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A Note from the Director
I remember when I was younger and I wanted to talk about real life issues 
with adults that there were many times when I was not welcomed. There 
was always this feeling of not being able to participate in dialogue or 
conversation because of my age. I was too young. I didn’t have enough 
life experience to have an opinion. What did I know about trauma at a 
young age? This is how I was made to feel on many occasions. It’s one of 
the reasons I fell in love with a Near West Theatre when I walked through 
the doors over 30 years ago; here was a place where adults wanted to hear 
from teens. Teens like me. My opinions, my thoughts and my ideas were 
valued not only as a person but as an artist. 

As we approached the beginning of this pandemic and quarantine, the 
first thing we wanted to do was reach out to our community and see how 
everyone was. We gathered together on our Circle Up calls over Zoom and 
checked in with everyone. Kids, teens, and adults alike. A safe space to share 
exactly where you were. The most interesting thing out of that experience 
was the fact that these young voices were uplifting and inspirational. Every 
concern they had was countered with a “we can get through this” and 
“things will be OK” approach. Their voices helped me. It inspired me to 
start having those bigger, more difficult conversations at my own dinner 
table, with my own kids so that there was a space where they could share 
their voices, their concerns, and their journey through all of this.  

This generation has something to say. I knew that whatever we were going 
to do first as a production had to be from their perspective. From their 
experiences, from them.  For 12 weeks, two nights a week, for one hour, we 
sat on Zoom calls and talked about what was happening in the world. Their 
fears, their journeys, and their lives. And here we are today ready to share 
that with you all.  I feel incredibly blessed to have had the opportunity to 
hear from them all and to see them grow as writers, poets, artists, and 
people. 

The icing on the cake was being able to work alongside other teaching artists 
who I value and respect so much for their work, and their voices. Olivia 
Zink was new to us this year but truly understands and values everything 
that we do and believes in our mission. Mariah, Darius, and Scott all grew 
up at NWT, so they understand what it’s like to be a young artist here. They 
were able to open up that same experience to these 30+ amazing kids. Jodi 
Kirk was one of our first teachers/directors at NWT who truly allowed us to 
have a voice at the table. She encouraged us to be seen AND heard. So to 



have all of them with me on this journey was another opportunity to come 
full circle as I continue on my NWT journey. We have so much to learn as 
artists in this new creative environment and I am excited to see what we 
come up with. And I will say this: nothing is going to be perfect. We can all 
look at the things we create and find imperfections and things we wish we 
would’ve done differently. I choose to take a chapter out of the book that 
has been created by these young artists: I choose to look ahead with hope. 
I choose to try to be a better person in this world. I choose to fight for what 
is right. I choose to grow. I choose LOVE.

With Gratitude,

Trinidad Snider, NWT Artistic Director



A Note from the Executive 
Director
Welcome to our production of Rise: The Isolation Project!

Evaluating opportunities for accessibility and inclusion has been a priority 
historically for Near West Theatre and continues today. Two years ago, we 
embarked on a strategic planning process that would become our roadmap 
for change, investments, and mission-centric growth for several years. We 
knew then that accessibility and inclusion were key values of our mission, 
and goals were created to ensure our commitment into our future. This 
included identifying and addressing barriers that may exist that limit 
participation or opportunities for engagement in everything we do.

This included our ticket prices.

We already had some of the lowest prices in town, but something never 
felt quite right. As I would engage our guests nightly, I couldn’t help but 
observe an unintentional economic barrier being created between our 
more expensive center section seats and our cheaper seats to the sides. Is 
this what we intended for our community? Are we truly being inclusive and 
accessible while limiting where our audience can sit? Wouldn’t we be more 
successful in creating a diverse community by finding a way to remove this 
economic segregation in our ticketing policies? Sometimes we face great 
challenges in balancing our need for revenue to sustain our mission versus 
our commitment to mission itself. 

