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ACT 2

The Halls of Academe. Teacher retreats. Tucket. Enter 
severally the armies of literary Scholars bearing the colors 
of New Criticism, Textual Criticism, Psychoanalytic 
Criticism, New Historicism, Feminist Criticism, Per-
formance Criticism, and Postcolonialism. Alarum and 
excursions. 

NEW CRITICAL SCHOLARS 
Conquer the page! Meaning resides in textual 
details, literary devices, and rhetorical patterns! 
Lecture! Lead the discussion! Assign a thesis paper!

TEXTUAL CRITICS
Beware the unstable page! We don’t really know 
what Shakespeare wrote!

NEW HISTORICISTS 
The sociopolitical context must share the stage 
with the page! Shakespeare is the product of his 
time!

FEMINIST CRITICS 
And that time is male-bound! Down with patriar-
chal narratives and misogynistic discourse!

POSTCOLONIALISTS 
Down with cultural oppression and the marginal-
ization of Others! 

Teacher advances.

TEACHER 
Hold! Enough! Your theories all have merit, but 
theory isn’t enough. I’m losing my students. 
Shakespeare bleeds. There has to be something 
more.

Abandoned Children
Perturbed Ghosts
Scholars and Spirits
Murderous Hosts
Wise Fools
Forbidden Lovers
Grave Clowns
Sons and Mothers
Peggy O’Brien

Fathers and Daughters
Merchants and Jews
Witches and Wizards
Moors and Shrews
Outsiders, Insiders
Teachers Set Free
Dreamers and Rebels
You, Me
Kylene Beers

ACT 1

A dark, empty classroom in late summer. Enter Teacher. 
Ghosts fl utter in the corners. Teacher advances to the win-
dows. Aware of their sensitivity to light, she draws the 
shades just enough to open the lower panes. 

FIRST GHOST 
Welcome back. We missed you.

TEACHER
Yes. I missed you, too. 

Once the new school year begins, the Ghosts will retire to 
the cellarage and heavens of the building. But they will 
return each time Teacher remembers them, and she will 
remember them often. After all, these are the Ghosts of 
students—advanced, at risk, mainstream, minority, lim-
ited English profi cient, straight, gay, special needs—who 
once held Shakespeare’s plays in their hands and struggled 
to comprehend. Many years later, their frustration still 
echoes in her ears.

CHORUS of GHOSTS, within.
How do we read this stuff? And why?
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ACT 3

The Folger Shakespeare Library. Flourish. Enter former 
Head of Education Peggy O’Brien bearing a proclama-
tion of Fiercely Held Beliefs. Enter Master Teachers, Per-
formers, and Scholars.

O’BRIEN
The most signifi cant work in the entire world goes 
on in schools. 

TEACHER, aside. 
Period.

O’BRIEN
The universe loses track of this fact: The people 
who know the most and best about teaching are 
the folks who do it every day, with real kids in real 
classrooms.

TEACHER, aside. 
Help me to teach what I know.

O’BRIEN
Shakespeare is for all students: of all ability levels 
and reading levels, of every ethnic origin, in every 
kind of school.

TEACHER, aside.
I do know this. Shakespeare is the great equaliz-
er—he is new and strange to us all.

O’BRIEN
Shakespeare study can and should be active, intel-
lectual, energizing, and a pleasure for teacher and 
student. The man wrote plays.

And soon the plays begin—play with words and lines, 
with stage directions, with text and subtext, with living 
pictures, sword fi ghting, role-playing, choral reading, 
comparative viewing, blocking and performing scenes.

TEACHER
O, brave new world.

ACT 4

The classroom in the winter of No Child Left Behind. Stu-
dents of all ability levels work in performance teams, con-
structing promptbooks for Macbeth. Yesterday they puzzled 
out stage directions, stated and implied. Today they sketch 
their ideal sets. Tomorrow they block their scenes. Bells ring. 
Students exeunt. Teacher glances at the calendar.

