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Building Skills, One Scene at a Time: Theater
Education in CCSD Schools

Charleston, SC (September 17, 2025) - Charleston County School District (CCSD) provides in-
depth creative arts opportunities for its more than 51,000 students, including various theatre
programs. CCSD boasts a diverse student population, so the arts programs offered throughout
the county are plentiful.

Research proves that arts education helps students develop critical thinking and problem-
solving skills, increases imagination and creativity, fosters discipline, and much more.

CCSD is proud to provide extensive theater programs across the district.

“Theater is a mirror to society, and in education, it becomes a powerful tool to build empathy,
creativity, and confidence—helping students not just learn about the world, but understand their
place in it,” explained Dr. Shelly Goughnour, the district’s Assistant Academic Director for Visual
and Performing Arts.

In celebration of National Arts in Education Week (celebrated during the second full week of
September), CCSD spotlights various programs across the district.

E.B. Ellington Elementary School

Elizabeth Watson knows that theater/drama is not for everyone, but for the students in her
class, she looks at it as a full-circle education opportunity.

“l integrate what they're learning in the classroom with what we’re learning in drama class,” said
Watson, who is in her fourth year at E.B. Elington Elementary School. “We also act out real-life
scenarios so they can explore their emotions and reactions.”

Currently, students are learning what Tableau is, and fourth-grade student Tanelia Park said
this has been her favorite part.

“We’re learning about beginning, middle, and end,” said Parker. “Drama is my favorite class
because we are learning acting skills by practicing every day, and | love acting.”
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Watson built the program from the ground up over the last four years and has enjoyed watching
the children strengthen their skills and evolve over time. Now they are on the center stage and
confident in both the acting and technical aspects of drama.

Fourth grader Taylor Doctor likes drama because it's a way to be the star of the show and be in
the spotlight.

“We're learning new things each year, and it is fun performing in front of the school and our
families,” said Doctor. “We are also learning to use skills like communication and teamwork
because you have to be good at both to perform together in a big production.”

Watson is also proud of the partnership E.B. Ellington has formed with Charleston Stage, which
runs camps for the students and assists with preparations and rehearsals for the spring musical.
She said the residency complements her program by having teaching artists in the building
working with the students. It also gives her an opportunity to learn from other teaching
professionals.

“It has been rewarding to build the drama program here at Ellington,” said Watson. “This is my
passion, and my principal is very supportive of the arts. Principal (James) Dallas has allowed
me to craft my own curriculum and take the lead, which, in a way, has built my own confidence.
As | build upon myself, | am better able to build upon my students, who are now capable of
participating in a full-scale production - something they can be proud of. We took the baby steps
together and now we’re ready for the big show this year.”

Buist Academy

The theater program at Buist Academy is only in its second year and is being built from the
ground up by former professional actor and dancer, Heather Todd-Schlieper. Born and raised in
England, she immersed herself in performance arts at a very young age. Through the years, her
interest in becoming a teacher grew, and after brief stints in New Jersey, she arrived in
Charleston County School District as a theater instructor at Thomas C. Cario Middle School.
After five years at Cario, Todd-Schlieper was chosen to lead the program at Buist.

“It's a very unique program because most of the students here have known each other for many
years, having started attending the school together at a young age,” said Todd-Schlieper. They
easily trust each other and can let their guard down. Because of their confidence in themselves
and each other, we are able to do advanced plays. These students want to learn, and they have
a thirst for knowledge.”

Meyer Fairfield and her classmate Maddie Beatty have different goals when it comes to future
acting opportunities, but they agree that they have learned a great deal in Todd-Schlieper’s
class and have made new friends and strengthened existing friendships. They also agree that
they’ve gained confidence and other soft skills that will be beneficial in their futures.
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Todd-Schlieper said that acting and theatre overall do teach communication skills, as well as
self-assuredness, empathy, and humility.

