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y early association with the Folger

Shakespeare Library was kind of on-

again, off-again. I met Peggy

O'Brien at an NCTE workshop
sometime in the mid-1990s. Mike LoMonico came
to the school district where I was department chair
to conduct a full-day Shakespeare Set Free work-
shop in 2001. The following year our school held
the first of what has become an annual Shakespeare
Festival, with hundreds of students having fun with
the Bard for an entire day. In 2004, I was invited to
participate in a Folger weekend workshop designed
to gauge the interest that the participants, all from
New Jersey, might have in tackling a project to cre-
ate a statewide Shakespeare Festival for students in
grades 5—12. There were eight of us, and by the end
of the weekend we had all agreed to see if we could
make “Shakesperience: NJ,” as it became known, a
reality. After several years of planning, the first fes-
tivals were held in May 2007 at The Shakespeare
Theatre of New Jersey on the campus of Drew Uni-
versity and at Rider University.

I became the Director of Education at the
Folger Shakespeare Library in DC the following Oc-
tober. It was an exciting time for the education de-
partment, since it had just become its own division
within the library, elevating its status at the Institu-
tion. Within days of my arrival, while we put the
finishing touches on a study guide for a production
of As You Like It, someone raised the possibility of
podcasts. Talk about hitting the ground running!
Several of us met at a diner in Jersey City and came
up with a preliminary plan to create a series of pod-
casts on Macbeth, the winter production at the Folger

Theatre. I remember someone saying it would only
take an eight-dollar microphone to get started.

I returned to the Folger the next day excited
by our podcast plans, despite knowing almost noth-
ing about what a podcast was just a few days before.
It was not long before I realized that more than an
eight-dollar microphone was needed to pull this
off—I was so green to have thought it could be
done so easily! Undaunted by the prospect that this
would cost real money and lots of time and energy
to make it all happen, we set out to do it.

The great thing I learned about the Folger is
that no idea is dismissed out of hand. Everything
gets looked at to see how it will promote the mis-
sion of the Institution. If it’s a go, the level of sup-
port is fantastic. Funds were made available.
Development went into high gear to raise addi-
tional money for the project, and external relations
helped to line up a production company that would
handle the actual recording and filming. Public
Programs, under which the theater productions fall,
arranged for actors to be interviewed. And we were
able to work with students at McKinley Technol-
ogy High School for the filming of the video pod-
cast. The result was two audio podcasts and one
video (all available at http://www.folger.edu and on
YouTube) for Macbeth.

In addition, other material from Folger Edu-
cation and from the Library began appearing on
YouTube, generating an enthusiastic response from
people all over the country. Within weeks of post-
ing a two-minute video about iambic pentameter,
hundreds of people watched it. As of last April, that
video had over 4,500 hits. We were ecstatic about
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the response we were getting; a whole new world
for getting our material out to people had opened
up to us as a result of that lunch meeting.

At the end of the season, the production of
Macbeth was so successful that it was filmed and is
expected to be released on DVD in November. The
companion DVD contains several features about
Macbheth and this production that would be espe-
cially interesting to teachers.

When the Macbheth podcasts were posted, we
sat down and talked about adding more. This led
to two video podcasts on I Henry IV: one on inter-
preting character and the other an insider’s guide
to the play.

While the podcasts were a hit with teachers,
and were keeping us busy, we were also in the midst
of putting up a complete unit of lesson plans on
Julins Caesar that was developed by teachers from
the Teaching Shakespeare Institute (TSI) in 2006.
In addition to posting new lesson plans every
month, we undertook a revision of the older lesson
plans on the site, refocusing them on performance-
based teaching and updating the technology used.
In addition, we made it easier for teachers to find
everything that Folger Education has available
about a specific play through our new Play-by-Play
page. When teachers click on one of the plays here,
they get links to all the audio, video, and primary
sources available as well as lesson plans.

We also created the Shakespeare Steward
Award for outstanding contributions to the innova-
tive teaching of Shakespeare in American classrooms.
The first recipient, Susan C. Biondo-Hench, teaches
at Carlisle High School in Pennsylvania, and you
can read about the work she has done in her article
on pages 37-43. Peggy O’Brien, “the mother of it
all” as one teacher described her, received the second
award in July 2008. This past May, we recognized
Joe Craft and the Denver Public Schools to acknowl-
edge their 25th annual Shakespeare Festival.

Before my arrival on the scene, Mike Lo-
Monico had developed a series of weeklong mini-
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Shakespeare lesson plans are the most viewed content on the Folger
Shakespeare Library’s website, http://www.folger.edu/lessonplans.

institutes for teachers who could not spend four
weeks in Washington. With the support of NEH,
Folger Education has conducted institutes at UCLA,
the University of Tulsa, the University of Nebraska,
Atlanta, and the Brooklyn Academy of Music.

As the 21st century unfolds, Folger Education
continues to expand its reach to teachers across the
country and around the world. People from more
than 139 countries and territories visit our website
on a regular basis, and we receive over one million
hits on our pages every year. The Shakespeare Set
Free workshops at NCTE Annual Conventions con-
tinue to be well-received, having attracted hun-
dreds of teachers over the years. A recent partnership
with PBS on Ian McKellen’s King Lear gave us the
opportunity to present a webinar with an outstand-
ing panel of presenters, including four TSI alumni,
attracting almost 200 teachers. We are also devel-
oping online courses and programs for English lan-
guage learners.

From an idea that Peggy O’Brien had 25 years
ago, Folger Education has developed into a power-
ful and influential national resource for bringing
Shakespeare to life in classrooms everywhere. (@)

Robert Young is the Director of Education at the Folger Shakespeare Library. He taught English and drama and was a supervi-
sor of language arts in the New Jersey public school system for more than 30 years. He served as a consultant for Shakesperi-
ence: NJ, a statewide Shakespeare festival for students in grades 5-12, which held its first performances in 2007. He was also
the consultant on Shakespeare education for The English-Speaking Union of the United States from 2005-07. Email him at

rgyoung@folger.edu.
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