
LESSONS IN 
THEATER …and Life

F
or more than 20 years, the Old Brick 
Playhouse in downtown Elkins has en-
riched the lives of West Virginia children 
and youth by offering programs that 
encourage self-expression and build self-
esteem through theater arts. This dynamic 
organization has not only become a revered 
institution in Elkins but also has been 

recognized nationally and internationally.
 In 2009, First Lady Michelle Obama presented the Old 
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Brick Playhouse’s Apprentice Program with the Coming Up 
Taller Award, a prestigious award honoring programs that of-
fer exceptional learning experiences in the arts and humani-
ties, and that have a tangible effect on the lives of young 
people. Additionally, in 2010, Governor Joe Manchin pre-
sented the Old Brick Playhouse, or OBP, with the Governor’s 
Leadership in the Arts Award for excellence in educational 
programming. In 2008, the OBP received the Living the 
Dream Service Organization Honor Roll Award from the 
Martin Luther King Jr. West Virginia Holiday Commission.
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West Virginians
 Since its founding in 1992 by Missy Armentrout 
McCollam, the nonprofit OBP has engaged more than 2,500 
local students in theater production activities. Some 10 
percent of OBP alumni have gone on to vocations in the arts, 
“much to the chagrin of their parents,” McCollam says with 
a laugh. In reality, parents give OBP high praise for offering 
their children valuable experiences in their formative years.
 Says Kathryn Stalnaker of Elkins, “My daughter Katie 
started in Old Brick when she was in grade school. At that 
age she had difficulty focusing on things and was very ener-

getic. Through the summer workshops she learned to relate 
with others in a more social setting. Over the years, the OBP 
has shown her how to deal with grief, accomplishments, life 
situations, and success in a very mature way. She has been 
accepted at WVU and wants to become a teacher with a 
secondary theater minor, and follow in Missy’s footsteps.” 

OBP Was Meant To Be
The success of the Old Brick Playhouse is no accident; in-
deed, Missy McCollam was well prepared to lead her vibrant 

organization. An Elkins native, she holds undergraduate de-
grees in theater and English from James Madison University 
and a master of fine arts degree in acting and directing from 
Virginia Commonwealth University. While a student at 
James Madison, she came home summers and worked in the 
Elkins Area Community Theatre (EACT). There she met 
Phil Smith, a local actor and script writer, and EACT’s presi-
dent. Together they hatched the idea of an educational arm 
for EACT, as well as a permanent home for local theater pro-
ductions in Elkins. When McCollam finished graduate school 

she returned to Elkins, and she and Smith started laying the 
groundwork for what would become the Old Brick Playhouse. 
 McCollam sought advice and financial assistance from 
her parents, Max and Johnnie Sue Armentrout. “Dad told 
me to put together a business plan and we’d talk,” McCollam 
remembers. Excitedly she called her brother Steve and asked, 
“What’s a business plan?” 
 McCollam formed her company and later bought the 
circa 1919 brick building (hence the theater’s name) at the 
corner of Davis Avenue and 4th Street, which had earlier 

(Previous page) Jacob Currence, playing Sonny Malone, is surrounded by muses in Xanadu.

Phil Smith explains to the Apprentice muses that acting is much 
like telling a story.

Missy McCollam speaks to Apprentice Program actors about the 
importance of onstage volume and expression.
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been the city bus station and then a tire store. 
 “Were it not for my parents’ belief in and support of this 
dream of mine, the Old Brick would have never happened,” 
McCollam says. “Dozens of townspeople also pitched in their 
time and resources to get this thing up and running. It seemed 
like it was meant to be.” 

Teaching Theater and Life Skills
The Old Brick Playhouse operates several programs, all of 
which combine learning in theater arts with important life 
skills. In the Apprentice Program, which McCollam calls the 
backbone of the OBP, children in grades 6 through 12 attend 
biweekly afterschool workshops, during which they prepare 
for a theatrical production to be staged in the spring. Students 
also learn about writing press releases and other ways to 
promote their production. Through the Apprenticeship 
Program’s Arts Incubator, high school students work with 
OBP staff to prepare for college auditions, write cover letters 
and resumes, and apply for grants and scholarships. So far the 
program has netted more than 200 scholarship awards.
 OBP’s Educational Touring Company creates and per-
forms interactive musical comedies for children that incorpo-
rate singing, dancing, juggling, acrobatics, and magic tricks, 
as well as important messages and guidance for children on 