So, last season we tested a “Pay What You Can” model of ticketing for 
one Thursday performance per production. We were humbled to see 
the response and all the new faces who joined our Near West Theatre 
community. We assessed this pilot to be a success, but there were also 
more questions and challenges brought forward. How do we truly embrace 
our commitment while limiting this policy to only one show per production? 
Are we truly equitable in piloting this initiative only during our traditionally 
lowest revenue night of the week? How can families take advantage of this 
policy on a weeknight?

We needed to take the leap and embrace the risk.

We are now committed to removing all barriers to audience engagement 
by extending this opportunity to every performance in our main season 
lineup, for every seat in the house, and every virtual performance. Our 



new model focuses on equity and meeting people where they are. We 
have set our standard ticket at a suggested price of $15 for any seat in 
the house. This is simply a reflection of a budgeting process defining what 
we would need to generate at 80% capacity compared to our investments 
on productions to break even. You are invited, and encouraged, to pay 
what you can afford – for some people that may be $5, for others it may 
be $25. Data shows that patrons will show up at a realistic level for their 
personal circumstance. We trust that this will hold true in our community 
as well, and we are excited to see what this does for our engagement in 
spite of the stressors of the pandemic.

When the time comes for in-person shows, the organization is eager to 
see how the new Pay What You Can access for every show will make all 
seats affordable for patrons. We are confident that by making the center 
seats available at any price, we will truly make our performances and 
entire theatre accessible to people and families of all financial means. Our 
community now has the opportunity of choosing any seats they like in an 
equitable and fair first-come, first-served basis.

When I first started at this organization three years ago, I went to an 
event and spent time getting to know George Hrbek – a founder and 
visionary along with Stephanie – who told me “Mike, I would have kept 
our ticket prices at $1 if I could.” That small statement told me a lot about 
our founders’ commitment to the mission of Near West Theatre and the 
community we serve. 

I can’t wait for the day we open our house to audiences again, and when 
we do, I will be standing by the box office and happily accept that $1 
from anyone who wishes to experience our love for community and the 
transformational power of live theatre.

We are thankful to have you join us and to continue serving our mission 
during the immense challenges we face. Our prayers are with you all. Please 
stay safe. Love your neighbors. Make good choices. Vote.

Enjoy the show!

Michael Obertacz, NWT Executive Director



“Returning to School”
Adapted by Darius Stubbs
Performed by Cora Barcelona, Gia  
Rose Barnes, and Jackson Kenny

“Letter to My Future Self”
Written and performed by Josh 
Mink

“Rise Up”

Song written by Andra Day and 
Jennifer Decilveo
Song performed by Andra Day

Choreographed by Hannah Duncan 
and Selina Hokello

Performed by Zain Abbas, Gia Rose 
Barnes, Maura Gillis, Selina Hokello, 
Marie Hunt, Jackson Kenny, Willa 
Kenny, Nia Lugo, Josh Mink, Olivia 
Moore, and Julia Ziel

Scenes
“What The World Needs Now”
Music by Burt Bacharach
Lyrics by Hal David
Performed by Margaretta Milgram
Accompaniment by Jordan Cooper

“I Am I Feel”
Written by the Cast
Adapted by Jodi Maile Kirk
Edited by Noah Hrbek

“Struggle”
Written and performed by Amaya 
Moore
Directed by Jodi Kirk

“Overcoming Racism”
Adapted by Jodi Maile Kirk
Edited by Noah Hrbek

Performed by Kyla Burks, Hannah 
Duncan, Zyaire Gale, Blessing Gee, 
Allison Gorman, Selina Hokello, 
Sophie Hull, Margaretta Milgram, 
and Sophie O’Leary

“Black Trans Women Lives Matter”
Written by Blessing Gee and Sophie 
Hull
Adapted by Darius Stubbs

Performed by Blessing Gee, Selina 
Hokello, Sophie Hull, Genevieve 
Vancisin, and Landon Vincel
Directed by Darius Stubbs





GET TO KNOW THE CAST
Zain Abbas is thrilled to be a part of Rise: The Isolation Project. He is a 6th grader 
at Dover Intermediate School in Westlake, Ohio. He has performed in many 
shows, including The Addams Family, Robin Hood, Oliver! and many more. He 
loves to draw and talk on discord in his free time. He would like to thank Trinidad 
and everyone who participated in Rise.

