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Cara Greene Epstein: Hi guys. Great to see you. I'm going to have everyone introduce 
themselves, I’ll introduce myself, and then maybe because it's just us, you guys can introduce 
yourselves. Then we can speak more specifically to our experience, but also the experience that 
you guys are having, and make this more of a communal discussion. So that will be great. 

I'm Cara. I'm an actor, director, writer, producer and teaching artist in Chicago. I do film and 
theatre. I've only been in Chicago for four years. I was in New York before that. I work primarily 
with Steppenwolf, Writers Theatre and Lookingglass in town. 

The way that I come to the panel - and then we'll have everyone introduce themselves - is, I 
think, in a very parent-friendly way. I was dropping my daughter off at pre-K and I was taking my 
other son home in the stroller. And as I was walking by these two moms talking, I heard one of 
them say, 'and I direct theatre...' and I literally was like [screeching brakes sound], back up the 
stroller. 'Hi. You're in theatre and you're a parent in Chicago? How do you do that? How does 
that work?' And that's how I met Lydia. And we started talking--

Lydia Milman Schmidt: No, you mean I followed you home.

CGE: She followed me home. She was rocking a double stroller with two twins, having just 
dropped her son off. So we started talking about how do you make it work, and how does that 
happen, and how can we better support? So that was sort of the genesis of how this began. I 
have a daughter who's 5 1/2 and I have son who's almost 3. So that's me. 

I'm going to ask each of our panelists to introduce themselves, how they're connected to 
Chicago theatre, who their children are. And then also, if you guys can think of it - and Coya, 
this is going to be a surprise one for you, so feel free to pass because you weren't here when I 
prepped it earlier - skill that you feel like you've gained as a parent that helps you in the theatre. 
I feel like it's always really obvious how our theatre training helps us as parents, but how does 
being a parent - is there a way that that's made you a stronger theatre practitioner? 

For me, mine is that since I've become a parent, one thing that's been helpful is I have greater 
empathy and understanding for villains, because I sort of see them as regular people who have 
been pushed to extraordinary circumstances, which I think happens a lot as a parent. Also I can 
say, what would make me act this way? What would make my daughter, or my son or my 
husband act this way? I just have more humans that I live with all the time and I'm in direct 
contact with.

Ann Joseph: Hi, good afternoon. My name is Ann Joseph and I've been living and working here 
in Chicago for 16 years. I am a theatre artist, I also am a teaching artist, and I also teach at 
Loyola University. I have two daughters. My oldest is 9 and my youngest is 5. I think since 
having children I have become a more emotionally accessible actress. I don't know if it's 
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because I want to cry all the time [laughter], I do, but there's something about when you think of 
your kids that just opens you up to raw, honest, true emotions. When I think of my daughters 
sometimes I feel like I almost just want to cry from happiness because they're so fantastic. 

Coya Paz: My name is Coya Paz. I am the artistic director of the Free Street Theatre, 
established in 1969. I don't know why I always feel like I have to throw that in that we're in year 
47. I also teach full-time at the Theatre School at DePaul University. I have one daughter who is 
7. I think that one of the things being a parent has done is make me more interested in work-life 
balance, which is good for me, but I think it's also good for the people that I work with that are 
much more attentive to building things in a timeframe that allows us all to feel kind of sane and 
human than the like, 'go, go, go, go. We're gonna do this till 4:00 in the morning. See you at 
7:00' that I used to do. 

Erica Sartini-Combs: Hi, I'm Erica Sartini-Combs, and I am the associate casting director over at 
Goodman Theatre. Formally I used to run Two Birds Casting, which was a storefront, non-union, 
mid-size Equity house freelance casting company. My husband is an actor. I only have one 
daughter, who is 19 months old. I think since becoming a parent, the skill that I think I have 
really developed that I can use within the institution and industry is being an advocate, and 
learning how to be an advocate for myself and also other parents, or employees, whether it's an 
actor--there are many different scenarios. Yes, I guess a backbone.

LMS: Hi, I'm Lydia Milman Schmidt. I'm a theatre director and teaching artist around the area, all 
over the place. I have a 5 1/2 year-old and I have 12-month-old twins. It was when they were 
very new that I started to seek out a parent theatre community in Chicago, which started out as 
a Facebook group and has now become this, and hopefully will become a lot more after this. I 
went to graduate school in London, and E was born about the same time I got my diploma. 
When I was there, I found myself a group of theatre maker parents, who were actually mainly 
directors. It was a great community. I'm seeing the work that my colleagues over there are still 
doing - I've been back in Chicago about three years - and they are making some real headway 
into advocacy for parents who are working in the performing arts. 

Since becoming a parent, how has it helped my directing? I am no longer flustered by having a 
lot of balls in the air because especially with twins, I think that anyone who has twins should just 
put 'twin mom' or 'twin parent' on their resume and that should just be enough. I mean, directing 
is juggling and I juggle my three kids. Nothing else seems quite as important or difficult as that.

CGE: Great. So because we're small, I would just love to hear from each of your name, how old 
your kids are, and what area of theatre you're involved in or interested in. So we can start over 
here.

AUDIENCE: Hi, I'm Jenny Seidelman. This is L, he's 18 months old. I am a playwright as well as 
a performing arts fundraiser. I work for Lyric Opera.

CGE: Great. Thanks for coming. 

AUDIENCE: My name's Beth Wolf. I have a 2 1/2 year-old girl and a baby boy in November. 

