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worked on scenes to perform for other school 
groups like their own. The only rule: don’t change 
the language. Cut it and perform it any way you 
like, just don’t change or modernize those words. 
All different kinds of kids from the DC metropoli-
tan area—big urban schools, little rural schools, 
kids of every ethnicity, every ability level, and from 
public, parochial, and independent schools—stayed 
all day in the Folger Theatre, performing for each 
other. And the seventh-grade boys I loved most 
of all.

The philosophy and the pedagogy became 
clearer and clearer: The playwright had something to 
say to each one of these kids, and they each brought 
something to him. And the pay dirt was not the 

product (the excellence of the per-
formance) but the process. Great 
performances were exhilarating but 
they were icing on the cake. In the 
process of putting on student-di-
rected and student-performed 
Shakespeare, everybody learned. 
Rather than events, it was clear 
that the festivals were embodi-
ments of a powerful and successful 
way of teaching and learning. 

The Folger Shakespeare Li-
brary’s educational philosophy, 
then, was born out of practice with 
all kinds of real kids and real 
teachers. It is generalizable—and 
we know that because teachers and 
students across the country began 
to teach, learn, use, adapt, share, 
succeed, and tell us about it. 

parachuted into the Folger Shake-
speare Library in 1981 kind of by ac-
cident, a DC public high school 
English teacher on hiatus from the 

classroom due to burying parents and birthing chil-
dren. I was on my way back to that classroom, but 
the opportunity to work in the land of all things 
Shakespeare was too good to pass up, even though 
there were no established pre-collegiate education 
programs there—just a few events for students. 
“We’d like you to run the docent program,” they said 
when they fi rst spoke to me about a position. “Oh, 
and there is a volunteer here who organized an event 
last year where kids performed scenes on stage for 
each other.” I’m in, I thought. Because you can’t keep 
a good English teacher down, and 
because Louisa Newlin (that “vol-
unteer”) and I fed off one another’s 
entrepreneurial spirits, it mostly 
all began then. 

Soon after, tribes of fourth- 
through twelfth-grade teachers 
and students began fl owing 
through the Folger Library on a 
regular basis. Day-long work-
shops with actors and scholars for 
teachers. A special fellowship se-
mester for 18 seniors from high 
schools all around the metropoli-
tan DC area. Seventh through 
twelfth graders in the winter, and 
fourth through sixth graders in 
the spring, turned up for the stu-
dent Shakespeare festivals. Before 
coming for a festival day, students 
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Teachers everywhere began to pay attention. 
The festivals grew until we couldn’t pack the Folger 
Theatre any more days . . . and then the US Depart-
ment of Education reached out. They asked us to 
propose the Festival Project for their National Dif-
fusion Network so that students and teachers all 
over the country could benefi t from this work by 
doing it themselves. We traveled throughout the 
country spreading the word. One place we went 
was Denver, which just celebrated their festival’s 
25th anniversary. Over 4,000 students perform on 
one day on stages and venues throughout the city.

The National Endowment for the Humanities 
(NEH) is also responsible for a good deal of this 
growth. In 1983, NEH attended my workshop at a 
DCCTE meeting. Soon after they came to see me 
and mentioned the (then) new NEH-sponsored 
summer institutes that brought together humani-
ties scholars with elementary, middle school, and 
high school teachers for a month of intensive study. 
“We think the Folger should consider submitting a 
proposal for an institute next summer,” NEH said. 
“Think about a proposal for three successive sum-
mers, in fact, with a total budget of about 
$700,000.” “Sure,” I said. The only proposal I had 
written was for a project that cost $2,500. I knew I 
could fi gure it out, though. “It will change your 
life,” NEH said. They were right.

Professor Jeanne Roberts, celebrated Shake-
spearean scholar at American University, fi gured out 
that only the best scholars should be asked to devote 
all of their month’s time to working with teachers. I 
knew we needed actors to lend their perspectives, 
even though NEH at fi rst said that only NEA should 
fund actors. I also knew that we needed fi ne high 
school teachers on the institute faculty because they 
knew how to connect all of this to a classroom.

The fi rst preliminary proposal I submitted 
was not auspicious. “This is terrible,” NEH said. I 
listened hard, and the proposal got better. 

The Folger Shakespeare Library’s fi rst Teach-
ing Shakespeare Institute took place in 1984. Seven 
hundred teachers from across the country applied for 
50 places. Those 50, a faculty of 10, and a staff of 2 
all invested in the creation of an experience that was 
intensely challenging, expansive, intellectual, per-
sonal, and victorious. It was profession-changing 

and life-changing for all of us—and showed us the 
power of such a month. The “Fabulous Fifty” gave 
rise to the creation of workshops, intensives, week-
end institutes, and materials across the country—
and more teachers applied to study the following 
summer. And so it went. Excellent, daylong Teach-
ing Shakespeare workshops became staples at 
NCTE’s Annual Conventions. NCTE’s guidelines 
made clear that only two persons could teach these 
workshops, yet we respectfully disagreed. Six or 
eight teachers would cram into my hotel room two 
days before the workshop itself. “Bring your best 
stuff,” I would tell them before they left home. Did 
they ever, and we put those days together collabora-
tively to give participating teachers the most and 
best we could. And it always involved a midnight 
trip to Kinko’s—in these days before computers and 
the Web—so that teachers could take us home with 
them and to class the next day. 

The Institute developed as we experimented 
with approaches and new ways of working. For a 
couple of summers, we focused on teaching Shake-
speare’s language so teachers from all over could de-
velop techniques and materials useful to all of the 
teachers who couldn’t get a place (or spare the time) 
at the institute in the summer. This work was the 
basis of Shakespeare Set Free, a set of sourcebooks 
based on the Teaching Shakespeare Institute. In 
1990, the Teaching Shakespeare Institute collabo-
rated with the Royal Shakespeare Company on a 
summer institute for British and American teachers 
that took place in Stratford and in DC. 

By 1995, I felt like I was out of ideas and left 
the Folger for the Corporation for Public Broadcast-
ing. The late Janet Field-Pickering, an Institute 
alum, took over. Newt Gingrich’s Contract with 
America eliminated the National Diffusion Network 
that same year, but she was undaunted, and she ex-
panded the Folger’s local, elementary school pro-
grams. The Institutes continued and prospered. Now 
with Robert Young at the helm, the Folger has gone 
digital and is reaching more teachers than I would 
have thought possible in 1983.

The beat goes on—I love it!—fueled by work-
ing teachers everywhere and a rare book library that 
believes and invests deeply in their success. What 
could be better? 
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