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A partnership of teachers from San Diego, California, published an article in NCTE’s English Journal last year, in which they argue that, in order to meet the needs of ELLs and other struggling readers as they prepare “to succeed in critically engaging with academic texts,” we as educators need to create units that “support the development of academic language and background knowledge” that all students need to excel in secondary school and beyond. 
If English language learners in English classrooms are to succeed in critically engaging with academic texts, they need intentionally designed interventions that facilitate mastery of subject-specific academic vocabulary and background knowledge, as well as the forms and functions of academic language.						(Moss 54)
They provide examples of the kinds of scaffolding and instruction that will help ELLs and struggling readers, using Romeo and Juliet as the example. The Shakespeare in the Schools Partnership Initiative, which formally was established last April and currently has about 20 Partner teachers, is aiming to address the needs that the San Diego researchers identify, but to do so with students in grades 3-8, introducing and building skills with complex literary texts in pre-secondary education, so that students will arrive at Romeo and Juliet, a text required in a predominance of American secondary schools, already equipped to engage with Shakespeare, and by association, with other complex or challenging texts. 
Over the past six years, I have been piloting Shakespeare units in grades 3-8. In the school district that has been my test kitchen, ELLs are mainstreamed in reading and language arts classrooms, with scaffolding and support from an ELL specialist. In each of my units, I use a prose version of the play to be studied to introduce students to the plot. For 3rd graders, the prose version is a storybook; for 5th-8th graders, the prose version is an adaptation from the 19th-century Tales from Shakespeare, by Charles and Mary Lamb. I have embellished the prose with key lines from Shakespeare’s plays, which both introduces students to Shakespeare’s language and to the very lines that they will encounter in the next part of the unit. I present the story orally, in my best storyteller persona, and as I tell it we place character and setting names on the white board; when we stop and start as class periods end and begin, we use scaffolded formative assessment to check students’ comprehension. For example, in the Midsummer Night’s Dream unit, halfway through the story we use a cloze-reading assessment, first attempted individually with just character and setting names, then collaboratively in small groups, and then with the aid of a graphic organizer that matches character names with brief descriptions and clip art. Typically the classroom teacher places no more than one ELL in each of the small groups. Once the storytelling is complete, we use a constructed response format, in which students both demonstrate basic familiarity with characters, setting, and plot, and develop an idea on, maybe, what it means when a problem has to be solved with magic potions, or why an unjust law may be overthrown. We also take some time to read the Pyramus and Thisbe myth, which is instrumental to an understanding of Shakespeare’s play. Students read the myth individually, then complete an assessment exercise as a group, and then write a brief reflection on why this story is completely inappropriate for a wedding feast – and, for those who need additional stimulus, why presenting it at a wedding feast might be amusing, or how it might be made funny. Incorporated into both of these units is a vocabulary building unit, using context clues, affixes and roots, and dictionary skills. 
For both ELLs and native speakers, the diction and syntax of both prose texts is challenging. Inevitably, in each of the Shakespeare units I have taught, one native speaker will ask, “why don’t you just tell the story in OUR English?” and inevitably, the classroom teacher will say, “because everything in our world is not written in YOUR English.” ELLs do not share this complaint about these texts. The scaffolding, including cloze-reading worksheets, graphic organizer, reflective writing, and access to both prose versions on the homework website, helps ELLs and native speakers alike by giving them multiple aids to comprehension. Vocabulary units help all students. ELLs whose native language is Spanish are at an advantage over some native speakers in Shakespeare units, because of the large number of Latinate roots in Shakespeare’s early modern English! 
Once students have a grasp on the characters, setting, and plot of the play, we turn to the “mini-festival” performance activity. For A Midsummer Night’s Dream, I have edited Shakespeare’s original five-act play down to eleven scenes. I use Shakespeare’s early modern English, but I cut substantially, leaving enough plot and enough language for students to “see” the play in these eleven scenes. In order to assign parts, I ask the classroom teacher to rate each student’s fluency on a scale of 1-3, from below average fluency to average fluency to above average fluency. I have created a spreadsheet for my 11-scene script that breaks down each scene by character and number of words spoken. I assign each student in each class to a part in at least two scenes. An ELL with a fluency score of 1 might be assigned two smaller parts, but the parts are still substantial enough to challenge that student, and the student will be working with his or her fellow actors to make the scene work. In the script as I have edited it, some “main” characters have small parts in some scenes, so an ELL with a fluency score of 1 may very well get to play Puck, or Lysander, or Hermia, a confidence-builder for an ELL who needs it. 