CGE: Congratulations.
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AUDIENCE: Thank you. I'm a director, and I run a company called Midsummer Flight. We do 
Shakespeare in the Park, and we just did our first winter show this past year in Lincoln Park 
Conservatory.

CGE: Great. 

AUDIENCE: I'm Marissa Lichwick, and my baby is six months, coming in August. I'm an actress 
in town, and I'm also a voice and speech teacher. 

CGE: Great. Thanks for coming. 

AUDIENCE: Hi, I'm Ellen and this is ____, he is eight months old. I'm in theatre arts 
administration. I did an internship at Steppenwolf in the casting department, and then during that 
time I found out I was pregnant. So I'm just now trying to figure out how to get back into the 
theatre world.

CGE: We have someone new. We're just doing names, what we do in the theatre, and how old 
our kids are, who they are.

AUDIENCE: Sounds good. I'm Claire. I'm an actor. I have a 4-year-old who's at the Bean right 
now and this almost 5-month-old, my other arm. I'm trying to navigate all the various 
components of our lives with the babies, and the arts, and all of that. Case in point, coming in 
about ten minutes late because it was so hard to get here with the stroller. So that's kind of 
indicative of the larger issues. But specifically with theatre and the arts, how to juggle it all and 
make it happen.

CGE: Thank you guys all so much for being here. I think that is a very key piece of being a 
parent is that schedules become challenging. So we're really excited to have you guys here. 
We're going to start by talking about that key question, which is how do you make it work as a 
parent? What was that transition like? And as we're working, how do we make it work? I want to 
also pair that with the idea of what are challenges, or how has the way you approach theatre 
changed as a theatre artist? I think we started talking about that a little bit with the skills. So if 
you have any follow up to that. 

If someone were to stop you the way that I stopped Lydia and said, how do you make this work? 
What are those keys that make that work for you? We don't have to go down the line every time. 
If you have a ready answer, jump in when you're ready. Erica, how are you making it work from 
an admin point of view?

ESC: It's a tough situation, because this experience isn't only logistical, it's also an emotional life 
experience. I think you have to get yourself in a place that, OK, my logistics are dealt with, and 
how to handle the emotional situation of how to be away from a child, or being with your child 
and trying to foster your artistic self as well. For us, which is a very personal decision, we ended 
up deciding that we would put V in day care after a nine-month period of me staying home and 
freelancing. I was able to do that because again, I suddenly had this backbone after I became a 
mom. I was like, I can advocate for myself. I can say the things that I need and that I want in a 
way that I had never really found that voice before.
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In what my position was at the Goodman, I would essentially be paying to continue to work 
there. My entire check would just be going to day care. And I didn't really realize how expensive 
day care was until after the baby was born and I was actually doing research. And then the stark 
realization of, oh my God. I actually can't do this. Or I'm going to have to have a second job just 
to afford the day care to be able to be at the Goodman. But I had worked really hard to get 
where I was and I wanted to continue on that trajectory. Thankfully, the Goodman sees people, 
and not slots to fill. They extended the opportunity for me to work as a consultant while I stayed 
home until either we got in a better financial situation because of my husband's position or there 
was an opportunity that could take me back to the Goodman.

So they kept that relationship alive. Not only was it beneficial for the casting team and Goodman 
Theatre, but also a way to continue to have me on staff not in a full-time capacity, but a way that 
might lead to an opportunity to be able to come back. Finally, both parties were able to come to 
an agreement and I was able to come back in a different position as the associate casting 
director. 

From there, it doesn't change the fact that day care is still expensive. We had to choose an 
unlicensed, in-home day care. That was our option. We don't have the village here. My family's 
in Kentucky, his family's in Massachusetts. So it was hard to find recommendations based on 
other artists or essentially walking to a park and being like, 'hey, who's your nanny? What day 
care do you use?' We found some friendly neighborhood Facebook groups that gave us those 
sorts of recommendations, and we ended up finding an incredible caregiver who we love, and V 
loves. That's how we make it work in a nutshell.

CGE: Can you talk a little bit more, as transparently as you are comfortable, about what it 
looked like to be your own advocate when you started talking to the Goodman? The Goodman, 
that's arguably the biggest theatre institution we've got in town, so it seems really intimidating. 
How did that happen?

ESC: I do think our leadership there creates a culture of you can come to them openly when 
there's a situation or a deficit that you're seeing, or we're not necessarily walking the walk and 
we're only talking the talk. So I did feel comfortable having conversations of our maternity leave 
- not even parental leave - but the maternity leave policy. My conversation started there, that it 
was not helpful and it put us in a financial situation that made coming back even more difficult. I 
think the culture being open to having these conversations - them not just giving lip service, but 
actually engaging me, having me in the office, what are these options? How can we talk through 
this? - was really mind-blowing. 

It took a lot of courage to say, 'these are the things that I need, these are the things that I want, 
and these are the things that cannot happen,’ and just kind of lay it out in a way that made 
sense for both parties. Then Adam worked a lot with me during that conversation, trying to 
identify where was the casting department as a whole headed, where was my career headed, 
and where could we find some common ground that made sense for the organization and 
myself? 

The thing that was hard - and I'm sure other people have experienced this - I didn't realize how 
much I would feel like I actually identified with my job when I became a mom. I don't know if 
through the various experience of working really hard to become a casting person, that you pour 
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your heart and soul into that thing, and then you have this baby, which you also pour your heart 
and soul into. Then how do I find enough self and enough energy to put into the two things? 

