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What Value Do Side-by-Side

or Parallel-Text Editions Such as

No Fear Shakespeare or Shakespeare
Made Easy Have in a Classroom?

From Intimidation to Appreciation
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The first time I taught sev-
enth-grade English, I decided
I wanted a challenge. I chose

to introduce myself to the
students by opening their
eyes to something they had
never experienced before. We
were going to read Romeo and
Julier by William Shake-
speare. What a challenge I
had set out for myself!

I started by completing a week of prereading
activities; most I had learned in my college courses
and from Shakespeare Ser Free. The students enjoyed
playing with the language and familiarizing them-

selves with Elizabethan times. I began the journey
and, as expected, came upon a few bumps while
going through these activities. I had anticipated
the bumps, but, unfortunately, I soon found myself
climbing mountains instead.

I consulted with fellow teachers about stu-
dents’ struggles, and I decided to give students the
No Fear version of Romeo and Juliet. 1 allowed them
to read in small groups to give them more opportu-
nities to discuss the text and find meaning. I de-
cided on small groups, as opposed to a whole-class
reading, because small-group interaction promotes
discussion. Whole-class reading can limit discus-
sion because immature, shy, and easily embarrassed
seventh-grade students are often hesitant to speak

up in front of a class if they are unsure of what they
are talking about.

The No Fear version helped students visualize
the meaning of Shakespeare’s words by using graph-
ics. As students became more comfortable with the
play’s plot, the language started to make more sense
to them; the visuals provided them with more con-
text to figure out the meaning of the text. Once the
students were no longer focused on “translating”
every word of the plot, they even began to appreci-
ate Shakespeare’s humor.

By the end of the unit, students were reading
the “pure” version of Romeo and Julier in class. They
were more confident in their understanding of the
plot, and their familiarity with the language allowed
them to continue reading and make sense of what
was happening. Once in a while, we referred to the
No Fear version so students could see the accompa-
nying visuals, which they always enjoyed. But they
were no longer overwhelmed or intimidated by the
“pure” version. The use of No Fear increased student
interest for and enjoyment of reading Shakespeare. I
do not know how I would have survived my first
Shakespeare experience without it.

A Walk in the Garden
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The reason why I don’t use the modern translations
of Shakespeare found in books such as Shakespeare
Made Easy began in a Washington garden over 15
years ago. In the summer of 1993, everything that
defined me as a teacher changed in the theater that
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was my classroom at the Folger Library’s Teaching
Shakespeare Institute. It was not only what we
learned during our lectures, acting classes, and hur-
ried practicing for our performances of scenes from
Shakespeare’s plays that we would put on as part of
our final night in Washington—it was also what we
talked about during those short moments we had
between all of those wonderful and brave new ideas.

After one lecture by Stephen Booth on the ge-
nius and singularity of Shakespeare’s use of words, I
confronted him in the herb garden where many of us
took our lunch. I had been bothered by what seemed
to be his pronouncement that what made Shake-
speare, and indeed all of literature, great was not the
meaning, theme, or symbols that these works col-
lectively contained; instead, he seemed to be saying,
it was the actual words that the writers used. I had
not become an English teacher because of words—
I was drawn by their meaning: what they had to say
about us, our lives, our place on the planet.

I told Professor Booth this, and he asked me
what I liked about paintings that I admired. I
quickly replied that it was a combination of the
colors, the brush stroke, the style—the texture.
“Exactly,” he said, “and those are the words.” He
continued by explaining that we don’t read Shake-
speare for the story—he took all of his stories from
somewhere else and few classes spend time pouring
over works such as Holinshed’s Chronicles. And yet
in so many English classrooms we have spent our
time convincing students that it is in that meaning

Caleen Sinnette Jennings, Teaching Shakespeare Institute, Folger
Shakespeare Library. Photo by Lloyd Wolf.

where Shakespeare’s greatness can be found, and
the shrugged-shouldered students walk away with-
out ever delving deep into the greatness of the ac-
tual text.

I have never forgotten those words—and they
have made their way into every aspect of my teach-
ing. Shakespeare’s plots are nothing that can’t be
found by perusing tonight’s lineup on prime time.
But those words—oh, those words—there is noth-
ing that approaches them and after 15 years of
thinking about Professor Booth’s words in that herb
garden on that hot summer day, I am still marvel-
ing at their brilliance. @)
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no more than three additional letters of support from various colleagues. Send by February 1, 2010, to: Pat-
rick Monahan, 4685 Lakeview Dr., Interlochen, MI 49643; pjmonahan1@gmail.com (Subject: CEL Exem-
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