	
Collaboration is the key to any Shakespeare in the Schools performance unit. ELLs, and their native speaker classmates, must practice their listening and comprehension skills, as well as their speaking skills, in order to be team players, in order to make the scene work for the group as a whole. A colleague, Debbie Bell, introduced a wonderfully physically interactive tennis ball exercise at one of our Shakespeare in the Schools Partner Teacher training workshops. We stood in a circle, and Debbie handed one teacher a tennis ball. “Say another teacher’s name, and throw the ball to her, and remember which one you chose.” Each teacher passed the ball to a new teacher, until the ball had been passed all around. If anyone dropped the ball, we started over. The goal was to get the ball around the group three times without an error or a drop. Debbie’s point was that, just like passing the ball, dialogue must move in the same way. Every actor in a scene must be listening AND speaking; every actor must be comprehending and interacting and responding. An ELL typically works very hard on fluency and comprehension and interaction, and these make up a great deal for whatever challenges with clarity an ELL may have, especially since classmates know the plots of the scenes that their classmates are presenting. In the Midsummer Night’s Dream unit that I implemented at Murray Middle School in September, all of the ELLs in the five classes – a total of eight ELL students from five countries – were rated 1, below average, for fluency by their classroom teacher before the unit, and all eight earned a score of 2 or 3, average or above average, for fluency in their Shakespeare in the Schools unit performances. It was clear that the ELL students took the unit seriously and practiced their parts as homework and engaged with their classmates in this team effort.
In some ways, a Shakespeare in the Schools unit scene is a great leveler, giving ELL students a way to act, and even act out, with their classmates. When an ELL student plays an authoritative Duke, he may step forward and take authority in a way that most classroom activities do not allow. One ELL student surprised his classmates with a stern firmness that one classmate said she had never known “the quiet kid” to exhibit. Another demonstrated his sense of humor for the first time since he had been at that school. 
	Part of the reason why ELL students often shine in a Shakespeare in the Schools unit is because native speakers do not have the sense of authority or fluency or confidence with the material that they might have with a text that is written in their vernacular, their English, as the inevitable one always says. Even though Shakespeare’s early modern English is more like a dialect than a different language, more akin to Yoda’s inverted syntax and Dr. Seuss’s made-up diction and poetic syntax than to any other language, native English speakers are somewhat more tentative with Shakespeare’s English than they are with, for example, Suzanne Collins’ or James Patterson’s English. So even native speakers need to work a bit to gain fluency with Shakespeare. Since ELLs are accustomed to working to gain fluency, they have the potential to outpace some of their native speaker classmates who do not take initiative to achieve fluency through practice. Since students practice their scenes over the course of six or seven class periods, ELLs receive the reinforcement of repetition as they gain fluency with their lines. It’s seldom the ELLs who make me say “tennis balls!” to a group that is dropping the metaphorical balls in their dialogue.
Even the least confident ELL cannot avoid participating in scene rehearsals and decision making for each scene that he or she is assigned. The method I use encourages using questions to answer as many student questions as possible, so students in each scene must work together to understand their scene, to make the dialogue work, and to block, or stage, the scene. In my model, students do not memorize their parts: they have their scripts at all times, a lifeline, or security blanket, or de-stressor, to keep the unit fun. Students are expected to figure out appropriate physical actions and proximities to reinforce meaning. I’ll add here that, in my middle school units, we use a circle of classmates to define our stage space for the day of performance. Students perform for their classmates, and not for an audience beyond that group. Entrances and exits are merely standing up and entering the stage space, or sitting down to exit it. In the first scene in Midsummer, Theseus and Hippolyta are joined in the stage space by Egeus, Hermia, Demetrius, and Lysander. “So how do we arrange this crowd?” Fairly quickly, Theseus and Hippolyta, the betrothed Duke and his Amazon queen, move together. Egeus, the angry father, pulls Hermia, his to-his-mind wayward daughter, to his side, as Hermia and her love-interest Lysander attempt to stand close. Demetrius, Egeus’ choice for his daughter, stands on Egeus’ other side. “Good. Now, what happens when Egeus says, ‘Stand forth, Demetrius’? and ‘Stand forth, Lysander’?” ELLs played both regals in the 7th grade Midsummer unit that I just finished, and although both were characterized by their classroom teacher as “silent,” both spoke up in the rearrangement of their peers. And both achieved a level of fluency with their parts above that which the classroom teacher expected. Playing the Queen of the Amazons, playing with Shakespeare, teamwork, rehearsal, all reinforce skills needed for ELLs to gain fluency in a blended classroom.