During that very sensitive time, I'd say a good eight to twelve weeks postpartum, they say don't 
make major decisions. It's a really interesting time. I was having to make these very specific 
decisions during that time, and so it was really helpful to have someone who was like, 'let's sit 
down in a private conversation and talk about this. Then let's build upon that for a more formal 
conversation.' So I was very thankful that that happened as well.

CGE: That's really helpful and great, and I think also a unique - maybe not unique to theatre, but 
because no one gets into theatre for the money, we do it because we love it. And I don't think 
that most people get into parenting for the money. So it is how do you have these two major 
pieces of your life that you love? How do you find enough of yourself for both of them? I think 
that's a really cool thing to discuss. 

Coya, how about you? How do you make it work?

CP: I think my situation is a little bit different because I am the boss where I am. So that helps. 
In some ways I think it can be both challenging and liberating in different ways to work for 
smaller arts organizations. The Goodman is huge, so in some ways they have resources to 
absorb parents. But on the other hand, they have this machine that it could probably be hard to 
break apart. Free Street has no resources besides people, so that makes it really easy for us to 
think about the ways in which we can create a culture which is really kid-friendly. That's how I've 
made it work. 

At my day job at the Theatre School, I found out I was pregnant the same week they offered me 
a full-time teaching job. And of course that's much too soon to make any decision about 
pregnancy. So I showed up at that job 6 1/2 months pregnant. They were very surprised. This is 
our new teacher. She's very pregnant. I played a confidence that I didn't really feel. I didn't have 
maternity leave, it was too soon in the job. So I just came to work with my kid in a sling and I 
dared anybody to tell me anything with my fierce eyes. ‘I am a feminist, and I wear my baby in 
the sling, and I'm nursing and giving a lecture, and in a production meeting, and that's how it is.’ 
Which is not at all how I felt, but that's where training as an actor was really helpful.

And then taking the job at Free Street gave me so much power. A really positive power. Not all 
power is so great, but power can be great. It's sort of hard as women to claim. To create a 
culture there in which anybody's children are welcome any time as they are. I think we can talk 
more about how to do that later. That's how I've made it work.

CGE: That's awesome. Ann?

AJ: It's funny. With both of my daughters - they're four years apart - I was working at Congo 
Square when I was pregnant. I was the director of education, that was the position I had ten 
years ago with Congo Square. We didn't have maternity leave, so I just set up a home office. I 
did two weeks where no one could talk to me, and then I went back to work for a month at 
home. Then I went back to the office. That's just the way it happened. If I wasn't there, I didn't 
get paid.
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Then with my other daughter, who was the most delightful of surprises, I had then returned to 
Congo Square in almost a crisis moment. Our founding artistic director had moved on, and so 
they asked me to come in and take over. I said, 'sure, but guess what.' I had just found this out 
and it was literally just a few weeks in. No decisions had been made. 

Again, I was supposed to go to a meeting and went into labor, had the baby, sent someone else. 
Two weeks later I had to go back to work with my baby in the sling. This time I'm the executive 
director and my then director of education, she also had a baby. So the two of us would sit at 
our desks, and we would nurse our babies, or we would bring those jumpy swings in there. 
Board members would have to walk over my baby's stuff, and you just did it. If you wanted me 
to do the job, that's what you were going to get.

The hard part was as I was falling into this admin role I was losing myself as an actor because 
decisions were being made for me of what I can and cannot do because I'm a mother. If I would 
go to events, people would say, 'Where's Todd?' - who's my husband - 'Where's Todd? Oh, he's 
with the children. Is he babysitting?' No, he's not babysitting. He's raising his children. I don't 
pay him to do that. So it's just this weird dynamic of having to assert myself, again, as a woman, 
not just a mother, not just Todd's wife. But really now I feel like I'm just crawling out of this 
mommy hole that I dug for myself, which is fabulous, and there's work you can still do. It's just 
not as constant. 

And sometimes you can tell yourself, I don't need to do this show right now because I want to 
stay home with my kid. If I do this show, for the next eight weeks I'm gone every Saturday, all 
day Saturday, all day Sunday. And that's okay. Because as performers we're going to grow 
because we're growing as mothers. It's not the end of the day for us. There's always something. 
There's always work. There's always something we can be doing, whether we're creating our 
own work - Coya, you're going to perform today writing some of your own stuff - or we're waiting 
for the casting director of the Goodman to call us. 

It was mentioned creating your village. You must create your village. If you think you don't have 
family here, you're not thinking right. You do have family here. And there are men, and women 
and people in this business and outside this business that are going to be there for you. 
Someone that can say, 'yeah, for the next eight weeks I can watch your kid every Saturday and 
all day Sunday because that's what family does.' 

I think it's always important to recognize where you are as an artist, as a mother, as a woman 
and say that's okay. This is where I am. There's no use going back. I'm not 21 anymore. I can't 
go back. But I can move forward, and I can take all of this great information I learned through 
this journey with me. So it doesn't end. I think we have to - what did you say? - get those wild 
eyes, whether you believe it or not. Just go for it. Create your village that people are going to 
help you nurture not only your children, but you.