Cora Barcelona is ecstatic to be participating in Rise for the first time! Before the 
pandemic, she played roles such as Jojo in Seussical the Musical, Helena Landless 
in The Mystery of Edwin Drood, and Gavroche in Les Miserables. She has also been 
a writer for The Lunch Bunch (Brooklyn Film Festival) and Zombie Lake. At the Beck 
Center she has studied acting, improv, musical theater, and dance. She enjoys 
history and criminology, and hopes to one day be a historian in London. Thanks to 
Near West Theatre for helping to brighten up quarantine!

This is Gia Rose Barnes’s third production with Near West, and it is still filled with 
the excitement and adventure that she experienced during her first show. She is 
unbelievably proud of her fellow cast mates for the hard work and effort they’ve 
all put in. Gia is honored to be able to work with such amazing people, and can’t 
wait to see what the future holds for her journey with Near West Theatre.

Avalon Bayley, an 8th grader at Albert Einstein Academy, has loved being on stage 
since performing a ventriloquist act to It’s Raining Tacos in the school talent show 
in 4th grade. Last season she had her first professional role as an understudy in A 
Christmas Story at Playhouse Square. In 2019 she also had a lead in Pajama Party 
at the Clague Playhouse, a small part in La Boheme at the Ohio Theatre Playhouse 
Square and as a dancer for the L-Train Brass Band (the performance ensemble of 
The Brooklyn Brass Band Collective) in the Coney Island Mermaid Parade in NYC. 
She has studied at Tri-C’s Vocal Arts Mastery Program, and is currently a member 
of the TriC Honors Orchestra. Her favorite performances and experiences have 
been as a member of Near West Theatre’s Rise program for nearly three years 
as well as the Detroit Shoreway Youth Chorus.  She wants everyone she meets to 
know that her favorite musical is Hamilton, and she will challenge you to a duel in 
any lyric from the show.

Kyla Burks is 18 and has been performing with NWT since she was 6 years old. 
She’s done a few shows with here, including: The Wiz (2009) and Into the Woods 
(2011). In 2018 Kyla was able to preform in the musical Aida as Aida in 2018 here 
at Near West. Kyla has also done shows with Broadview Spotlights Theatre. She’s 
played in the ensemble in Evita (2016), played the character Levora in Disaster! 
and played Chloe in Be More Chill in 2018. A year later Kyla was able to play Aida 
in the musical Aida once more at Akron Civic Theatre. The last show she had done 
before COVID-19 was Ragtime at Broadview Spotlights Theatre where she played 
Sarah. Kyla is so happy that Near West allowed her to find an outlet during these 
hard times and hopes for everyone to feel enlightened and or rejuvenated after 
watch Rise: The Isolation Project. Hope you enjoy the show!

Hannah Duncan couldn’t be more excited to be (virtually) back at NWT 



participating in Rise: The Isolation Project. Hannah is a 17-year-old senior at 
Kirtland High School who spends most of her free time training pre-professional 
in various dance styles at Savelli Dance. She has performed in numerous NWT 
shows as well as choreographing the show, The Mystery of Edwin Drood. Prior, 
Hannah had assistant-choreographed The Addams Family and constantly involves 
herself in shows by volunteering and supporting from the audience. Hannah is 
proud to be a part of this project that amplifies the voices of today’s youth.

This is Zyaire Gale’s fourth production at Near West! They love participating on 
stage and behind the scenes. From joining Youth Choir to coming to rehearsals 
Near West has always been a special place for them. They would love to thank 
their friends and Trinidad for making this production a reality!

Blessing Gee is 16-years-old and a junior in high school and Rise: The Isolation 
Project is her 9th production at Near West Theatre. Onstage, her previous shows 
at Near West Theatre were Xanadu, Beauty and the Beast, Aida, Newsies, Carnival, 
Anyone Can Whistle, and The Addams Family. She has also done crew for a few 
shows at Near West Theatre. She was also in the production of Aida at Akron Civic 
Theatre. She is super excited that she participated in the production and can’t 
wait for everyone to see it!

