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INTRODUCTION 

Volunteers have been an integral part of the Shaw Festival from the very 

beginning.  Originally called the Womenõs Committee (despite the fact that many 

men also volunteered their time), the volunteer organization was renamed the Shaw 

Guild in 1974.  This group still embodies and exemplifies VOLUNTEERING!   

In their 2012 history, Fifty Years of Shaw Festival Volunteers, past Guild President 

Faye Goodwin and Shaw Festival librarian Nancy Butler, described the roles 

played by volunteers between 1962 and 2011.  Early volunteers helped to 

produce the initial plays in the Court House, hunting for props and sourcing 

costumes, in addition to many other tasks. As the Shaw Festival grew professionally, 

the roles of Guild volunteers also changed. 

This year, 2022, marks the Diamond Jubilee of the Shaw Festival. While Goodwin 

and Butler recorded the history of volunteer assistance to the Shaw over the first 

fifty years, this record continues the story of the many achievements and successes 

of Guild volunteers over the past ten years, 2012-2022.  And what a cause for 

celebration it is!  

Photo: Shaw Festival hosts reception for Guild Volunteers in the Green Room to celebrate National 

Volunteer Week 2019. 
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In 2012, Jackie Maxwell was in her 10th season as Artistic Director at the Shaw 

Festival.  During her tenure, Jackie worked to include contemporary plays, as well 

as plays by women playwrights, both past and present.  

The Shaw Guildõs 300+ volunteers continued to support the Shaw in many ways; 

Hosting and scanning tickets, conducting backstage tours, and maintaining the 

gardens behind the Festival Theatre.  Over the past ten years, the Guild has taken 

on additional roles including Greeting patrons, and initiating projects within the 

Niagara-on-the-Lake community.  We have expanded the scope of volunteer roles 

that have been in place for years.  In addition, Guild volunteers organize and host 

annual fundraising events, and donate the proceeds back to the Shaw Festival. 

 

GUILD HOSTS 

Guild volunteers have been hosting at the Shaw in one way or another for 60 

years.  Those first seasons at the Shaw Festival included volunteers selling tickets to 

plays.  Today over 200 Guild volunteers sign up for shifts to host at the Festival and 

Royal George theatres, scanning tickets as patrons arrive and answering any 

questions they may have.  The technology has changed over the years ð instead of 

ripping tickets, Hosts now scan ticket barcodes with an electronic scanner.  Guild 

volunteer Diane Walker remembers hosting at one evening performance:  

òThe electronic scanners we used to scan tickets were not working and Hosts had 

to revert back to the old method of ripping tickets.  A group of returning 

patrons insisted we imitate the sound of the scanner as we ripped their tickets.  

We agreed, and a lot of fun was had during that shift!ó   

 

GUILD DOCENTS and CHANGES TO BACKSTAGE TOURS 

Backstage tours at the Shaw Festival Theatre were piloted by the Shaw Guild in 

2004, and jointly coordinated by volunteers Suzanne Hebert and Margaret Shiels.  

Tours became part of the regular program the next year in 2005.   These tours 

help to enhance a patronõs theatre experience and increase their knowledge of the 

history of the Shaw Festival. 
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Over time, different tours were added to the tour roster.  They were designed for 

specific groups of patrons, and tours became more interactive.  In 2010 a tour was 

created specifically for groups of students with a question-and-answer format, and 

in 2012 another tour was added for families. This family-friendly tour allowed 

young theatre-goers to create their own scenes, work with props and other hands-

on activities.  In 2017, the Shaw season included the play, Dracula, and the Shaw 

Education staff scripted a special Ghost tour for patrons.  Reduced-step tours and 

tours for patrons in wheelchairs were added to the roster of backstage tours to 

accommodate Shaw patrons with special needs.   

New Docents on the team are told that they need to be flexible as often the tour 

will change, based on whatõs happening at the theatre that day.  Guild volunteer 

Jane Hanna tells one of her favourite stories from when she was a Docent: 

òMy favourite memory is from doing the Public tours with (Guild volunteer) Len 

Kooperman.  He was great to work with and told wonderful stories about Shaw 

and his contemporaries.  One tour we did (unknown to us) was for a group of 

Japanese tourists.  They did not speak English, nor did we speak Japanese!  Jeff 

Bingley of the Festival change-over crew saved our tour by demonstrating how 

the sets moved around the stage and how they went together.  The tourists 

oohed and awed and left with smiles on their faces.ó 

Backstage Tours continue to be a popular activity for patrons who want to learn 

more about what happens òbehind the stageó at the theatre.  Today we have 31 

Guild Docents conducting tours. 