“The key to being onstage with other actors is strong leadership skills,” she added.
Isabella Mitchell, who is Student Council President and House Leader. As a new student at
Buist, that is an important milestone for the eighth grader who hopes to continue acting, singing,

and a combination of both in high school in college.

“I have a long love for the arts,” said Mitchell. “Being on stage is a thrill. | am gaining confidence
in Mrs. Todd-Schlieper’s class, and | feel like | have a place here at Buist.”

Max Van Newkirk has been in the program for the last two years and says that what he has
learned is the ability to think on the spot and improvise.

“I want to pursue law, and what | have learned in this class will help me in the courtroom,” said
Van Newkirk. “Most importantly, | think theater is good for developing your personality and for

your mental health.”

Todd-Schlieper said she could not be more impressed with her students, all of whom she hopes
will change the world.

“They all have the power to do it,” added Todd-Schlieper.

Wando High School

Clyde Moser is in his third year as the theatre director of Wando High School. He has watched
the program grow by leaps and bounds and is proud that he can pour into students the
knowledge he learned through the years as a professional actor.

A College of Charleston graduate, Moser is active in several professional theater groups. He
earned his M.A.T. in Performing Arts so that he could also be an instructor. His passion for the
art is what drives him.

“My program is special because of the students,” said Moser. “We can put on high-caliber
shows because of the students and their talent and technique.”

Senior Mia Bott has known Moser since she was five years old. She began performing at a
young age, alongside Moser, and was thrilled to learn he would be her instructor in high school.
Bott plans to pursue musical theater in college, and she is confident there is a professional
career pathway around the corner.
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“I have seen what our alumni have gone on to do, and that is thanks to Mr. Moser’s training and
the doors he has opened for us,” said Bott. “I look forward to the Great Gatsby and Chicago
productions we are doing this year, because they will prepare me for each next step.”

Wando’s theater program is an all-encompassing one where students learn everything about
being on stage and everything it takes behind the scenes to make a production come to life.

“| teach as if this were a Career and Technical Education (CTE) course, because if my students
are interested, | can open up doors for them in the professional world so they can pursue a
career in performance arts,” said Moser.

A theater is a magical place that Moser describes as somewhere you enter and suspend
disbelief.

“Anything can happen in a theater,” said Moser. “You can have flying monkeys. You can turn
make-believe into a reality - if only for a moment.”

Bott's classmate Kay Lowe enjoys the technical aspect of the class and the communications
skills she is learning. She also enjoys being a stage manager and an assistant director.

“Learning the technical skills is so important, but it's the community that we are building in this
class that is the most important to me,” said Lowe. “I love getting to know my classmates and
am proud to call them my friends.”

The program is also a place where students are learning transferable skills that they can apply
in classes and real life.

“I want my student to strive for Broadway, but if someone does not ultimately want to pursue
theatre as a career, they can certainly leave this classroom with confidence, communication
skills, and motivation to successfully pursue whatever is next for them,” added Moser.

Either way, Moser said, theater class at Wando is a place to play, heal, and escape.

The theater community in Charleston is a tight-knit group, and even more so among CCSD
theatre instructors. Those strong connections have been invaluable because of the support and
resources that are so willingly shared among each program.

For more information, contact the Office of Communications at (843) 937-6303.
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Charleston County School District (CCSD) is a nationally accredited school district committed to providing equitable and quality
educational opportunities for all its students. CCSD is the second-largest school system in South Carolina and represents a unique
blend of urban, suburban, and rural schools spanning 1,300 square miles along the coast. CCSD serves approximately 50,000
students in 88 schools and specialized programs.

CCSD offers a diverse portfolio of educational options and specialized programs delivered to the students of CCSD through
neighborhood, magnet, IB (international baccalaureate), Montessori, and charter schools and programs. Rich educational
opportunities for students include programs in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM); music and other creative
and performing arts; career and technical preparation programs; military; dual credit; and many more.
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