Maura Gillis is a 7th grader at Mayer Middle school in Fairview Park. This is Maura’s 
third year performing at NWT, but Rise: The Isolation Project is her first virtual 
show. You might have recently seen her in The Mystery of Edwin Drood, Big Fish, 
and The Addams Family. Maura would like to thank Trinidad and everyone else 
that made this amazing project possible! She would also like to thank her mom 
for allowing Maura to interrupt her work time so could use her mom’s computer! 
Maura hopes you enjoy this unique performance!

Allison “Al” Gorman is in 11th grade at John Hay Science and Medicine and 
wants to pursue Industrial Design. She has been featured in The Mystery of Edwin 
Drood as Horcas and her first show at Near West was Spring Awakening running 
spotlights. This is Allison’s 6th show with Near West; Allison has now done three 
shows as crew and three acting in the shows. Allison would like to say: “I prefer 
the term fabulously weird.” – Alex Ferriro.  

Breeana Hehnen is 10 years old and this is her first show at Near West Theatre. 
She is excited for the play to come out, and looks forward to doing more things 
with the theatre in the future. This is going to be the best!

Selina Hokello was happy to have the opportunity to take part in Rise this summer. 
She is 15-years-old and now attends Laurel School, entering into the 10th grade 
this school year. She has been in Anyone Can Whistle and The Mystery of Edwin 
Drood, making this her third project here at Near West. She has also been cast as 
Cassandra in her school’s production of Trojan Women. She would like to thank all 
of those who are able to witness the true magic of theatre, and hope you enjoy 
Near West as much as she does.

Marie Hunt is an 8th grade student participating in Near West Theatre’s Rise: The 
Isolation Project. She attends Bay Middle School in Bay Village, Ohio. Marie has 
taken many acting classes at The Beck Center for the Arts and has some musical 





experience. School has also allowed her to perform in school concerts with the 
Chamber Choir and Band. Outside of theatre Marie enjoys drawing, using her 
laptop and phone, dance, tennis, swimming, and being busy. Marie really enjoys 
being a part of NWT and is grateful to them for having her in their shows and 
inviting her into their programs. These acting experiences have really benefited 
Marie.

Jackson Kenny is ecstatic to take part in his fourth production at NWT, in Rise: The 
Isolation Project!!! Previous NWT credits include Anyone Can Whistle (Pilgrim/
Ensemble), The Addams Family (Ancestor) and The Mystery of Edwin Drood 
(Reverend Crisparkle/Cedric Moncrieff). Jackson is twelve years old (which is hard 
to believe, he knows), goes to Menlo Park Academy, and loves anything that has 
to do with performance. He would like to thank his friends, family, and the entire 
cast and production team of Rise: The Isolation Project!!! Now sit back, and enjoy 
the virtual show!

Willa Kenny is thrilled to be making her NWT debut in Rise: The Isolation Project! 
She has been performing at The Beck Center since she was nine, and some of 
her favorite roles are Danni in The Trials of Robin Hood, Oompa Loompa #1 in 
Willy Wonka Jr. and orphan/pickpocket in Oliver! Other than theater, Willa enjoys 
writing and spending time with friends and family. She’d like to thank her family 
and NWT for this amazing opportunity! Remember to mask up and stay safe!

Nia Lugo is a freshman at Saint Joseph Academy and was recently seen as Rosa 
Bud in The Mystery of Edwin Drood at NWT. Outside of theatre she participates in 
volleyball and Model United Nations. She is so excited to share this amazing and 
heartfelt project with you and hopes you enjoy the show!!

Margaretta Milgram is a junior at Shaker Heights High School, and is so excited to 
be working with everyone at Near West Theatre again for Rise! She was previously 
seen as an ancestor in last year’s fall youth production of The Addams Family, as 
well as having participated in a couple of other small events for the theatre, such 
as the open house and Coffee and the Arts. This is her second show at Near West 
and her 10th show overall—she has also done shows at Heights Youth Theatre 
and at Shaker Heights High School. In her free time, Margaretta likes to sing, draw, 
and play the ukulele. She has been singing for all her life, and earlier this year, 
she started taking vocal lessons with Cynthia O’Connell. Margaretta would like to 
thank her friends, family, Trinidad, Jodi, Darius, Mariah, and everyone else at Near 
West—both in the staff and the community—for giving her the chance to partake 
in this wonderful production, and for being endlessly supportive. Enjoy the show!

