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Sail Away

ABOUT THE SHOW
ABOUT THE SHOW
Journey with Treehouse Shakers on an oceanic 
discovery play for ages 18 months - 5 years and their 
caregivers. Specifically tailored to very early walkers, 
Sail Away, is a mobile exploration experience piece 
for toddlers who want to wiggle, move, walk, and 
run, in a fully immersive play experience. Conceived, 
directed, and written by Mara McEwin, the piece 
is performed by three performers, who are the 

dancers, puppeteers and play-makers. Sail Away explores the magnificence of the ocean through 
an experiential journey of visuals, sounds, objects, some language, and an open concept of play. 

ABOUT THE COMPANY 
Treehouse Shakers’ (THS) mission is to create original dance-plays, 
workshops, and artistic experiences that encourage multi-generational 
audiences to create a greater connection to their community. Since 
our 1997 NYC founding, we have created 20 original works that explore 

narrative styles through universal themes. Our roster addresses every age level within youth 
programming, from babies to teens. Helping solidify our role in the American theater scene, we 
were the first U.S. company to tour a dance-play specifically for babies, Hatched, in 2012. We 
remain one of the few companies making work for the Very Early Years. Our work is sometimes 
the first performance many young people experience. With each new performance, we aim to 
set the artistic bar higher, challenging our artistic process and the thinking of young audiences.
  
Increasing the reach of our work, we tour nationally and partner with local schools, community 
organizations, and non-profits to provide thousands of free and low-cost tickets and 
programming to underserved youth and families. As a complement to performances, THS 
provides teacher trainings and residencies for students which focus on the art of storytelling 
through dance, music theater, and writing.1

1. “About,” Treehouse Shakers, accessed February 28, 2024, https://treehouseshakers.com/about/.  

https://treehouseshakers.com/about/
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CLASSROOM WORKSHOPS
Ocean Groove
18 months–5 years
Students will explore ocean life through interactive art and movement, helping them observe 
characteristics of living things and develop self-expression. The session begins with discussing 
concepts like tides (ebb and flow) and habitats, followed by reading Hello, World! Ocean Life to 
identify sea creatures. Children then engage in creative dramatic play by embodying moving 
water and different ocean animals, culminating in learning a short, choreographed “Ocean 
Groove” dance that prepares them for the themes of the Sail Away stage performance. 
CLICK HERE FOR WORKSHOP 
 

Jellyfish Puppets 
18 months–5 years
Students learn about ocean animals—especially jellyfish—through 
a read-aloud and guided discussion. They create their own jellyfish 
puppets using paper plates and craft materials, then explore 
movement by making their puppets “swim” around the room. The 
lesson ends with a jellyfish parade that encourages creativity, self-
expression, and imaginative play. 
CLICK HERE FOR WORKSHOP 

Motion In The Ocean: A Beach Yoga Story 
18 months–5 years
In this yoga storytelling lesson, students take a pretend trip to the beach and explore ocean 
life through movement, breath, and imagination. They practice poses inspired by waves, crabs, 
dolphins, starfish, and the rising sun. Students will develop balance, body awareness, and 
creativity. The experience ends with calming beach-themed breathing and relaxation, reinforcing 
a peaceful connection to the ocean environment. 
CLICK HERE FOR WORKSHOP 

“Rainbow Jellyfish Puppet Craft for Kids,”  
Sunshine Whispers, January 14, 2024,  https://
sunshinewhispers.com/rainbow-jellyfish-pup-
pet-craft-for-kids/.

http://gaillardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Ocean-Groove-edited.docx.pdf
http://gaillardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Jellyfish-Puppets-edited.docx.pdf
http://gaillardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Motion-In-The-Ocean_-A-Beach-Yoga-Story-edited.docx.pdf
https://sunshinewhispers.com/rainbow-jellyfish-puppet-craft-for-kids/
https://sunshinewhispers.com/rainbow-jellyfish-puppet-craft-for-kids/
https://sunshinewhispers.com/rainbow-jellyfish-puppet-craft-for-kids/
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CONNECT: ABOUT MARA MCEWIN
ABOUT MARA MCEWIN
Mara McEwin is an artist, writer, director, and producer who 
is the co-founder and artistic director of Treehouse Shakers, 
a women-led arts organization she started more than 27 
years ago with Emily Bunning.