CGE: I'm going to speak to that for a second, and then Lydia, I'm going to pass it down to you. I 
think that being the boss is a huge benefit. I think that specifically being an actor is especially 
challenging because you are walking into the room bringing your own artistry to the room, but 
also in the service of someone else's vision for an audition that was scheduled at most a week 
ago, probably last night, depending whether it's a theatre audition or whether it's a voiceover 
audition or a commercial audition, what you're there for. It's going to take up maybe five to ten 
minutes of your actual physical time, but if you really want to earn those five to ten minutes, it's 
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going to require a lot of prep beforehand in a last-minute capacity, which is really challenging. 
And it's going to require a tremendous amount of emotional investment and vulnerability from 
you. Which I think is really crazy. And you do feel like, wow, I'm in this mommy hole, or this 
parenting hole, I assume, if you're a guy. I think the difference is especially when your kids are 
young, there is the added piece when you're an actor of your physical body being your product, 
and what does that look like? 

And that being a really huge challenge that I know that I am still struggling with. My son is 
almost three and I'm like, when am I really going to get my body back? When am I really going 
to feel good about this? I auditioned at the Goodman for a show the day that I gave birth to my 
three-year-old son. The character was pregnant, so the big joke was I was super method. Those 
auditions come up and you're like, I have to take it. But you're also like, there is a reality. How 
present are you actually when you know that you are leaving this audition and in eight hours 
having a baby? Because you're two days late, and you have gestational diabetes, and you can't 
do it the way that you wanted to do it. Those are real realities of how does this happen. 

I think that, for me, is the biggest challenge going forward. How do I become my own boss, an 
advocate of my career as someone who doesn't run an organization, but does, which is the 
business of Cara Greene Epstein? Or my own personal theatre business, whatever that is. How 
can I be an advocate for myself in an area where if you don't have a child it's very hard to feel 
that you're an advocate for yourself. 

I feel like I've spent a lot of time thinking about what are my core values for my business, my 
acting business? Who do I want to be seen as? What kind of work do I want to do? What is 
worth my time? Then also, what do I have to give up in order to invest in that? I have shown up 
unprepared to auditions because I wasn't clear on what the give and take was going to be there. 

Looking back, I wish that I had owned those moments and said, hey, if I'm going to take this 
audition and walk in this room, who do I want to be and what does that mean in terms of 
childcare? What does that mean in terms of how long I really want to prep this? How do I need 
to talk to my husband or my partner so that I know what's going on? I feel like that's been a 
huge challenge for me.

I will say the thing the way that I got out of it was a little bit of a copout, and now I'm looking 
back on how to do it. It's not a copout, but I became the boss. I was like, I have to create my 
own work. And so I made a feature film, which is a little insane. But I was like, all right. It's going 
to be three weeks. I'm going to do it in Minnesota where my village is, where my parents are. I'm 
going to write this movie. I'm going to find some partners who also happen to be parents to do 
this with me. It's been two years. I feel like I have a third child, but I was the boss and I was able 
to create that space. 

So I think there is also this place of what kind of work do you want to create, and how can you 
create it? Sometimes it is incredibly empowering to have all these constraints. They're enabling 
constraints. Because you can't do it the way you used to do it, so you have to say, what do I 
really want and how can I make what I really want happen? So I think that's been a big key for 
me of how I'm making it work, is being like, I have to decide that I am the boss, and how do I do 
that?

Lydia, coming from a freelance director's point of view, how are you making that work?
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LMS: Well, when I started I was still in London and I had been working with a fringe theatre 
company there before. And when E was about three or four months old I went to press night of 
their show that I hadn't directed. I was out of the house without my baby in the evening. It was 
amazing. The artistic director said, I have this musical that I really want you to direct. I think we 
should do it this summer. I was like, I have this baby now. For some unknown reason what 
came out of my mouth was, I'll do it, but he's coming with me. I hopped on that bring your baby 
in a sling train, and we did some workshops. We started rehearsals a couple months later. And 
we did four shows like that with E in rehearsal, usually only four days a week. Then for tech, my 
husband would take time off work and then I would be able to be there without a baby. But I'd be 
pumping in the back row in the dark.

With the twins that's harder. I have taken all three kids to rehearsals before. I stopped asking 
permission to do that. I just show up with my kids and they're part of the team. E is in school 
now, so I've hired a babysitter to watch the twins while I'm in another room while I'm rehearsing. 
And that's fantastic. I paid for it, but it was so easy. I'm going to do it again. It meant that I didn't 
have to spend nearly as much time away from my kids. I didn't have to spend money paying a 
babysitter for the time I was commuting, because this was in the suburbs. It meant that I could 
go on a break and nurse. It meant that I knew where my babies were. 

That is really important. Especially when they're young, like under a year, it's hard to even not 
be - I'm having trouble right now being away from them for the afternoon, you know what I 
mean? It freed me up to focus on what I was doing. I've always said, even having a baby in a 
sling helps me focus in a really weird way. 

And I never felt like it was a distraction to anyone else. I've had experiences where having 
toddlers in the room made actors more playful, more game, less likely to tune out when they 
weren't being active in rehearsal. When we're rehearsing a scene that someone's not in, instead 
of checking out, they're engaging with something. They're engaging with this two-year-old who's 
in the room, who brought cars. And who doesn't want to sit and play matchbox cars for a while? 
Let's get out the crayons, you know what I mean?

So I like it. It's hard to convince other people who don't have kids that it's a good idea, but I love 
it. So if and when I have the opportunity to hire a director, or an actor, or a stage manager, 
whatever, bring them along.