	Christina Porter, in her 2009 English Journal article, “Words, Words, Words: Reading Shakespeare with English Language Learners,” presents her experiences in partnering this time with an ELL teacher to use Shakespeare in a dedicated ELL classroom. Like me, Porter chose comedies, and two of the ones that I use as well, The Tempest and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Porter also edited texts for classroom use, retaining Shakespeare’s early modern English while choosing parts of scenes best suited for comprehension and fun. The students in her grade 9-12 test kitchen were in the top two levels of proficiency, “expanding” and “bridging,” as were most of those in my blended classrooms. (Two of my ten were identified as “developing” by the school’s ELL specialist, but both achieved 2-level, or average, fluency in their performances.) Christina uses scene summaries like the ones found in the Folger editions of each Shakespeare play, to “alleviate . . . ‘plot tension,’” as she calls it. “I used to read these scene summaries aloud to everyone,” she says, “ but some students do not want to know in advance what is going to happen, so I now allow students the option of reading these summaries silently” (45). Since storytelling, listening and comprehending, with scaffolded formative assessment, is a part of my unit, I don’t worry about the “spoiler” factor. And I find that the humor of the play, the script version, develops for the students because they know what happens, because they know the plot. Knowing the plot lets them know the humor, and then embrace it and create with and on it. “How is Pyramus going to ‘die, die, die, die, die’?”
	Christina found resistance at first from some ELLs to join in the reading of scenes (48). In the blended classroom, in which all students are assigned parts, we have found little resistance to jumping into rehearsals. Students are working in small groups, by scene, and this gives them confidence to experiment without so much fear of making mistakes. Christina includes advice from one of the Folger Shakespeare Library’s master teachers, who points out that students “should not worry about correct pronunciation but do the best they can and pronounce unfamiliar words the way they think they should sound. There are no Elizabethans around to tell us how the words were pronounced” (48). I encourage all students to ask questions on pronunciation and to look up proper names (for example, when Oberon, King of the Fairies, tells Puck to create a “fog as black as Acheron,” we have an opportunity for a brief Greek mythology lesson!). ELLs are entertained when we use repetition to help a native speaker with the pronunciation of a word like “doth,” since the ELLs are far more adept at picking up pronunciation than are most native speakers. Christina also describes “tone vocabulary” work, in which ELLs practice “conveying meaning through tone of voice. Christina used an activity matching lines to emotion words and having students speak the lines demonstrating the emotions. In scene work, ELLs have their fellow actors to coach and offer advice. Each group of students performing a scene works as a team, and in this way ELLs are working directly with their native speaker classmates on developing the tone habits of English language and culture. 
[survey instrument + data] [standards and assessment]
	One of the greatest barriers to including a Shakespeare play in any elementary, middle, or secondary school curriculum, is teacher comfort and teacher confidence. I have been leading a series of teacher workshops in which we walk through the Shakespeare in the Schools method – prose version to “mini-festival” – with teachers, giving them an immersion experience with one play that they will teach. In this way, a teacher may develop facility with one play at a time, using the same scaffolding that his or her students will use. I have led two of these workshops so far, and teacher reaction to the training has been very positive: teachers who arrived skeptical that they would leave ready to teach the chosen play have left ready to teach the chosen play. College Shakespeare courses – my own included – are not intended to teach teachers how to teach Shakespeare in grades 3-12. I am an advocate for partnerships between teachers as a way to provide the training and support that teachers need to create and implement units on challenging texts that will engage and inspire all of their learners, both native speakers and ELLs. To teachers, I say: if you can imagine a unit that would help your students, find a partner teacher or professor and create the training that will make it happen. 
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