00:00:04
KERI WATSON 
Hi, I'm Keri Watson, and I'm the director of the NEA Big Read: Central Florida and an associate professor of art history at the University of Central Florida.  

JULIA LISTENGARTEN
Hi. And I'm Julia Listengarten. I'm the artistic director of theater at UCF and I'm also a professor of theater in the school of performing arts.  

00:00:28
KERI WATSON 
We had an exciting year this year. We were getting ready to start our programming on Tim O'Brien's "The Things They Carried" on April , 2020. That was going to be where we were gonna have a live giveaway of the book in our library and start all of our programming that was going to go through Memorial Day with a lot of live events. We got our shutdown order at UCF on March 13th. And we quickly had to decide how we were going to change our programs.  

00:01:01
Initially, we had scheduled an exhibition of artwork in the UCF art gallery. We had a play that was going to be performed and a visiting playwright. We had a series of artists' talks. We had programs scheduled with the Veterans Legacy Program that was going to involve K through 12 students and some field trips to cemeteries.  

00:01:25
And as we were moving all of our classes at UCF to an online format for the remainder of our semester and also having our children move to distance learning at home and all of the K through 12 kids we were gonna outreach with moving to distance learning, we also needed to figure out what we were gonna do with our big reprogramming.  

00:01:45
JULIA LISTENGARTEN
One of the things that we had to decide quickly was what to do with a play that was going to be a part of Pegasus PlayLab, which is a festival of new plays. It's a play development workshop. The play that we had chosen is "The Place That Made You" by Darcy Parker Bruce.  

00:02:14
And that was going to be the first production, the first workshop in early May. So we understood right away that was not going to happen, and so we decided to reframe. And one of the things that I was pondering at the time was to do a reading-- a virtual reading. There are themes of war that are a very important part of the play. We invited the playwright to be part of the reading.  

00:02:39
The playwright became part of the discussion after the reading, and we actually had some great audience and wonderful interaction.  

KERI WATSON
It really was. It was really interactive and exciting to see what those-- the theater students were able to do, which is another-- you raised some great points. We had to totally change our website. We had had our website listing all of the events.  
00:03:02
We were going to be a part of UCF Celebrates the Arts, which is a two-week in-person arts festival at the Dr. Phillips Center for Performing Arts here in Orlando. And so we redesigned the website. We also needed to think about how we were gonna change our marketing, in order to drive people to that site and to our events. So we did a lot more direct email marketing this year. We had triple the usage on our website once we did our redesign and listed our events.  

00:03:35
We had the Zoom registration and links to all of the events we had there on our website, which was great. And then, as Julia mentioned, all of our Zooms were then made into video and put on our UCF YouTube channel so that people could then interact with them at any time. So we had a huge outreach campaign in order to increase our impact online, which was great. And in addition to the play, as I mentioned, we had had an art exhibition that was supposed to be happening. It was gonna include four artists whose work engaged with themes of war.
00:04:10
And we really--you know, it was really hard to say, "Well, we have to cancel this exhibition. It's not gonna be open." How can we still activate these artists and showcase their work? So we ended up doing a series called Artists and Scholars Respond to War, and every Thursday during the month of April, we had a different artist that was going to be in the exhibition give an artist talk. And they were able to share their screen and show a PowerPoint of their artwork and talk about their artwork, and we got really great engagement through that.
00:04:42
So we were able to pivot our programming, using Zoom and YouTube and Facebook to really reach people virtually, but then we still had our book clubs that we needed to figure out something to do. Our main partner is the Seminole County Public Libraries, and they chose to do their book clubs via Zoom, which turned out really great as well.  

00:05:05
And then we also had some faculty who used the book in their classes, and their classes became a great forum for book discussions. We had an American history class where the professor had the students read the book. They also watched "Born on the Fourth of July" and they also did a Veterans Legacy Program history project where they wrote biographies of veterans and made that part of the history department's online curation and archive of stories of veterans.  

00:05:40
And we also invited a scholar, a war veteran scholar from the Ohio State University. He gave one of our talks as well, which was very well attended. So we tried to really leverage the community partnerships that we had in place to make sure we could still reach people. We luckily had given out most of our books before the pandemic, but we still did have about 50 copies. 

00:06:04
And so what we did with those were, we found the Little Libraries across Orlando and we put copies of the book in the Little Libraries and then listed that on our Big Read website so that people would know where they could go to get a copy of the book. And we also put a link on our website to the NEA Big Read site, which had the reader guide, the biography information so that people could get more information and resources about the book in those venues.  

00:06:31
So all in all I think we were pretty happy with the engagement that we were able to generate. I think we were--we had some initial planning meetings, Julia and I, where we were very nervous about what different ways we could make this happen. But I think that the transition went pretty smoothly. What do you think?  

JULIA LISTENGARTEN
Yeah. Well, I think so too. And as Keri said, we were able to engage new audiences.  

00:07:02
The class that I was teaching is a graduate seminar, but I had 18 students in that class, and that became-- the reading became their final project. So they actually had to do some work. We talked a lot about the mission of NEA Big Read in general and the importance of this mission for us as theater academics and theater artists.  

00:07:29
So my students read the book, and then, I had a couple of students who did a dramaturgical project on comparing "The Things They Carried" with the play. There was a lot of excitement from my students about really creating something that at first felt scary, but then ended up being creative and felt innovative, and suddenly meeting with a playwright,  

00:08:02
even though it was a virtual meeting, that felt very important and I think inspired my students to think about different ways to engage with literature.  

KERI WATSON
Yeah. I think it was really interesting. Personally I felt like I had-- my relationship to technology and to Zoom and the way I was going to interact with the book  

00:08:28
and with other people in reading the book also changed over the course of our programming. We also activated some new audiences in the community. We did some book clubs with churches. A lot of churches had moved their programming online as well, and so through the Little Library, we were able to have some churches read the book and do book clubs. And we have books that we've delivered to the prison that we work with as well through the Florida Prison Education Project.  

00:08:59
We usually do a book club with that population. Now, because of COVID, we've not been able to go into the prison, and so we've now been inspired to investigate some online learning platforms that we can use with our prison project as well So I think one thing that we all are learning is the technological resources that we can use in art and education and literature to continue to have exciting and interesting programs and conversations  

00:09:30
that help us to see the world in a new and different way. So, Julia, thank you so much for talking to me today about our Big Read Programming.  

JULIA LISTENGARTEN
Well, thank you, Keri, for inviting me. 