Treehouse Shakers is renowned for pioneering a unique 
style of melding dance and theater in original works. 
Although their first production was for adults, the company 
pivoted in 1999 to focus on creating sophisticated, high-
quality work for young audiences, spanning all age levels 
from babies to teens. 

The organization focuses on using universal themes and making performances accessible to 
low-income and underserved communities through subsidized tickets and Relaxed Performance 
(RP) options. A Relaxed Performance is a live theatre production modified to be more inclusive 
for individuals with autism, sensory disorders, or learning disabilities by creating a more 
welcoming and less formal environment. Key changes include adjusting the sound and lighting, 
allowing audience members to move or vocalize, and providing a quiet space.

McEwin serves as the primary writer/director/producer for Treehouse Shakers repertoire of 20 
original works. Along with Sail Away, other notable pieces include Flutter (for ages 6-18 months) 
and The Deepest Breath (for ages 9-13).2

READ MORE ABOUT MARA MCEWIN HERE.

WATCH 
SAIL AWAY PROMO 
FLUTTER PROMO 

2. “Meet Mara McEwin,” Canvas Rebel, April 1, 2024, https://canvasrebel.com/meet-mara-mcewin/. 

https://marastreehouse.blogspot.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cmk3le-DXQY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pVRJXnRD3QI
https://canvasrebel.com/meet-mara-mcewin/
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CONNECT: WHAT IS AN EXPLORATION-PLAY EXPERIENCE? 

CONNECT: WHAT IS AN EXPLORATION-PLAY EXPERIENCE? 
Sail Away, a mobile exploration and open-play experience, is a performance geared towards 
nurturing imagination and creativity in children. This type of play is characterized by the absence 
of a set purpose or final task, allowing the child to take ownership of the activity. 

Key characteristics of open-play (also known as open-ended play):3

•	 Fosters creative thinking: Unlike a more structured activity with a single goal, open-play uses 
materials that lend themselves to multiple uses and interpretations, allowing children to 
generate hundreds of variations on an idea. 

•	 Enhances cognitive flexibility: It permits children to invent scenarios and create their own 
rules. As the play evolves, they learn to switch between different concepts, move around 
freely, and adapt to changing circumstances — all vital skills for creativity and  
problem-solving. 

•	 Allows emotional exploration: Imaginative play lets children project their emotions onto 
characters and scenarios, helping them process and express feelings they may not be able to 
verbalize, especially at a very young age. This exploration of different perspectives is linked to 
higher levels of creativity.

WATCH
WHAT IS OPEN-ENDED PLAY? 
CREATING OPEN-ENDED PLAY ZONES 
USING OPEN-ENDED MATERIALS TO SPARK CURIOSITY 
 
READ
THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO OPEN-ENDED PLAY 

3. Robynne Migita, “The Value of Open-Ended Play in Fostering Imagination and Creativity,” Mid-Pacific, 
September 23, 2024, https://www.midpac.edu/academics/elementary-school/blogs/blogdetails/~board/principals-blog/post/20240923-preschoolblog.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=chfEgCJ6QOQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sGtZX3ROCtI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4MQkbUKUjFI
https://www.sticksandstoneseducation.com.au/blogs/ourstories/the-ultimate-open-ended-play-guide?srsltid=AfmBOoodteBF6TbdWyHuYDtEaQERObeOjetfiani1qo3neompL5dc21E
https://www.midpac.edu/academics/elementary-school/blogs/blogdetails/~board/principals-blog/post/20240923-preschoolblog
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EXPLORE: DISCOVER THE OCEANIC WORLD THE BLUE PLANET 

DISCOVER THE OCEANIC WORLD THE BLUE PLANET 
The ocean is the biggest and deepest body of water on 
Earth! It is so big that it covers most of our planet (70%). 
When we look at it, the water looks blue and sometimes 
slightly green or teal. This is why Earth is often called the 
“Blue Planet.” We can only see a little bit of the ocean 
from the top, but underneath the surface, there is a whole 
world!4  
 
HOW DEEP IS IT? 
The ocean is not all shallow. It is very, very deep in some 
places — deeper than the tallest mountains are high! 