AJ: You know, too, I think it's important, sometimes you feel bad that you're taking your kid into 
an adult situation and you're forcing your kid to act a certain way, but what we've noticed with 
our oldest daughter, they have an opportunity then, whether they're in the theatre or in 
rehearsal, to experience the world in a very unique way. My nine-year-old still remembers going 
to see Twelve Angry Men with her dad when he was directing it at Raven Theatre. We have her 
around shows sometimes that the language, you're probably, 'oh no, they can't hear that'. She 
won't cuss to save her life. She only uses it in her diary. For me, it's been an opening. I took her 
to see Hamilton on Broadway. Who does that? She's nine years old. 

LMS: You're the coolest mom ever. Will you take me to see Hamilton?

CGE: That's awesome.

Parenting in Theatre Panel May 14, 2016 Page �  of �8 16



AJ: When I was 15 my mom took me to New York to see a play and I was so mad because it 
wasn't Cats. I wanted to see Cats.

CGE: It wasn't all that. I saw it when I was there.

AJ: It was this play by this playwright August Wilson. And at 15, I was like, who the heck is 
August Wilson? And it changed my world. So you can change your child's world. Even the 
babies that are in the room, or even the babies that are in your bellies, just by being around that 
creative energy, and those delightful words, and those ridiculous relationships that people are in 
in plays. I think it makes them more acute, and more aware, and more empathetic of other 
people. Yes, sometimes they don't want to be in the room and you may feel bad that you're 
taking them away from kid stuff, but they're learning so much. So remember that when you have 
to go to rehearsal.

CGE: And on that same note, Jenny, if you can hear me in the back, it's totally cool whatever 
you're doing with your child back there. Do whatever you need to do for you. We do have 
crayons and stuff up here. I'm just affirming for you that it's cool because I always feel weird 
when that happens.

CP: If we need to shut the doors so they can run freely, we should do that.

CGE: Yeah, shut the door.

CP: That's one of the things that we say at Free Street, that children are welcome as they are. I 
think that's a really key thing because nothing is more stressful, I think, than being a parent. 
You're already juggling the child, and then trying to keep your children quiet? Good luck. They'll 
be quiet when they feel like being quiet. 

Other than that, I think it's really important that we exercise flexibility as artists and collaborators 
to learn how to either adapt to the fact that a child is in the room, or learn how to tune out the 
fact that a child is in the room. In a watchful way. I don't even notice usually when a kid is 
squawking or crying, because I'm used to that and it doesn't faze me. We've had our movement 
director incorporate children and have all of our adult actors follow a two-year-old around, 
because a two-year-old is the best mover in the room. They have no inhibitions. 

That said, sometimes it is challenging. The show that I'm working on right now is about ghosts 
and my daughter is just not having it. I took her to a workshop on Friday. We're doing story 
circles all over the city to collect ghost stories, so side note, if you have a ghost story I want to 
hear it please. We were in a workshop and someone was telling this, I thought, beautiful story 
about taking care of a ghost. I was tearing up, like, oh, it's so beautiful, and then my daughter, 
who's seven, started bawling. She was terrified. We had to leave immediately. She couldn't 
breathe. She was hysterical. 

I think the reality is that we can do a lot to just accommodate children in the room and make 
children are there. But I do think that one of the challenges is that you can't always predict what 
your children are going to do or need. I've had my daughter need to go to the emergency room 
during tech. What do I do? I'm the director, but I'm not going to leave my kid - she's not alone. I 
have a partner who would be with her - but I need to be with her for me, because I'm distracted. 
Recently she broke her arm an hour before the first production meeting for a new show I was 
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directing. They do stuff like that. And what can you do except hope you have a really good team 
that is going to keep it going?

ESC: I'd also like to hear from the actors and the actor experience. I know if my husband has to 
bring V to an audition, there are certain places he can go and know he doesn't have to ask, and 
that there will be people around who are willing to hang out with V for the whole three minutes 
he's in the room, as opposed to us paying for a sitter if I also have something that's taking me 
out. And then I know that there are places that I'm sure people feel like they have to ask. What 
is that experience? Have you guys brought your kids to auditions before?

AJ: I have. When you go in for commercial stuff - well, anything - you're going to run into 
somebody you know. So I always figured if I have to take my kids, all the other black actresses 
that look like me, are in my age range, will be there. This one time I took my kids to a 
commercial audition. I packed them up with the snacks and I said, OK guys. You have to be 
really quiet. This is at David O'Connor and you know how the sound just bounces off those 
ceilings over there. It's just awful. I said, you have to be real quiet, and just sit here and eat 
these Cheetos, or whatever it is. Here's this thing. I'm going to go in and it's going to take two 
minutes. Two minutes is all it's going to take. You guys are going to be really, really quiet. 

Well, it took forever before I even got called in there. Not one other black person in the room. 
Not anybody I knew. Not that you're black, but most likely I'm going to know you. Like, hey girl, 
can you watch my kids? Or they know my kids, or whatever it is. So I go in and I do this 
commercial audition and I could hear them running and screaming. And I bet if we found the 
tape you could see the moment on my face where I'm like, 'son of a - '. I opened the door, and 
all these women who don't know me, they're all looking like, oh my God. Whose crazy kids are 
these? I look at my girls and I give them that look. I'm like, 'come on'. They buckle up and we 
walk out the door.

I had to call my agent and say if David calls, or anyone calls, just tell them I'll never bring them 
again. I'm so, so sorry. I couldn't believe what had happened. Nothing ever happened, I was just 
horrified that it was my kids being themselves. I know better than that. They're rowdy. 

