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A Synopsis 
   

Meet the Playwright      
 

“My work is always about resiliency.  That when people face obstacles, what does it take to overcome those 
obstacles? 
 
Cheryl L. West was born and raised in Markham, Illinois.  Starting as a teacher and social worker in Chicago, West 
was dedicated to her students and community members.  Their stories inspired the characters that now inhabit 
her plays.  She made a promise to herself when she started writing:  if she could not find success within a few  
years of being a writer, she would quit. 
 
Over 20 years later, West continues to build an impressive canon of American works.  Five of these (Before It Hits 
Home, Jar The Floor, Holiday Heart, Pullman Porter Blues and Akeelah and the Bee) have been produced in 
Washington, D.C. at Arena Stage. 
 
West is the recipient of D.C.’s Helen Hayes/Charles McArthur Award for Outstanding New Play and the Susan 
Smith Blackburn Prize, an international award for female playwrights.   
 

“D-O-U-B-T-F-U-L.  
Doubtful.” 

Eleven-year-old Akeelah 
Anderson has several 
doubts.   

Growing up on the 
South Side of Chicago, 
Akeelah doubts that her 
older brother Reggie will 

stay out of trouble.  She 
doubts that she will get 
to class without being 
bullied.  She even 
doubts that she can win 

the school spelling 
bee…until she does. 

Akeelah now has the 
opportunity to compete 
at the district Bee, and 
perhaps the State Bee.  
With a talent like hers, 

she could even qualify 
for Nationals in 
Washington, D.C.  But 
what will her friends and 
neighbors think about 
her being such a 

brainiac?  Even worse, 
what will her mother 

Gail say if she finds 
Akeelah having fun with 
words rather than 
finishing her homework? 

Dr. Joshue Larabee, a 
tough yet brilliant 
professor, decides to 

coach Akeelah.  He 
believes that “she has 
the gift” and that “time 
will determine if she has 
the character.”  Can 
Akeelah find the 

courage within herself to 
become a champion?   
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From Screen to Stage 
 Cheryl L. West’s interest in Akeelah’s story started in movie theater.  Her daughters loved the 2006 film of the same 
name and the way Akeelah would spell “prestidigitation.”  Because the film meant so much to her children, West 
decided to take on the challenge of adapting the story for the stage.  “You want to keep the integrity of the 
movie,” West said, “but you want to look at it in a different context.” 
 
This meant revisiting the plot and making alterations.  Those familiar with the film may notice that Akeelah’s 
neighborhood has moved from L.A. to the South Side of Chicago. 
 
Of its new Chicago setting, West said, “Children are trying to be children in the midst of violence…There are also 
people who want to save their communities.”  West felt that the sense of community found in Akeelah’s 
apartment complex made for a perfect setting to tell the story and highlight these issues.  
 
True to the original film, the play showcases a stellar cast of young artists from the Harrisburg area.  While 
adaptation my reinvent the context of Akeelah’s story, the heart remains the same.   

 

 The Scripps National Bee 
Frank Neuhauser won the first ever National Spelling Bee with the word “gladiolus” in 1925.  Nine local newspapers 
banded together to host the event.  In 1941, the E.W. Scripps Company became the contest’s official sponsor 
and provided name we now know.  In 1925, Neuhauser only had nine fellow competitors.  Today, 11 million 
students are expected to compete in 2017-2018 at the different levels of competition.   
 
Spelling bees have become a national obsession, and not just for student spellers.  Since the codumentary 
Spellbound premiered in 2002, audiences have been captivated by the race to win the Scripps National Spelling 
Bee.  The final round now airs on ESPN in primetime for viewers across the world.  It takes place at the National 
Harbor, near Washington, D.C.  
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Winning Words 
 2011 

Knaidel 
 
 
2012 
Guetapens 
 
 
2011 
Cymotrichous 

2010 
Stromuhr 
 
 
2009 
Laodicean 
 
 
2008 
Guerdon 

How to Be in the Bee 
   

Three Essential Questions 
   

A spelling bee is a 
competition that tests 
your knowledge of 
words.  When you win 
your school spelling 
bee, you advance to 
the District, State and 
National Bees. 
 
Want to be a 
contestant in a 
spelling bee?  Or hold 
one yourself? Here 
are some rules to 
follow:  

A judge selects a 
vocabulary term and 
reads the term aloud. 
 

• To start, you must 
repeat the word.  
Then, spell the word 
letter by letter.  To 
show the judge that 
you are done spelling, 
repeat the word one 
more time. 
 
Contestants are 
allowed to ask for a 

definition or the 
language of origin. 
 
You may restart while 
spelling, but you 
cannot change any 
letters. 
 
If the judge says, 
“That is correct,” you 
move on to the next 
round.  A bell means 
elimination.  
 

Question 1 
 

How can one 
overcome fear to 
achieve a goal? 

 

Question 2 
 

What influence 
can family and 

community have 
on a person? 

Questions 3 
 

What makes 
words so 

important? 

2016 
Feldenkrais & 
Gesellschaft 
 
2015 
Nunatak & 
Scherenschnitte 
 
2014 
Stichomythia & 
Feuilleton 
 
 

“WORDS ARE 
PICTURES.  PICTURES 
OF IDEAS.  IF YOU 
CAN SEE THE 
PICTURE, YOU CAN 
SEE THE WORLD.”  
 
~ Dr. Joshua Larabee 
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