Only special submarines have explored the deepest parts, 
where unique animals live without sunlight. 
 
OCEAN OXYGEN 
The ocean helps us breathe. Plankton — tiny microscopic 
plants that float near the surface — make about half of the 
oxygen in the air we use every day. The ocean is essential 
for life everywhere, not just for the fish!5 

4. “All About the Ocean,” National Geographic, Education, updated May 27, 2025, https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/all-about-the-ocean/.  
5. “How Much Oxygen Comes From the Ocean?”, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, accessed December 10, 2025, https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/
facts/ocean-oxygen.html.  

“Ocean Depth Underwater Wildlife Infographic,” accessed December 10, 2025, https://depositphotos.com/vector/
ocean-depth-Underwater-wildlife-infographic-vector-illustration- educational-oceanography-diagram-342435952.html. 

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/all-about-the-ocean/
https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/ocean-oxygen.html
https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/ocean-oxygen.html
https://depositphotos.com/vector/ocean-depth-Underwater-wildlife-infographic-vector-illustration- educational-oceanography-diagram-342435952.html
https://depositphotos.com/vector/ocean-depth-Underwater-wildlife-infographic-vector-illustration- educational-oceanography-diagram-342435952.html
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EXPLORE: PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND MOVEMENT SALTY WATER 

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND MOVEMENT SALTY WATER 
The ocean is made of salty water. It is different from the drinking water we have at home. Ocean 
water is very salty because it has many minerals dissolved in it. This is why you cannot drink it, 
but the salt helps things float!

At the very edge of the ocean is the beach. This is where we find soft sand and hard little shells 
that the waves bring to us. 

WAVES, CURRENTS, AND TIDES 
•	 Waves: The wind pushes the water surface, causing waves to crash and splash. 

•	 Currents: Underneath the waves, giant “water rivers” called currents move warm and cold 
water from one place to another. This helps control the temperature of the whole world. 

•	 Tides: Twice a day, the water level goes up and then down along the shore. These are called 
tides, and they happen because the moon’s gravity gently pulls the ocean water.6

WATCH
WHAT CAUSES TIDES? 

6. “What Causes Tides?”, National Environmental Satellite, Data, and Information Service, accessed December 10, 2025,  
https://www.nesdis.noaa.gov/about/k-12-education/oceans-coasts/what-causes-tides.  

“Illustration of ocean wave formation,” 
Shutterstock, updated June 4, 2025, https://
www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/
illustration-ocean-wave-formation-vector-
2637428299?trackingId=f03e5293-8458-41f9-
acf3-9de75269b03b. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcGEjzt_4is&t=20s
https://www.nesdis.noaa.gov/about/k-12-education/oceans-coasts/what-causes-tides
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/illustration-ocean-wave-formation-vector-2637428299?tracki
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/illustration-ocean-wave-formation-vector-2637428299?tracki
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/illustration-ocean-wave-formation-vector-2637428299?tracki
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/illustration-ocean-wave-formation-vector-2637428299?tracki
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/illustration-ocean-wave-formation-vector-2637428299?tracki
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EXPLORE: MARINE HABITATS AND LIFE CORAL REEFS 
MARINE HABITATS AND LIFE CORAL REEFS 
Coral reefs are like colorful, busy underwater cities. 
They are built slowly by tiny animals called coral 
polyps, which leave behind hard, rock-like skeletons. 
These reefs give essential shelter and food to 
thousands of different fish, crabs, and sea stars. 
Coral reefs are important because they support 
one of the richest ecosystems on Earth, protect 
coastlines from strong waves and storms, and 
provide resources people depend on, such as food, 
tourism, and even ingredients used in medicines.7