So it was terrifying. And I felt embarrassed, and I felt like I don't have it together enough just to 
get to the audition. But it's more expensive to get a sitter because most of the time you're a 
professional auditioner. 

ESC: You're hitting it right on the head for me. If I'm asking you to come in for an opportunity 
that you're not even getting paid for yet, it's hard for me to justify you not bringing your kids. 
Obviously, institutions have policies, and insurance, and yadda yadda. But of course when 
people give us a heads up, we're always like, oh yeah. 

If Adam and I are in the room, I can step out and hang out with a baby. We had  situation where 
a reader was like, actually, my babysitter cancelled, so I would have to have the baby. And I was 
like, no problem. We got that covered.

But I don't think that happens in all the cultures of the casting situation. I wonder is that a 
challenge for actors? Is that going to be a challenge when you're home with the baby and say 
oh, I can't get this last-minute sitter, or I can't afford to do that because I'm not booking that job? 
I don't know. 
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CGE: For me, I can say it's been a huge issue, especially because Chicago isn't my village. I 
came as a mid-career actor and all of the people I knew, and all the people when I walk in the 
room, the 'hey girls' and all of that, didn't happen for me because I didn't know anybody. So that 
was really challenging. 

The other thing that I found really challenging is it is hard for me to focus - it's easier now, but 
especially in the beginning - it was hard for me to focus on something else when I was also 
worrying about my kid. Half of my head was in the hallway, half of my head was in the room. 
And as an actor, you can't do that. You have to be in the moment. Your whole thing needs to be 
there. So for me, it was about how can I feel confident about who's in the hallway?

So something that I did early on is I asked younger actors to babysit for me because they 
usually have flexible jobs. Then I'll say something like, hey I have a meeting at Steppenwolf. Do 
you want to meet me at Steppenwolf? Which is cool for an actor who hasn't done that. Or do 
you want to meet me at PR Casting or David O'Connor? Do you want to meet me there and 
hang out with the kid for a little bit while I'm in there so I know that they're with someone they 
know? 

My agents do a great thing when I come in for voiceover auditions and all of that. They have a 
big basket of toys in the waiting room and the receptionist is always willing to play with them. So 
that's the situation. Also, my youngest son doesn't like other authority figures that he doesn't 
know, so he'll come in the room with me. I haven't done this yet for an on-camera or an in-
person, but for voiceovers he'll just come in and put the headphones on and listen. 

And then I use the electronic babysitter, to be totally honest, a lot. I bring the iPad and I bring 
headphones. This doesn't help you when you've got a little one, but with M now, he's 2 1/2, 3. 
We have screen time rules at our house and I work that into the screentime rules for it for 
commercial auditions because I don't have the $30, $45, $60 depending on what traffic's like 
and how long it's going to take, to spend per audition, especially for commercial auditions, 
because it's like buying a lottery ticket. I don't have that. 

So that's been really challenging, but specifically, if you have an audition for a role, or a part, or 
a theatre production that you care about, it is challenging. Maybe we can get into wishes a little 
bit, and how we make it work. 

Coya, I'd love to hear about what you guys do at your theatre, because I think that's so fantastic, 
and we can move on to that. How do you create a safe space where you know your kids is 
okay? Like at the gym, you can pay $8 for childcare at the gym and then go do your workout. 
And you've got a beeper, so you can not think about it. 

We're going to start now talking about wishes towards that kind of stuff. So Coya, can you talk a 
little bit about what you do at your theatre?

CP: Sure. So at Free Street we provide childcare for at least two shows during the run. So that's 
for audiences. Our whole mission, I should say, is to create theatre by, for, with, about, and in 
Chicago's diverse communities. And then part of doing that has been to think about what are the 
barriers that keep people from accessing theatre both as artists and as audiences? So for 
audiences, we provide free childcare at least twice during a run. Sometimes it's expensive to go 
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see a play, especially if you have to get a babysitter, forget it. I won't, and I'm a professional, so I 
don't expect other people to do it. 

We also provide childcare as needed for artists in the show. That looks like a lot of different 
things. We have sometimes just agreed that kids can be there. When we need to focus - it's 
tech, for example - we will hire a babysitter. It's not perfect. We close at 9:00, also. That's part of 
our boundaries. So sometimes tech takes twice as long because we're done at 9:00. You're still 
having your six-year-old, your eight-year-old, your three-year-old out until 9:00 at night. We can't 
afford to send childcare to people's homes, but we always hire childcare during tech for parents. 

Not even just parents. We run a youth program. Sometimes a barrier for young people is that 
they have to take care of their brother or sister, so their parents don't want them to go to the 
theatre. We say, we got you. Bring that kid. We will figure out something to do. We will hire a 
babysitter.

So that's one of the ways that we've tried to eliminate that barrier. And we're always thinking 
about other ways that we can improve access for parents. We're about to kick off another 
program called Woke, and it is about radical parentings. So we're doing workshops all over the 
city to talk to parents about how they were parented, and how they parent. And all of that will 
have co-programming for the kids of those parents to make a play while their parents are 
making a play. So that's going to be a bit city-wide project starting next year.

CGE: Because Free Street Theater you've got, as you've said, very little resources, and you've 
just got the people, how do you make that happen with very little resources? I see the pushback 
being, how do we afford it? How do we have the resources for it? How do you guys make that 
work?

