work different times
_____ could work part days, different times

Arts Education and/or Arts Background

I moved to Juneau in 1990 to work with Perseverance Theatre (PT) after completing my M.A. at the
University of MN in English and Drama. In addition to working in development, I began playwriting in 1991. Over
the years, I’ve written “adult” plays produced at PT which include LOST IN KUBLA KHAN, BEAR TALES
FROM THE GREAT LAND, and VOYAGE, a play carved from interviews with Filipino Alaskans. However, in
collaboration with SEARCH and PT I worked to create Teen X-Press theatre in the early 90’s. This project was
designed to give teens a way to share their stories, challenges and ideas with the Juneau community. We developed
a concept to create and present plays, based on workshops with diverse youth ranging from 6 wks to 6 months
(depending on the project and the year). I wrote three plays based on workshops with the teenagers, working closely
with directors who included Rahz Brown and Jamie McLean : TIP OF THE TONGUE, CIRCLING THE DREAM
(co-created with Tom LInklater) and EVERYDAY ANGELS.
Each summer, PT partners with Sealaska to develop a Tlingit-inspired play for our intensive summer
training for youth (10-18), and I have written THE WOMAN WHO MARRIED THE BEAR, advised by Ernestine
Hayes, SEA OF STRENGTH (based on the Strong Man Story) and I recently completed Kooshda Kaa: Stories of
the Land Otter for the August, 2009 program. During March-April of 2009 I worked closely with Paula Saviko’s
second grade class at Gastineau School as they studied the history of Douglas.
From their work and with the support of Tlingit specialists, I created Xatak’ aan: The Land Behind the
Little Island, which the second grade class rehearsed and performed as a reader’s theatre piece with director Anni
Stokes. The class performed 4 shows at Perseverance Theatre. From this fulfilling experience, and from feedback
with other teachers re: a creative way to study a subject, I became inspired to build more plays, supplementing
curricula, in conjunction with interested teachers.
•

ART FORM(s) and AGE OF STUDENTS you are interested in working with.

I am a playwright and hope to work closely with a teacher and her class to turn the study of a subject (the universe,
the history of Douglas, healthy lifestyles, etc) into a play, adding the literacy and theatre skills (focus, team
work, discipline, interpretation, acting, etc) components to this course study. Depending on the outcome
(theatre production, staged reading, workshop, etc) my work could ultimately be in collaboration with the
teacher and a director.
I prefer to work with students from second grade to 8th grade.
What themes, concepts, experiences do you want to share with students?
I want the students to understand how valuable their ideas and insights are as they study a subject… and in
creating a play inspired by their work, they will gain a better understanding of a play (character, plot, conflict,
intention, etc) as well as the skills mentioned above. Mostly, I hope to set up an environment with a teacher that is
•
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about helping each student succeed, which varies but includes improving reading skills, memorizing lines, or
learning more about the specific subject through drama.
4. Prior Teaching Experiences (apart from residencies).
In addition to my answers in the first question, I have taught playwriting workshops for Perseverance (Mt.
Edgecombe, Petersburg).
I have served as the JDHS cross country coach for the last 8 years and am one of the Team Alaska
Snowshoeing coaches (athletes aged 13-19).
I created a summer camp, supported by the Racquet Club, for girls aged 10-13 called “Exploring your
world through running and writing.”
I have served as a parent volunteer for PE Teacher Dirk Miller at Gastineau, helping with skiing and
running.
5. Why do you want to teach the arts in Juneau schools?
As my son grows (he’s nearly 9) I am more involved in the schools and want to merge my theatre interests
with classroom work. I want to help students learn more about themselves, their subjects and theatre, and I want to
share with them this artistic perspective (the dramatic lens). I want to introduce students to theatre, to their home
professional theatre (Perseverance) and to invite them further into this magical world, created in part by their work
and thoughts. Mostly, after working with students from 8-19 over the last 15 years I want to help build self-esteem,
and like sports, theatre is a perfect avenue to help students succeed in various ways.
•

Past Experience with Artist in the Schools residencies:

None to Date: _X_

•

Have you been part of the Juneau Teaching Artist workshop series?
_______Yes, whole series
______ Yes, some of the workshops

•

3 REFERENCES
1. Shona Strauser, Education Director, PT, Shona@perseverancetheatre.org, 364-2421, ex 1
2. Paula Savikko, savikkop@jsd.k12.ak.us 463-1999 (once school starts)
3. Anni Stokes stokesa@jsd.k12.ak.us 586-2852, 463-1999

•

Other Comments that help illuminate your work or life as an artist???

____X_ No, not yet

I want to invest time with youth to explore and just be curious. I love the way young people understand themselves
and their world. I love their insights and their ideas.
I am committed to working for a healthier and more equitable community, be that through art or sports. In 2003 I
was honored as an AWARE Woman of Distinction for my contributions to women and children in Juneau. That
award is priceless to me because it was instigated by a group of teenage girls.
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