 

GUILD GARDENERS AT THE THEATRE 

Guild volunteers began maintaining the gardens behind the Festival Theatre in 

1997.  Each week a group of 12-15 volunteers meet with gardening gloves and 

tools in hand to help weed, mulch and dig.  Guild volunteer Peggy Bell has been a 

member of this team from its inception and today she acts as team lead, directing 

the team to jobs that need to be completed. In the beginning, the Gardeners only 

weeded and maintained the existing gardens.  But over time, they have added new 

gardens and updated designs, including the Secret Garden, Woodland Meadow 

Garden and the Lost Keys Garden.   
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Photo: Guild Gardening Team 2019 

In 2019, Artistic Director Tim Carroll asked the Guild Gardeners to work with 

Festival staff to create a patron experience: Poems in the Trees.  Company members 

were invited to submit their favourite short poem about nature.  Twenty-five poems 

were selected from over 100 submissions and were posted on plaques throughout 

the gardens.  Visitors to the gardens were asked to find all 25 poems, and send an 

email to the Guild with the title of their favourite poem and the name of the 

company member who submitted it.  A winning name was drawn and the winner 

received 5 pairs of tickets to the Director/Designer presentation for Holiday Inn. 

At the Royal George Theatre on Queen St. there was no outside space for patrons 

to gather at intermission, other than the front sidewalk or alleyway beside the 

theatre.  In 2016, Guild President Arlene Carson, worked with Robin Ridesic, (a 

member of the Shaw Board), and arranged for a design to be created to transform 

the alley into a welcoming and attractive space for patrons to enjoy during 

intermission.  The design was immediately given the ògreen lightó by new CEO Tim 

Jennings and the space was ready for the spring opening.  Later, Tim Jennings 

arranged for the Shaw to purchase the Angie Strauss property directly behind the 

Royal George and Guild Gardeners took over maintenance of that garden.  It was 
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one of three gardens featured in the 2021 Sip, Savour & Stroll event hosted by the 

Shaw Guild.  The little house on the property (originally an art gallery) is now used 

by Shaw company members for education activities. 

In 2016 the Shaw Guild Theatre Gardeners were recognized by the town of 

Niagara-on-the-Lake as òVolunteers of the Yearó. 

 

INTRODUCTION OF THE GUILD GREETER PROGRAM 

In 2014, Guild President Peter Gill was approached by Shaw management 

to discuss a new program to greet patrons when they arrived for a play.  

Vice-President Arlene Carson set up a pilot program for Guild volunteers to 

meet   buses of patrons arriving at the Shaw Festival Theatre for a 

performance. She organized training for volunteers, and scheduled shifts for 

volunteers to meet and greet patrons appropriately.  The pilot program 

was an immediate success, and was quickly expanded to include volunteers 

greeting all patrons arriving at the Festival Theatre.  Greeters welcomed 

arrivals, ensured patrons were at the correct theatre, directed them to 

where they could pick up tickets, and answered questions.  

Greeting became a formal program in 2015, and has expanded further to 

include greeting at the Jackie Maxwell Studio Theatre and the Royal 

George Theatre.  A Greeting Chair position was created on the Shaw Guild 

Executive for the 2017 season and Marg Mather (with help from her 

husband John!) filled this role. 

Greeters have had many interesting conversations with patrons - often 

involving the name of the play! In 2018 when Grand Hotel was performed 

at the Festival, Greeters were often asked "Is my room ready?" or "Do you 

have room service?".  In 2019, with the production of Sex in the Studio 

Theatre and Brigadoon at the Festival Theatre, the Greeters knew that they 

would hear some interesting comments.  On a day when both plays Brigadoon 

and Sex were on-stage, a Greeter said:  
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òWelcome to the Shaw. Are you here for Brigadoon or Sex?" The elderly 

gentleman looked at his wife and said, òSex? You didnõt tell me about Sex!"  

His wife just grinned, and he said, òI guess we are going to Brigadoon!ó 

Greeters also have the opportunity to meet interesting people.  When patrons were 

arriving for a performance of Damn Yankees in 2022, Greeter Jane Hanna started 

a conversation with an American patron.  

òShe told me that her nephew had been in Damn Yankees 30 years ago, off -

Broadway.  I asked her what part he played. She didnõt remember; but she said 

I could ask him, as he drove her to the theatre and was parking the car.  Her 

nephew arrived. I asked him what part he played and he replied, òyoung Joeó. 

Without missing a beat, he burst into song òGoodbye Old Girló. The patrons 

around us stopped and listened as he has a beautiful voice. He got a round of 

applause and they then went into the theatre.  It made my day and made me 

appreciate the unique experiences we have as Greeters.ó   

After some research, it was discovered that the nephew was Jarrod Emick, who won 

the 1994 Tony award for Best Actor in a Musical: Damn Yankees! 