7. Anup Shah, “Coral Reefs,” Global Issues, updated March 3, 2013, https://www.globalissues.org/article/173/coral-reefs. 
8. Selma Christensen, Maria Potouroglou, and Katherine Pedder, “What is Kelp and Why is it Vital to People and the Planet?”, World Resources Institute, May 2, 2023, 
https://www.wri.org/insights/what-kelp-forests-protect. 

“A giant kelp forest off the coast of California,” University of Virginia 
Today, August 2, 2021, https://news.virginia.edu/content/study-finds-
kelp-key-californias-coastal-ecosystems.

“The coral reefs around Fiji cover 3,800 square miles and face threats 
from climate change, overfishing, and pollution,” Nat Geo Image 
Collection, June 4, 2020, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/
article/scientists-work-to-save-coral-reefs-climate-change-marine-parks.

KELP FORESTS 
In cooler waters, we find kelp forests. Kelp is a type 
of giant seaweed, and it grows so tall it reaches the 
surface, creating an underwater forest. Animals like 
sea snails, lobsters, seals, and sea otters love to 
play and hide in these green, swaying habitats. Kelp 
forests are important because they provide shelter 
and food for many marine animals, help keep the 
water clean by absorbing carbon dioxide, and even 
protect coastlines by reducing wave energy. They 
also support fisheries and create healthy ocean 
environments that benefit people and wildlife.8

https://www.globalissues.org/article/173/coral-reefs
https://www.wri.org/insights/what-kelp-forests-protect
https://news.virginia.edu/content/study-finds-kelp-key-californias-coastal-ecosystems
https://news.virginia.edu/content/study-finds-kelp-key-californias-coastal-ecosystems
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/scientists-work-to-save-coral-reefs-climate-change-marine-parks
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/scientists-work-to-save-coral-reefs-climate-change-marine-parks
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EXPLORE: AMAZING MARINE ANIMALS
AMAZING MARINE ANIMALS 
The ocean is home to incredible creatures that have special adaptations to help them survive 
underwater. Here are some examples:
•	 Fish: They use gills instead of lungs to breathe oxygen from the water. Their tails help them 

move very fast.

	° Examples: tuna, clownfish, angelfish.

	° Sharks are a special type of fish with cartilage instead of bones. They are important 
predators that help keep the ocean clean and healthy.

•	 Marine mammals: They have to swim to the surface to take big breaths of air using their 
lungs. We are mammals, too!

	° Examples: whales, dolphins, manatees

•	 Octopuses: These creatures are very smart, have three hearts, and have eight strong, flexible 
arms called tentacles. They can change color instantly to hide from predators!

•	 Squid: These are fast-moving hunters related to the octopus. They use jet propulsion to 
zoom through the water by sucking in water and then squirting it out quickly to move. If 
squid are scared, they can shoot out a cloud of black ink to confuse predators and escape.

•	 Sea turtles: These gentle reptiles have large flippers that help them glide through the water. 
They often travel thousands of miles and come back to the same beach where they were 
born to lay their eggs.

•	 Seahorses: These unique fish are tiny and swim upright. They wrap their curly tails around 
seaweed or coral to stay put in the currents. Even more amazing, the male seahorse is the 
one who carries and gives birth to the babies!

•	 Shellfish: These animals live inside hard, protective shells. They don’t swim, but they help 
keep the water clean. Shellfish are like the ocean’s natural filters because they suck water in 
and strain out tiny bits of food, making the water clearer for other animals.

	° Examples: shrimp, lobster, clams, oysters, mussels

•	 Jellyfish: These creatures look like clear, wobbly bells or umbrellas. They are mostly made of 
water, and they float and pulse through the ocean. They don’t have bones or brains, but they 
use stinging tentacles to protect themselves and catch food.



