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SAMPLE PERSONAL EXPERIENTIAL ESSAY 

 

Student Name 

Date 

Instructor/Cohort Name 

 

Fundraising for a High School Theatre Program 

 

INTRODUCTION 

For the past three years, I have served as the Theatre Production Manager for a private 

high school. I have found it extremely rewarding to be involved in a program that has a positive 

developmental impact on students and gives me the chance to use my creative and organizational 

abilities. One of the responsibilities of this volunteer position is fundraising. I have learned that 

successful fundraising for a high school theatre program is enhanced by cultivation of a donor 

base, partnerships with local businesses and organizations, and audience development. 

I.  CONCRETE EXPERIENCE 

 After volunteering in various aspects of theatre production at my daughter’s high school, 

the program director and I set some goals for strengthening the financial base of our program. Up 

to that point the only consistent income had been student participation fees, revenue from ticket 

sales, and a few unsolicited donations. I agreed to take on the role of production manager, which 

included responsibility for raising funds to pay for specific capital improvements such as new 

stage platforms, sound and lighting equipment, and stage curtains.  

 The first step I took was to start cultivating a donor base. I met with the program director 

and obtained the addresses of all students who had been involved in the drama program as well 

as anyone who had given a donation to the program in the past five years. Then, I met with the 

school principal to brainstorm additional names of people who might be interested in giving to 

this specific cause. To this growing list, I added other names researched through my own 
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personal and professional connections. This resulted in a targeted mailing list of about 100 

people.    

I then sent everyone on the list a packet of materials I designed and developed that 

included an introductory cover letter, a flyer about upcoming productions and a response form 

for those who were interested in investing in the program. Incentives such as complementary 

tickets, free advertising, and invitations to special events were offered to potential donors. In 

addition, a week after the mailing was sent out I contacted several potential donors and made 

personal appointments. I ended up meeting with three families who had significant giving 

potential and whose kids were involved in the program. In these meetings, I explained the goals 

and needs of the program and asked for their financial support. Over three years, this combined 

approach of direct mail and face-to-face meetings resulted in donations totaling about $17,000. 

 The next initiative I undertook was to develop partnerships with businesses and 

organizations that might be able to help with our financial goals. Both local business owners in 

the community and families of students who own businesses were invited by direct mail, 

telephone solicitation, or in person to advertise in the printed programs for each production. This 

resulted in about $3000 in donations and paid program advertisements, many of which are 

renewed on an annual basis. Over time, some of these businesses have significantly increased 

their giving, and some employees have started attending and promoting our productions.   

I also began networking with other theatre organizations, including Azusa Pacific 

University, Stageworks, and The Lounge Theater. For example, I met with the theatre manager at 

APU and provided him with free tickets to our shows and lists of equipment we could make 

available to him for free. Over the past two years, both programs have benefited through sharing 

resources. To date, we have loaned props and set dressing, provided free advertising for their 
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academic programs, and hosted their drama ministry team for a performance in our auditorium. 

They have had an inside track on recruiting our best students, several who are now involved in 

APU’s theatre program. In return, I have been able to borrow costumes, props, and sound 

equipment, significantly reducing our program expenses. We also have received valuable 

consulting advice in the areas of sound, lighting, and other aspects of technical theatre at no cost.  

 Another focus of my fundraising efforts has been audience development. The first time I 

attended a production at our high school I was surprised to find only about 30 people in 

attendance. The following season, I initiated several measures to expand our audience. A 

professional quality mailing was sent to every student’s home several weeks before opening 

night; flyers and posters were circulated on campus, and announcements were printed in the 

school newsletter. This resulted in increased audiences of 75-100 people for the second season.  

The next year we initiated on-campus promotions such as having the cast sell tickets in costume 

and presenting excerpts of the production for the student body during the school day. I also 

designed a presale ticket order form that was mailed to every home. We began tracking audience 

members and sending them an annual season flyer. While our target audience member is still the 

high school community, this contact with past patrons has expanded our audience to include 

extended family and friends, as well as employees of our business and organizational partners. 

As a result, our total attendance last year was over 1000 audience members for our three 

productions. Consistently filling the 130 seats each night directly impacts the financial bottom 

line through maximum ticket sales. It is also easier to convince donors and business partners to 

contribute when you can assure them of a full house.  

II.  REFLECTIVE/OBSERVATION 

 Looking back, one of the first things I realized is that in order to cultivate a donor base I 
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had to overcome my own discomfort about asking people for money. After all, money is a 

subject that is generally taboo in public conversation. In the beginning, I had no trouble 

approaching people and talking about our program, but I would stop short of actually asking 

them for a specific donation. Not only did it seem to be in bad taste to actually ask for a dollar 

amount, I was afraid of being turned down or of having the person feel insulted. Finally, I 

realized that without the money there would be no program, and that sense of urgency helped me 

overcome my discomfort.   