 

Photo: Guild Greeters in action! 
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STRATEGIC PLANNING FOR VOLUNTEERING 

By 2016, change was in the air at the Shaw.  That year marked the final season for 

Jackie Maxwell as Artistic Director and the arrival of a new Executive Director, Tim 

Jennings.  In 2017, Tim Carroll completed his first season as Artistic Director and we 

witnessed the start of a transition with the introduction of new strategies and 

initiatives.  As Peter Jewett, Chair of the Shaw Board of Directors, commented in the 

2017 Annual Report: 

òTC (Tim Carroll) took risks, challenged assumptions and tested ideas. He 

engaged us in a dialogue about theatre and what it is that makes it work, and 

not work, for usó.   

Just as the Shaw was looking at its strategic direction, the Guild Executive 

Committee decided the time was right for the Shaw Guild to do the same.  That 

process began in November 2017. Volunteers were asked for their comments in a 

brief Member Survey, and over 200 people responded.  Input was also gathered 

from Shaw Management, and 

followed by a planning 

workshop in January 2018.  

Aided by an outside consultant, 

a 5-year Guild Strategic Plan 

was developed. It revisited the 

Guildõs Vision (our long-term 

goal), Values (what we believe) 

and Mission (why we exist) and 

set 7 Strategic Priorities to 

support how we deliver value to 

the Shaw.The Strategic Plan has 

served as an effective roadmap 

to 2022.  Over the five-year 

period, the Guild has 

successfully addressed key 

priorities including introducing a 

new software tool, My 

Volunteer Page (MVP) to better 

manage volunteer resources, 
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deepening the Guildõs relationship with the Shaw, making significant improvements 

in communications and creating more opportunities for volunteer engagement.  Even 

through the pandemic years, it kept our focus on finding ways to support the Shaw 

Festival and our community.  

 

MY VOLUNTEER PAGE (MVP)  

In 2017, the Guild Executive recognized that a new approach to managing 

volunteer shift assignments was needed.  Our previous process of using 

spreadsheets and phoning volunteers to fill shifts was cumbersome and time-

intensive.  

An on-line database tool called òMy Volunteer Pageó (MVP), provided an easy 

method of setting up volunteer shifts and allowing volunteers to choose shifts that 

best suited their own schedule.  Cheryl Morris ð MVP Convenor that year ð initiated 

a pilot with a small group of volunteers who used MVP and determined the best 

way this tool could schedule shifts for Guild activities. 

In 2019, MVP was rolled out to all volunteers.  Cheryl and Guild President Laurie 

Harley organized small groups of volunteers for training.  Each volunteer set up 

their own profile, indicating how they would like to volunteer, and added their 

personal skills and experience that they could contribute to the Guild.  

Each month, the Chairs for Greeters, Hosts and Docents notify volunteers about 

upcoming shifts.  Volunteers then choose the shifts they wish to fill, and are 

scheduled for that activity.  In 2022, shifts for Guild Gardeners were also added to 

MVP.  The MVP tool tracks the number of shifts and volunteer hours, and ensures an 

equitable sharing of volunteer tasks.  Volunteer skills and experience is referenced 

regularly when the Executive Committee is looking for candidates for open positions 

on teams or committees.  MVP is also updated with mandatory certifications each 

volunteer is required to complete before they can sign-up for a shift.  These include 

AODA (Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act), and COVID-19 vaccine 

certifications. 
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INCLUSION, DIVERSITY, EQUITY IN ACTION 

In the June 2020 Guild newsletter, President Laurie Harley wrote:  

òEmotions went into a deeper dive when we witnessed the killing of George 

Floyd in Minneapolis and the aftermath of events that forced us to confront the 

injustice and inequities in our own society. How do we make sure that the Guild 

is part of the solution? There are no easy answers. But to start, we can commit 

to listen more closely, to engage in conversations even when they are 

uncomfortable, and to change course whenever we see ways to improve.ó  

That same year, the Guild launched the IDEA (Inclusion, Diversity, Equity in Action) 

team. IDEA is a forum for Guild volunteers to explore, share and learn, so they can 

have safe and respectful conversations that foster equity and inclusion.  The team is 

dedicated to listening and learning from the experience of people who belong to 

marginalized communities in the Guild, the Shaw, and the community.  At the same 

time, the Shaw company and the Town of Niagara-on-the-Lake created similar 

committees to undertake the exploration of these concepts and to establish policies 

and strategies in these areas.  