10

Sail Away

EXPLORE: AMAZING MARINE ANIMALS
LIVE CAMS
Check out the live feed at some of our nation’s aquariums to spot some amazing marine life! 

MONTEREY BAY AQUARIUM 

AQUARIUM OF THE PACIFIC 

 

LEARN MORE 
VISIT THE SOUTH CAROLINA AQUARIUM 

MARINE ANIMALS 

SEARCH ANIMALS A-Z 

John MacPherson, “Bottlenose Dolphin,”The Wildlife Trusts, 
accessed December 10, 2025, https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
wildlife-explorer/marine/marine-mammals-and-sea-turtles/ 
bottlenose-dolphin.

Matt Stansfield, “European Spider Crab,” iStock by Getty 
Images, August 19, 2013, https://www.istockphoto.com/
photo/Maja-squinado-gm177207059-26590237.

“9 Barracuda Fish Facts You Need To Know,”  
Dressel Divers International, accessed December 10, 2025, 
https://www.dresseldivers.com/blog/barracuda-fish-facts/.

https://www.montereybayaquarium.org/animals/live-cams
https://www.aquariumofpacific.org/exhibits/webcams
https://scaquarium.org/?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=19584637326&gbraid=0AAAAAC9o3HZ5WJF50SeHEs-THtxtkwbXr&gclid=Cj0KCQiAxJXJBhD_ARIsAH_JGjgj8AEuvlFtsVcpLR15_TOQfP2ejRYgXhM-OahdaS0aaElfphL9cY0aAhRNEALw_wcB
https://kids.nationalgeographic.com/animals/
https://www.montereybayaquarium.org/animals/animals-a-to-z?filterBy=
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/marine/marine-mammals-and-sea-turtles/bottlenose-dolphin
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/marine/marine-mammals-and-sea-turtles/bottlenose-dolphin
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/marine/marine-mammals-and-sea-turtles/bottlenose-dolphin
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/maja-squinado-gm177207059-26590237
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/maja-squinado-gm177207059-26590237
https://www.dresseldivers.com/blog/barracuda-fish-facts/
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EXPLORE: THE FOOD CHAIN 

•	 Producers (the food makers): These are the 
base of the food chain. They make their own 
food using sunlight. The main producers in the 
ocean are the tiny plants called phytoplankton 
and large seaweeds like kelp. 

•	 Consumers (the eaters): These creatures eat 
the producers or other consumers for energy. 

	° Small consumers: tiny shrimp and krill eat 
the producers. 

	° Bigger consumers: fish, squid, and seals 
eat the small consumers. 

•	 Top Consumers (apex predators): These are 
animals like sharks and killer whales. They are 
at the very top of the food chain and usually 
have no other animal hunting them. 

•	 Decomposers (the clean-up crew): When 
any animal or plant dies, tiny bacteria and 
other organisms break it down and recycle the 
nutrients back into the water. This helps the 
producers grow more food

THE FOOD CHAIN 
In the ocean, all living things are connected by what they eat. This connection is called the food 
chain, and it shows how energy moves from one creature to the next. Every animal has an 
important job. 

AZ Septian, “Aquatic Food Chain Lives in Oceans,” Shutterstock, September 11, 2023, 
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/vector-aquatic-food-chain-lives-oceans-
2360792541?trackingId=1f451ed3-74ad-42c2-bd3f-262327e09d30. 

https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/vector-aquatic-food-chain-lives-oceans-2360792541?tracking
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/vector-aquatic-food-chain-lives-oceans-2360792541?tracking
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EXPLORE: CLIMATE CHANGE 
CLIMATE CHANGE  
Climate change is causing big changes in our oceans. As the Earth gets warmer, the ocean gets 
warmer too. Warmer water can harm animals like coral, which can turn white and get sick in a 
process called coral bleaching. Ice in the polar regions is melting, which causes the sea level to 
rise and flood coastlines. Warmer oceans also create stronger storms and make it harder for 
some animals, like fish and sea turtles, to find the right places to live. Even tiny ocean plants 
that make oxygen can be affected. All these changes show why it’s important to take care of our 
planet and help slow climate change.9

OCEAN CONSERVATION 
The ocean is a huge part of what keeps our planet healthy. However, the ocean needs our help. 
Trash, especially plastic, can harm sea animals. Some fish are caught by fisherman faster than 
they can reproduce, and pollution can make the water dirty and unsafe. When the ocean is 
unhealthy, the whole planet is affected — including us.  