Josh Mink is a sophomore at Shaker Heights High School. Josh likes to play tennis, 
write, film, perform, and help around his community. Josh has performed in 
fifteen shows, with six at Near West, including Anyone Can Whistle (Treasurer 
Cooley), and The Addams Family (Uncle Fester). Josh also performs with the SHHS 
Theater Department, Heights Youth Theatre, Radio on the Lake Theatre, and the 
John Carroll University Summer Theater Camp. He is very happy to be a part of 
Rise: The Isolation Project during this pandemic pandemonium. Josh wants to 
thank the Near West team who made this possible! Stay safe everyone and wear 
your masks!



Amaya Moore is bursting with jubilation to be a part of this production! She is a 
14-year-old 9th grader at Saint Joseph Academy, who has done several previous 
productions in this wonderful theatre including, Anyone Can Whistle, Newsies, 
and The Mystery of Edwin Drood as the Chairman, etc. Her first production at 
Near West was in 2014, in Jesus Christ Superstar. Besides acting, she also enjoys 
writing short stories, making stickers, and listening to reggae music! She would 
like to thank Near West Theatre for always giving her a sense of comfort and 
inspiration in her darkest moments.

Olivia Moore is thrilled to perform in her 5th or 6th Near West Theater production! 
She is a 10-year-old 5th grader at Our Lady of Mount Carmel, Ohio. She has 
participated in Carnival in the  Near West, and has been participating in the rise 
programs. She loves performing in front of a crowd and enjoys being in a play and 
program.

Sophie O’Leary is a 15-year-old sophomore at Saint Joseph Academy. Rise is her 
fifteenth show at Near West Theatre, and she is so grateful to be a part of such 
an incredible organization. She has had an amazing experience doing Rise: The 
Isolation Project with so many old and new friends. She can’t wait for everyone 
to hear the voices of her and her friends and see the wonderful art they made. 
Enjoy!

Sophie Hull couldn’t be more excited to call the Rise project her last youth 
production at NWT! Sophie is entering her junior year at John Hay, and is on her 
way to becoming a driver. Though she has been with NWT since she was nine, she 
was most recently seen as Princess Puffer in The Mystery of Edwin Drood. Along 
with being in fourteen shows throughout the years, she has also helped build the 
sets of Chess and Spring Awakening. Besides spending time at NWT, Sophie is 
embroidering, painting, and playing with her 3-year-old bestie, Greta. Enjoy sis!

Mather Taseff is excited to be a part of Rise: The Isolation Project! He was 
previously in the cast of Anyone Can Whistle, The Addams Family and The Mystery 
of Edwin Drood, all at Near West Theatre. A resident of Ohio City, and sixth grader 
at Lakewood Catholic Academy, Mather enjoys soccer, making movies, playing the 
violin and drawing. He is thrilled to be working with the amazing cast of Rise and 
wishes to thank his friends, family and the director. Enjoy the show!!

Genevieve (Evie) Vancisin is thrilled to be part of the Rise: The Isolation Project at 
Near West Theatre. She is homeschooled and in the 7th grade. She enjoys acting 
and has gone to several acting camps and workshops, most notably Baldwin 
Wallace’s theater camp. In addition to acting, she enjoys writing and researching 
greek mythology. She would like to thank her parents for being supportive of her 
dream.

Landon Vincel is excited to perform in his second Near West performance! He 
is an 11-year-old in 5th grade at Menlo Park Academy in Cleveland, Ohio. He 
has acted in one Near West performance, in the cast of Big Fish. He also enjoys 
reading and playing games with his family. He would like to thank Near West for 
the ability to be part of its wonderful community.

Jacob Yankow is a 12-year-old 7th grader at Ruffing Montessori. In his free time 