CP: I think if you see our plays, they're not fancy. They're people-powered. Because at Free 
Street we also pay everybody that works with us, whether they are 13, 30, or 70. And that is our 
priority as an organization is to take care of people, to think of the arts as a job. Sometimes not 
a very well-paying job. We also offer transportation stipends for people. We provide food at 
rehearsals a lot, depending on who's there. That, just honestly, is where we put our money. 

So then I'm building my set myself out of cardboard - literally, that is what I do - and try to make 
it look cool. I've tried to cultivate a reuse aesthetic, so that's part of what you expect when you 
come to Free Street is, we made that set by knocking those chairs over and gluing them 
together, and it looks really cool, and it didn't cost us anything. So that's how we afford to pay 
everybody. But we do pay all of our artists. 

Honestly, a lot of theatres are putting a lot of money into things like marketing, but I'm not 
entirely sure that the payoff is in audiences actually coming and giving audiences money. I think 
that's a different discussion of what we think we have to invest in and the ways in which we 
short-shift artists to pay for other kinds of overhead.

CGE: That's so cool. From everybody else, I'd asked the panel - and I'd love for you guys to 
think about this as well out there because we're going to up into Q&A and also into what I want 
to call wishing - which is there are all these challenges, but there are also all these opportunities 
when you start thinking outside of the box and start opening yourself up and saying, how might I 
imagine this? How might this work? Where are my priorities? What is a wish that you have for 

Parenting in Theatre Panel May 14, 2016 Page �  of �12 16



something in the theatre that you wish existed for parents, or you wish that you could use or 
was available for you right now? That can be from the people who are in our audience and also 
from our panel. 

So I'll start. And it can be big, or it can be small. I wish for parenting auditioning hours. Parents 
have the first morning slot, because they're up. Between 10:00 and 11:00 we're going to try and 
schedule actors who we know are parents so that they can watch each other's kids while they're 
there, or they can hire a babysitter to have all of their kids in 10-minute increments or whatever, 
so you have time to prep. That's something that I wish for as an actor.

AJ: Such a good idea. One thing I wish for, I wish that Actor's Equity had some sort of maternity 
leave option as a union, because as an actor you just don't get it. Then with the audition, 
especially for commercials, maybe we should start an agency where one person is on call to be 
there at O'Connor just to watch those kids, and then the next week you're all the way down at 
Claire's new place or wherever. And it's really, really cheap. $10. That's it.

CGE: Great. Coya?

CP: I wish more theatres had childcare. I can't work anywhere but Free Street. There are just 
not a lot of places that are thinking about how do we make this livable for parents?

ESC: I want to echo that. And it would be amazing if the institutions were affiliated with some 
sort of child service, or even a program in child development with one of the universities that we 
could partner together for hours for auditioning for parents, but also for our artists, and our 
designers, or whoever's in our institution at that moment has access to. Then also for the 
patron, that they have an opportunity to go out. Nick and I haven't seen a show together in a 
year and a half because one of us has to be home with the kid.

But on a larger scale, I would love to see a paid parental leave policy that is reflective of the 
families that are in our community. So regardless of orientation or how a child came into our 
family. A lot of leave policies are maternity specific, but also natural birthing mother processes 
only. There's a multitude of ways that kids come into our lives, and every single one of those 
has a transition period and needs a transition period for both the parents and the child.

LMS: What they all said, plus I have a very long wish list, but I'll try to keep it to this. I wish - this 
is a two-parter - that mothers were visible in the theatre industry. I was trying to think if I've ever 
had a boss who was a mother. The teaching artist gig that I have right now, the woman who 
hired me is a mother, and that's the first one ever. And I have had a lot of jobs. I wish that it was 
more visible, and that you could go into an interview or an audition and be like, yeah, I'm a 
mom, these are my kids, whatever, and not be worried that it was going to negatively affect my 
job prospects. 

As part of that, I wish there were more than a network. I'm going to call it mentorship from 
women - all women, all parents, but especially mothers - for women who have gone through it, 
who are in it, who want to do it, who are about to embark on that journey, to say either just, 
yeah, this is really hard. Good luck. I'm here when you need a sounding board. Or here are 
some resources. Or did you know that if you audition at the Goodman you just can totally bring 
your baby? I mean, now I know that, and you're going to be sorry that I'm going to tell all my 
friends that this is a thing. 
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That we can just be more of a community, and that we're sharing it all the way down the line so 
that women who are now coming up, who are in school and who are about to come out into the 
world bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, when they run into this big emotional life change, that they 
are going to land gently in our arms and say, oh, this is okay. I can do this. Because did you 
know Erica has a kid and she's totally awesome? Did you now that Coya's an artistic director, 
and has done all these amazing things, and this is a priority? Just to pay it forward, and hear 
from people who have been through it and be there for people who are about to go through it.

CGE: Great. We've got five minutes left, so what kind of questions do you guys have, and what 
kinds of wishes do you guys have? In the back. We didn't get your name. What's your name?

LISA PORTES: Hi, my name is Lisa Portes, and I'm a director her in Chicago. It's more of a 
comment. There are a number - just to (INAUDIBLE) what you're saying - there are a number of 
mom directors in Chicago, Kimberly Senior, Anna Shapiro, myself, Jessica Thebus, Halena 
Kays. There's a whole bunch of us, which is amazing. Because when I put it all together, 
Chicago supports women directors. I mean, you're not going to find that list of women in New 
York. I think knowing that that's true is important. 