TEACHER
Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow brings my 
students closer to three days in spring when they 

will need to perform alone in an exit test that can 
only measure their ability to read and write analyt-
ically. Textual details, rhetorical patterns—

Clouds gather. Thunder and lightning. 

NEW CRITICAL SCHOLARS, beneath.
Lecture! Lead the discussion! 

TEACHER
I need to help my students pass a test, but more 
than that, I need to know how best to spend our 
40 weeks together, including those dozen weeks in 
which we fl icker like moths around William 
Shakespeare’s fl ame. 

Ghosts stir as Teacher writes their old questions on the new 
whiteboard: “How do we read this stuff? And why?”

TEACHER
The answers matter beyond test scores, beyond 
adequate yearly progress, beyond Shakespeare’s 
plays themselves, because the answers can 
empower 21st-century students from myriad eth-
nic cultures to take up the bonfi re of words as light 
and fuel necessary for their futures. 

TEACHERS SET FREE, within.
Attend to the strategies of performance-based 
teaching. Many of the answers are there. Perfor-
mance requires close reading.

TEACHER
And reading Shakespeare requires an arsenal of 
strategies. There has to be something more.

ACT 5

Flourish. Enter an army of Researchers and Educators 
bearing the blazon of Adolescent Literacy. Tucket. Enter 
NCTE President Kylene Beers.

BEERS
So, who are the struggling readers? 

TEACHER
When they read Shakespeare, all my students 
struggle, even the most gifted readers. I struggle, 
too.

BEERS
The struggle isn’t the issue; the issue is 
what the reader does when the text gets tough. 
What do you do when you read Shakespeare?

TEACHER
I read aloud, I reread, I write between the lines. I 
question what confuses me and search for clues on 
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the page; I connect the characters and confl icts to my 
life; I predict and often hope that I’m wrong. I look 
closely at the words for the pictures they paint in my 
mind and the sounds they make in my mouth. I 
chunk speeches and scenes into a beginning, middle, 
and end. I puzzle over the pronouns . . . .

BEERS
In other words, you struggle successfully. Teach 
your students how to struggle when they read 
Shakespeare—

Teacher advances to the whiteboard. 

TEACHER
—and they will learn the power and play of words, 
the frustrating complexity of meaning, and the 
necessity of community. Unrestricted by an omni-
scient narrator, unburdened by descriptive stage 
directions and prescriptive directorial commentary, 
they will experience reading as active, constructive, 
visceral.

Ghosts fl utter in the corners.

TEACHER, to Ghosts.
How do we read this stuff, and why? (Trumpets 
sound. Fairies sing.) The how is the why.

Epilogue

Teaching Shakespeare takes everything we’ve got, 
but we’ve got so much. We can’t teach kids why 
Shakespeare matters. But we can teach them—with 
provocative scholarship, with performance-based 
strategies, with explicit reading skills instruction, 
with theater and fi lm and technology, with interde-
pendence, with wonder, and with imagination—
how to read Shakespeare, and because reading him 
requires so much of them, they will take Shake-
speare with them into college, into the military, 
into jobs that pay the bills, into hospitals, cemeter-
ies, and jails, and they will feel less alone. Shake-
speare’s characters have already been there. 

What’s past is prologue. 
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Help Shape NCTE Positions by Submitting a Resolution

If you have concerns about issues that affect your teaching or positions you would like to support, and you 
think NCTE should take a stand, you have an opportunity to be heard! Propose a resolution that may be 
voted upon and passed at NCTE’s Annual Convention. If passed at the Annual Business Meeting for the 
Board of Directors and Other Members of the Council, proposed resolutions become part of the Council’s 
position/philosophy on questions related to the teaching of English and can assist the Council in developing 
action programs.

For further details on submitting a resolution, or to see resolutions already passed by Council members, 
visit the NCTE website (http://www.ncte.org/positions) or contact Lori Bianchini at NCTE Headquarters 
(800-369-6283, ext. 3644; resolutions@ncte.org). Resolutions must be postmarked by October 15, 2009.
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