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Combining Shakespeare, Technology, and Performance in the Classroom


I was able to observe a highly effective teacher who incorporates performance and technology into the classroom. The class is about to start Macbeth, and to do so they are going to use a graphic novel version of the play, with every line complete, perform the play using props and costumes, and watch film clips. The kids are extremely interested, and even in the class with the so called "behavior problems," the kids who admittedly don't feel comfortable talking in front of people, love watching the opening scene from Polanski's Macbeth. They argue over what a witch is supposed to look like; most kids refer to the stereotypical ugly, big-nosed, old woman, but some of the male students question if a witch can be played by a man, and some of the kids volunteer to be male witches for performing the first scene! Finally, a breath of fresh air! Excitement! Enthusiasm! If only every class could be like this. The teacher also plays Beatles music in the background during tests, which doesn't distract the students. They think that this is very cool.



The same teacher uses Shakespeare Set Free in the classroom. They're reading graphic novel editions of the play along with an audio recording by professional actors. When they get to the end of an act, they then work on a performance based project for the act. The class is split up into three person groups - each group chooses a scene they want to stage and perform. First, they decide how they would stage the scene: the teacher asks them to consider characters' entrances, props, costumes, sound effects, background music, and movement on "stage." Throughout the unit, he asks the kids to bring in any props they have at home that they could use: aluminum foil for a soldier's armor, fake swords, bed sheets for witches' cloaks, a burger king crown, a plastic tiara, etc.

 For today's lesson, the students went into their groups and the teacher asked them to edit their scene. I was so excited during all of this I could barely keep from jumping up to start explaining the assignment. Using the smart board, he pulled up an online edition of the play. I watched in amazement as the teacher copy and pasted from the site into a document editing program, where he started showing how to edit out the "unnecessary" lines that don't take anything away from the plot. The kids had a tremendous grasp of the play - they were rattling off the names of characters without a second thought! 

It's very rewarding to finally see how these kinds of activities turn out in the high school classroom - I can now say without a doubt that they work effectively, and I'm not going to hesitate to use them. I can't emphasize enough how responsive and engaged these students were - that class is definitely my favorite out of all the ones I’ve observed throughout my field experiences. I am now more determined than ever before to incorporate both the use of performance and technology in the classroom, and also to utilize students’ interests in pop culture and the media as a way to foster a curiosity and love for learning. 