Kimberly and I were just talking the other day, and we both said that it's a very political thing that 
we do. When somebody says, can you do such-and-such? I will say, 'I cannot because I have 
children.' I don't hide from it, and in fact, I think it's really important to say I can rehearse from 
9:00 to 3:00, because that's when my kids are in school. I think the more we claim territory, and 
again, we're in a town where you can. Not every town you can. The more you claim the space 
that you need, the more you help the people that are coming up. Knowing where the child-
friendly - The Goodman is child-friendly. (INAUDIBLE) the kids with them. And Steppenwolf is 
actually child-friendly. I think the more you say it, the more we say it, the better for everybody.

CGE: Yes?

AUDIENCE: I'm just curious what your husbands do. Some of you have a village, some of you 
don't. I just want to know what your partners are doing, what percentage they're able to bring 
while you're (INAUDIBLE).

CGE: My partner is a professor at DePaul. That's what brought us to Chicago. He and I do 
some give and take with childcare. Sometimes when I have a teaching artist thing at 
Steppenwolf and I feel like I can't bring my kid with me, I'll drop him off at DePaul, because it's 
close by, if he has office hours. It also means that sometimes that's not an option, because we 
both have very present jobs. When he's working, he's working. When I'm working, I'm working. 

AJ: My husband's also an actor, and he also teaches at Northwestern University. We're really 
blessed with the flexibility that we do have in bouncing our kids back and forth. Both of us work 
at institutions where we can take our kids with us should we need to. But it's taken us a while to 
create that network.

CP: I don't have a husband, but my spouse, my partner, works in advertising, which is, I think, 
the only career worse than theatre for taking care of children, because when she has to deliver 
something, she has to deliver it. They have these things called fire drills, and everybody stays 
until it's done. And they don't know that's going to happen until it's happening. She's like, well, 
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I'm going to be here for the next two days. They just ordered lunch, breakfast, dinner, breakfast 
again. 

It's not like being a single parent in that she, first of all, makes really good money, so that helps 
us pay for childcare. And she's very present with our daughter when she can be. But the reality 
is we've had lots of moments where I am headed to rehearsal, or to a meeting, or to teach, or to 
tech, and she is suddenly like, I'm not going to be able to be with A after all. And it's last minute, 
too late to find a babysitter. So I'm always showing up unexpectedly with my kid also, in ways 
that I haven't prepared for mentally.

ESC: My husband is an actor. Since we've had V he's focused primarily on TV and film because 
theatre, he doesn't have the energy or the time at this age. He also, during the day, works in IT. 
We've scheduled our lives so there's a slight not overlap to try and get a little bit more parental 
time.

LMS: My husband works in retail, which means he works shifts. It means that there are a lot of 
days where we do the baby handoff and I don't see my husband sometimes for a few days, 
which is really difficult. It's good because we can work opposite shifts and a) save money on 
childcare and b) be with our own children. But it's exhausting. It's totally exhausting.

CGE: A wish I have is for play dates, which are date nights where parents can see plays 
together and there is someone taking care of the kids somewhere. Or the theatre night is 
friendly to bring kids. Because that would be awesome. I think there is a lot of you don't see 
your partner because you're constantly trading off for childcare. And if you're on a theatre 
schedule, then sometimes that means also that they're asleep when you get in and they're up 
early when you're sleeping, and it's crazy.

Other questions or wishes from you guys? We would also love your feedback about things that 
you're wishing for, things that you're feeling nervous about, or whatever. Yes?

(AUDIENCE QUESTION)

ESC: There are a lot of administrators who are mothers, and I think that the important thing to 
voice are what are the parameters you're putting on your work day, for instance. One thing that I 
did when I came back is I said, these are the hours I'm going to work because I'm going to pick 
up my kid from childcare. That's a non-option. So if you can't give that to me, then this isn't 
going to work. 

I think it's important to be an advocate for yourself. Whether it's at the offer situation or up front, 
that's your personal prerogative. I'm not afraid to say these are the things that I want and need 
after an offer situation.

CGE: I think we've probably got, like, 30 seconds, but I do want to echo what Lisa said and what 
Coya said, what Erica, everyone, Lydia has said, because I had pause when you asked me that 
question. Because it is a political act when you say that you're a mom. I had a moment where I 
was like, do I want to tell her the best way to get the job, or what I think she should do? I think 
that we really need to start stepping up and saying, this is for me, and this is also for the people 
who are coming behind me. 
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So then yes, you say that I'm a mom. You say that I have kids. You go in there and you do the 
best work that you are possibly capable of setting yourself up in that way, and then you just 
continue to make that pattern. There may be times when you don't get the job because you're a 
parent, or you don't get the audition, or you don't get the part because people are worried about 
all of these other things. That just is. But the more that we step up and show up for each other, 
the better we are. 

We have an email list that we would love for you to sign. We want to keep this being an ongoing 
thing. There is a Facebook group that you can join. Maybe that's how you came here. We want 
to keep these discussions going and keep this stuff open and continue to build on stuff. And 
Lisa, I want to thank you so much for coming, and all of our panelists for coming, because I 
think a really key part of this is that when you know that there is that community in Chicago and 
you see people who run theatres, and you see people who are the bosses, you see people who 
employ other people doing it and stepping up, that there is a way to create that bridge, and 
create that community so that we have a lot of people at a lot of different stages in their career 
feeling good. So please fill out that list.

Thank you so much to our panel. Let's give them a huge round of applause. Have a beautiful 
day.
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