social issues. To date, the company has entertained some 2.5 
million children in the mid-Atlantic region, as well as abroad 
in England, Scotland, and Nigeria. All of the comedies are 
original and written in-house by McCollam and Smith. In 
recent years, performance topics have included positive self-
image, bullying awareness and prevention, cultural and social 
tolerance, and tobacco use prevention. The OBP was also 
chosen by the West Virgina Division of Culture and History 
to pilot the agency’s new touring initiative, which provides 
live arts experiences to schools throughout the state.
 According to Diane K. Hull, principal of Homestead 
Elementary in Dailey, “The Old Brick performances always 
deliver a message and are extremely entertaining. Students 
can see themselves in the skits and, best of all, the perfor-
mances are interactive and allow the students to take part. For 
many of them, it’s their first time in front of an audience and 
they really like to ham it up. The cast always stays over and 
talks with our students. This makes them feel very special.”
 In the Acting Up, Literally! program, students develop 
literacy skills while working on a theater performance piece 
with a particular theme. Secondary school students have 
the opportunity to act as mentors to younger students. This 
program runs from January through May and culminates with 
a stage production.
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 Through the summer program Camp Kids Playhouse, 
youth ages 5 through 18 learn theater basics, including 
make-up, set design, and acting styles, in week-long camps. 
In addition, through the Polar Express Arts Project, junior 
and senior Apprentice students intern as professional actors 
on the Durbin and Greenbrier Valley Railroad’s Polar Express 
holiday train rides (See “All Aboard the Polar Express,” 
November 2012). Younger apprentices serve as actors and 
assistants for pre-departure activities at the train depot.
 The OBP also partners with the Durbin and Greenbrier 
Valley Railroad for its Murder Mystery runs. The who-done-it 
scripts for these rides are OBP originals. “We can’t repeat,” 
sighs Smith, “because some people sign on for all these trips 
and to rehash a performance wouldn’t sit well.”
 McCollam laughs, adding, “Yeah, new plots can be taxing, 
and sooner or later we’ll have to address this, but this is when 
Phil and I are at our creative best. We burn the midnight oil 
at the office and bounce ideas and plots back and forth.” 

Staying Affordable … and Afloat
Reflecting on the breadth of the OBP programming, 
McCollam says, “We discovered early on that diversity was 
the answer to keeping us afloat. We keep the cost to our 
students to a bare minimum, or nothing at all. In order to do 

this, we are constantly writing up and applying for grants. We 
partner with state and private foundations to reduce costs.”
 McCollam says that over the years, the EACT and the 
OBP have kind of morphed together. “Phil is still the presi-
dent of EACT and second in command at OBP,” she explains. 
“The same players help both organizations. It’s a good mix.”
 The spring Apprentice Program production involves all 
OBP students. It’s a gala event for all, but especially for the 
audience. Performances are scheduled every evening for a 
week. In 2012, the group performed an original version of The 
Titanic with a script by McCollam and Smith and an origi-
nal score by Dr. Scott Green, a composer and music teacher 
at 3rd Ward Elementary School in Elkins. In 2013, OBP 
students performed Xanadu. The musical Pippin is slated for 
Spring 2014.
 Notes McCollam, “We have been blessed with a com-
munity where the parents get involved in their children’s 
progress at Old Brick. They have supported us from day one. 
We’ve also been blessed that our students have been bright 
and eager to pursue the arts.”
 Says parent Ellen Spears of Elkins, “My son Logan par-
ticipated in the program for each of his four high school years 
and says without hesitation that the Apprentice Program at 
Old Brick was absolutely the most enjoyable thing he did 

(Previous page) The OBP Apprentices regularly perform for large 
crowds.

u Cathy Blumenfeld and Arin Dickson attend to patrons at the 
refreshment buffet. 

p The OBP lobby was decorated to look like Venice Beach for the 
production of Xanadu.

u The Old Brick Playhouse lobby serves as a small café during OBP 
productions, as well as a meeting space for afterschool programs.
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in high school. He even came back from college to work 
at the Old Brick as a VISTA employee, and through that 
experience he wrote a successful grant for the theater. My 
middle-school daughter, Lauren, enrolled in the Apprentice 
Program and she enjoys it as much as her older brother did. 
Many times we read and hear that kids in rural West Virginia 
towns do not have the advantages of those in metropolitan 
areas, but my children’s experiences at Old Brick rival those 
offered in larger places. We are blessed to have Old Brick in 
our community.”
 For more information about the Old Brick Playhouse and 
performances, visit www.theoldbrick.org, e-mail 
missy@theoldbrick.org, or call 304.637.9090.

The Wonderful West Virginia staff was saddened to learn of 
author Jim Wilson’s death last August, just a few months after 
he submitted this article. A native of Charleston and a resident of 
Monterville, Jim contributed popular articles to the magazine for 
more than 15 years. With a special love for the highlands of West 
Virginia, he wrote more recently about the Polar Express train in 
Elkins, the history of the Sharp Family of Pocahontas County, the 
Pickens School, and the West Virginia State Wildlife Center. His 
fine stories and friendship will be much missed. 

Since its founding in 1992, the Old Brick Playhouse has engaged 
more than 2,500 local students in theater production activities. 
OBP’s Educational Touring Company has entertained some 2.5 
million children in the mid-Atlantic region, as well as abroad in 
England, Scotland, and Nigeria.

Phil Smith conducts a crash course in Greek mythology for the entire Apprentice company.
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Local theater productions in Elkins now have a permanent home at the Old Brick Playhouse.

t Old Brick 
Playhouse 
Apprentice 
Nevada Tribble 
skates during 
the finale of 
Xanadu.

u Steven 
Demyan 
and Morgan 
McDonald 
perform a 
flashback to 
the 1940s in 
Xanadu.
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