After a few positive experiences, I developed more confidence in my ability to present 

the needs of the program in an unapologetic manner. Over time, I came to understand that 

wealthy people enjoy being able to advance a worthy cause, especially if they are assured their 

money will be well-spent. More than that, I discovered that cultivating donors is all about 

relationships, because people want to have a personal connection with the cause they are 

contributing to. I can see that over time, I developed personal relationships with donors who I 

now call friends. I now view these special people as partners and encouragers rather than as just 

a source of money. Of course, not everyone said yes to my requests. It was through those 

experiences that I learned not to take a “no” response personally and to find creative ways to 

continue to nurture a relationship with someone who initially chose not to invest.   

As I think about the partnerships with local businesses and organizations that have been 

strategically developed for the benefit of the theatre program, I realize that these partnerships 

have also contributed to my own personal growth and development. For example, partnering 

with other theatre programs like APU here locally and The Lounge Theatre in West Hollywood 

has expanded my own professional knowledge, skill and experience in the area of technical 
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theatre production. These partnerships have also given me an opportunity to share my faith when 

appropriate, and have led to many networking opportunities that I wouldn’t have had otherwise. 

On a personal level, I now see that several significant personal relationships developed 

out of our partnerships with Starbucks, Abell-Helou Homes, and Alicia’s Costumes. Taking the 

time to build true partnerships built on communication and trust resulted in new friendships with 

people who have similar values and interests. Several personal relationships have also developed 

into business partnerships that benefit the theatre program. It has been very rewarding to work 

alongside friends, and I have found that there is great satisfaction in working together to produce 

something much bigger than any of us could accomplish on our own.  

As I reflect on my experiences over the past three years, I recognize that working on 

audience development for our program has also stretched me in many ways. It has forced me to 

research and explore creative ways of presenting the program, to grow in my marketing 

knowledge, and to organize my time and energy more effectively.  I have developed 

communication and networking abilities I did not know I had and have learned to value creative 

partnerships. I have also come to realize that I have a strong passion for the arts and their value 

in society. This underlying motivation drives me to persist in my efforts to involve people in our 

productions. My belief in being able to offer students the chance to develop their artistic gifts in 

a Christian environment allows me to more effectively promote our program to audience 

members, donors, and business partners. Finally, I have come to realize that my involvement in 

the theatre program provides an outlet for creative abilities that had been suppressed for several 

years. Being able to use my creative and organizational gifts has been very rewarding and 

fulfilling and has been a source of great joy and satisfaction.  
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III. ABSTRACT CONCEPTUALIZATION 

 An essential principle of fundraising is the cultivation of a donor base. Flanagan (2002) 

notes that successful fundraising must be “built on the widest possible base of donors and 

members, focused on creating long-term relationships with your best donors, and driven by 

donor choice” (p. 2). The first step in this process is to identify a broad list of prospective donors, 

beginning with those people already known to have the ability to give, and/or who are already 

connected to the cause. Prospects might include “past donors, satisfied subscribers, delighted 

vendors, corporate partners, donors to similar community arts enterprises, friends of friends, and 

corporations interested in bolstering their community image” (Volz, 2004, p. 123). In our case, it 

made sense to start with families of students enrolled in drama courses, alumni, and individual 

donors who had given to the program in the past.  

The next step in cultivating a donor base is to educate prospects about the cause and offer 

them the opportunity to give (Flanagan, 2002). Education can be presented in a variety of forms, 

including printed materials, personal visits, or special events. For example, for our program, I 

compiled a promotional packet that could be mailed or presented in person. In our situation, this 

was enough information, since many of our prospects were already sold on our cause, having 

children or grandchildren who participate in the program. In other contexts, more information 

and several points of contact may be necessary to effectively educate a potential donor about an 

organization’s mission and to communicate the financial needs. 

A donor base is not really established until financial contributions come in. While the 

direct mail approach can be quite effective in bringing in smaller gifts, asking for larger gifts is 

best done in person. Flanagan (2002) suggests a specific course of action for making the “ask:” 
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expect success, smile, identify oneself, explain the need, specify an amount, explain the use, 

create a deadline, involve the other person, repeat the request, wait for an answer, and respond to 

the answer (pp. 97-98). I found that this system worked well with our donors and resulted in a 

dollar amount far above the total received by direct mail donations. Regardless of the response, 

the fundraiser should always send a personal note to all prospects, thanking them for their time 

and any contribution. 