WHY WE SHOULD CARE:
•	 The ocean helps keep the air clean 

so we can breathe. 
•	 The ocean gives millions of people 

food and jobs. 
•	 Animals and plants in the ocean 

are important and need a safe 
place to live. 

•	 A healthy ocean helps keep our 
weather and climate stable. 

•	 Taking care of the ocean means 
taking care of our future.10

“A sea turtle chews on a plastic bag mistaken  for a jellyfish in the South China Sea off Malaysia,” 
International Fund for Animal Welfare, May 7, 2024, https://www.ifaw.org/journal/marine-conserva-
tion-terms-definitions. 

9. IERE Team, “How is Climate Change Affecting the Ocean?”, Institute for Environmental Research and Education, May 31, 2024, https://iere.org/how-is-climate-
change-affecting-the-ocean/.
10. “5 reasons you should care about our ocean,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, June 21, 2022, https://www.un.org/en/desa/5-reasons-
you-should-care-about-our-ocean. 

https://www.ifaw.org/journal/marine-conservation-terms-definitions
https://www.ifaw.org/journal/marine-conservation-terms-definitions
https://iere.org/how-is-climate-change-affecting-the-ocean/
https://iere.org/how-is-climate-change-affecting-the-ocean/
https://www.un.org/en/desa/5-reasons-you-should-care-about-our-ocean
https://www.un.org/en/desa/5-reasons-you-should-care-about-our-ocean
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EXPLORE: WHAT CAN WE DO TO HELP? 

WHAT CAN WE DO TO HELP?   
Even if we don’t live near the ocean, we all can help protect it! 

•	 Reduce plastic use: Choose reusable bottles, bags, and containers. 
•	 Recycle whenever you can. 
•	 Never litter: Trash can travel through drains and rivers to the ocean. 
•	 Save water: Turn off the faucet when brushing your teeth. 
•	 Learn about ocean animals and share what you know with others. 
•	 Use less energy: Turn off lights when you leave a room. 
•	 Join clean-ups at beaches, rivers, or parks. 
 
Caring for the ocean is something everyone can do, even kids like you! Every small action adds 
up and helps keep the ocean healthy, clean, and full of life for future generations. 
 
WATCH
THE IMPORTANCE OF THE OCEAN 
HOW TO CARE FOR THE OCEAN 
THE OCEAN AND CLIMATE CHANGE 
 
RECOMMENDED READING

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UGm2Eg1Q8Lc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vjOmyNA4wZ8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7kRDEg3PiDY&t=103s
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EDUCATIONAL PARTNERS
The Gaillard Center would like to thank the following educational partners in their ongoing support of our Education and 
Community program. This program is also supported, in part, by a grant from a private foundation.

Charleston Gaillard Center Partners

Institutional Support

Corporate Supporters

Small Business Members

Community Partners
Annex Dance Company
Anson Street African Burial Ground Project
Anson Street African Burial Memorial
Blue Bicycle Books
Buxton Books
Charleston County Public Library
Charleston Jazz
Charleston Symphony

College of Charleston
Cuisine Rescue
Dance Conservatory of Charleston
Engaging Creative Minds
Free Verse Festival
HEART
International African American Museum
KultureCity

Lowcountry Jazz Festival/Closing the Gap in Health Care
MOJA Arts Festival
Southeastern Wildlife Exposition
Spoleto Festival USA
We Are Family

Peter Glenville
Foundation

the
Kennedy-Herterich