A survey on discrimination was sent to all Guild volunteers in February 2021, and 

feedback from this tool was used in four ZOOM conversations with interested Guild 

volunteers in April. The participants reported they found the survey results were 

eye-opening, and in particular, they read and learned about microaggressions, 

what they are and how they exist at the Shaw. They discovered Indigenous, Black, 

and other employees and artists of colour had been on the receiving end of 

unacceptable racial comments and behaviours, whether conveyed consciously or 

not. The Guild is committed and honoured to play a role in making the Shaw and 

the Town welcoming, safe, respectful places that protect and promote diversity. The 

Shaw Guild website contains resources that can help increase individual knowledge 

about discrimination and identify issues in the community.  

  

https://www.shawguild.ca/idea


VOLUNTEERING AT THE SHAW FESTIVAL 

A CELEBRATION OF THE 60TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE SHAW GUILD 
10 

FUNDRAISING 

In addition to the thousands of hours Guild volunteers donate to the Shaw Festival 

each season, they also fundraise and host events in order to make financial 

donations each year.   

Shaw Guild Garden Tour 

The annual Shaw Guild Garden Tour is the longest running fundraising event 

sponsored by the Shaw Guild. Launched in 2005, the Tour celebrated its sixteenth 

anniversary in June of 2022. (The event planned for 2020, was cancelled because 

of the pandemic.)  

Photo: Co-convenor Patricia Scrivener and Garden Tour Convenor Jane Catcher, 2022 Garden Tour 

Planning for the tour begins the previous year.  A Planning Committee meets 

regularly leading up to tour day, securing gardens for the event, planning 

marketing and promotion of the tour, ticket sales, day-of logistics, distribution of 

brochures and organizing volunteers to work on the day.  The Garden Tour held 

June 11, 2022 was a success with a record number of patrons buying tickets on tour 
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day.  Eight gardens were enjoyed and Garden Tour Convenor M Jane Catcher 

commented: 

òI am very proud of my TEAM é and it was a picture-perfect day!ó 

The Garden Tour is enjoyed by patrons year after year.  As past committee chair 

Franca Moss remembered:  

òI still recall the buzz of energy and sense of enjoyment felt by the visitors we 

saw strolling through each tour.ó 

Sip, Savour & Stroll 

In 2019, Sip, Savour & Stroll was added as a second annual fundraising event. 

Guests at this elegant evening garden party began their evening in the Festival 

Theatre garden, where they sipped glasses of wine before strolling to two private 

gardens nearby in Niagara-on-the-Lake.  There, they enjoyed the beauty of the 

gardens, and wine and refreshments.  

 

Photo: Sip, Savour & Stroll 2021 Volunteers 

The event was cancelled in 2020 because of the emergence of COVID. However, in 

2021, tickets to the event sold out within days. Feedback from guests at the event 

was extremely positive and included comments such as:  

òOutstanding!  This would be on my list of favourite events!ó, òA really fun 

evening.ó, òCongratulations to all the hostesses and organizers!ó. 
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The 2022 Sip, Savour & Stroll event was held on August 13th.  Two private gardens 

situated on the Niagara River were included, and the evening was a magical and 

enjoyable event.  

Proceeds from these events and other fundraising activities are donated to the 

Shaw Festival.  In the past 10 years, the Guild has helped to support several funds 

set up to support the company, including New Play Development, the Shaw 

Endowment Fund, Student Workshops, Shaw Gardens Fund and the Shaw Resiliency 

Fund. Guild donations have also supported production of A Christmas Carol for 

several years.   

These financial donations are in addition to the thousands of volunteer hours 

donated to the Shaw each year.  The Guild is recognized by the Shaw Festival as 

one of their Theatre, Production and Program Sponsors (minimum annual donation of 

$750,000) as a result of our cumulative donation of money and volunteer hours 

during the year.   

      

PANDEMIC YEARS ƿ LEARNING HOW TO PIVOT 

With the onset of COVID-19 and government restrictions in place, the Shaw Festival 

was significantly impacted.  In 2020 and most of 2021, large gatherings and 

performances indoors could not take place and everyone was required to wear a 

mask to help prevent spread of the virus. 

When CEO Tim Jennings joined the Shaw in 2015, he had the foresight to conduct 

an insurance review and he decided to purchase pandemic interruption insurance.  

This action meant that when the pandemic spread, the Shaw Festival was protected 

somewhat from the damage caused by loss of performances.  The insurance 

coverage and government assistance programs gave the Shaw the ability to keep 

its 550 employees employed throughout the pandemic.   

Guild volunteers were also affected.  Volunteers were not allowed in the theatre, 

and all in-person volunteer shifts were cancelled.  It was important for the Guild 

Executive Committee to keep volunteers engaged and active as much as possible, 

and so a number of events and activities were provided online.  Activities Chair 

Brenda Weafer helped to organize events, including Whatõs the buzz? and Cheers 

for Volunteers.  These events were held online and helped volunteers stay in touch 