Another important fundraising principle is developing partnerships with local businesses 

and organizations. When done correctly, this can be a win-win situation for both parties. Some 

important first steps are to identify and research potential partners, to determine the benefits the 

organization has to offer and decide how to communicate them effectively, and to make a 

proposal (Grey & Skildum-Reid, 2003). For our program, potential partners included local 

businesses our students frequent as well as families within our school community who were 

connected with various businesses and organizations. For a theatre program, benefits offered to 

potential partners might include things like free tickets, preferred seating, free advertising, and 

attendance at “invitation only” events. Once a partnership is established, the organization must 

diligently work to deliver any benefits promised and to maintain positive relationships with its 

business partners. Nurturing these relationships makes it more likely that a company or 

organization will renew its partnership annually and increase giving over time. 

Audience development is “the process of researching, creating, nurturing, developing, 

and expanding the base of subscribers and single-ticket buyers for the arts” (Volz, 2004, p. 127). 

Rentschler, Radbourne, Carr, and Rickard (2002) note that “since the late 1980’s there has been a 

necessary shift in focus to audience development away from product development [in order] to 

ensure the long-term viability of performing arts organizations” (p. 118). After all, without an 
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established audience there is little point in putting on a production and sustaining a program 

long-term. A performing arts organization interested in developing a sustaining audience must 

think strategically about how it will capture new patrons and retain existing ones.  

There are multiple avenues for accomplishing this task in the high school setting. Some 

that have worked well for our program include establishing a reputation for productions as not-

to-be-missed entertainment events, communicating activities clearly to all constituencies 

(students, parents, extended family, faculty, board members, donors, community members, etc.), 

recognizing and capitalizing on opportunities for exposure, and offering special promotions 

(Volz, 2004, pp. 137-139). An added benefit to audience development is that it demonstrates that 

theatre organizations can capture and retain patrons, which helps the program attract donors and 

business partners (Grey & Skildum-Reid, 2003, p. 14). 

IV. ACTIVE EXPERIMENTATION 

The fundraising principles I have learned and applied in the high school theatre setting 

have the potential to be useful in a variety of other situations. For example, these skills would 

come in handy for service on the board of any non-profit organization that depends on donations 

as a primary source of funding. My experiences in cultivating relationships with current and 

prospective donors would be of great value, as I am now comfortable meeting with donors and 

presenting needs or causes they might be interested in. I would be able to lead a committee 

through the process of pulling together a list of names, making contacts, and planning ways to 

maintain ongoing relationships with prospective donors. I would be able to “make the ask” 

and/or train others how to do so. 

My experiences in initiating partnerships with local businesses and organizations would 

also be helpful to me in this capacity. Schools, churches, youth sporting organizations, 
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performing arts programs, and other community groups that depend on outside financial support 

all need to develop an effective network of partnerships with local businesses and organizations 

in order to be successful in the long run. My experiences with establishing effective partnerships 

that are mutually beneficial and long-lasting is something that will enhance my effectiveness in 

any future board or leadership role I may take on with these kinds of charitable causes. What I 

have learned about audience development would be different in this context, but still of value. 

Non-profit organizations often plan events that need to be well-attended in order to raise the 

organizational profile in the community. Some of the techniques I developed in the high school 

setting (direct mail, flyers, posters, newsletters, etc.) would be effective marketing tools for 

developing an audience for these kinds of events. Another audience that must be strategically 

developed in the non-profit setting is a volunteer workforce, and these principles could be used 

to grow that audience as well.  

I will soon have the opportunity to apply these three fundraising principles at my local 

church, which is starting a capital campaign to raise money for a new facility. Since churches 

rely heavily on individuals for charitable giving, cultivating a donor base will be essential for this 

campaign. I could help the church leadership team establish a base from both current and past 

attendees and facilitate the development of a strategic plan for approaching them over the course 

of the campaign. This plan might include the development of a promotional packet that could be 

mailed to the surrounding community that would showcase the church’s strengths and provide 

information about specific program offerings. 

My understanding of how to initiate and develop partnerships with local businesses and 

organizations could supplement the church’s fundraising efforts. I could help the church think 

through ways that community businesses might support them during the campaign and even 
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beyond. For example, they might solicit discounts or donations related to printing services, food 

for campaign events, or advertising. I would suggest identifying and approaching a targeted 

group of businesses that could benefit from the growth of the church, such as restaurants and 

businesses in the immediate geographic location.  

Finally, what I have learned about audience development could also be transferred to the 

church setting. After all, audience development is about capturing new patrons and retaining 

existing ones, and in a sense, this is one of the church’s most basic goals. Using this skill, I can 

help the church view the community around them as a potential audience to be reached and 

encourage them to think of innovative ways to do so. Basic marketing techniques that I used to 

develop the high school theatre audience (direct mail, flyers, posters, and special promotions) 

can be used to develop name recognition and awareness of church program that will help grow 

the congregation, which ultimately helps fund the mission of the church.  
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