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Words strain,
Crack and sometimes break, under
the burden,
Under the tension, slip, slide,
perish, J...
will not stay in place.
(T.S. Eliot, 1943, The Four
Quartets, San Diego:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 19)

fyou are dyslexic, words slip far

more quickly than in the slow se-

mantic changes, the decay of gener-

ations, which impede most readers

of Shakespeare. If you have Atten-

tion. Deficit Hyperactive Disorder

(ADHD), words seldom stay still.

Bouncing, running, perseverating,

words display the same motor over-

flow as their speaker, often leading

to poor communication, tense rela-

tionships, and social strain. How, then, do

learning disabled (LD) students, especially

those with language deficits, learn and per-

form the work of Shakespeare, the most elu-
sive and challenging text of all?

At the Briarwood School, in Houston,
Texas, a group of young actors vie for posi-
tions in a high school Shakespeare troupe
directed by Bob Ives. An experienced Shake-
spearean actor and director, Ives started the
Shakespeare program at Briarwood in 1993.
As with many new classes, this one began
with a scheduling need. A large group of in-
coming freshmen needed a language arts elec-
tive seventh period. Ives and fellow drama
teacher Barbara Lassiter created a full year
course, “The Life and Times of William
Shakespeare.” They studied Shakespeares
culture, his language, and his poetry, but they
didn'’t act. The students, although happy with
what they learned, approached Ives at the end
of the year. They wanted to act out scenes.
The idea for a full-scale production began.

THE LANGUAGE
BARRIER DISAPPEARS

Administrators and teachers alike wor-
ried about the language barrier which Shake-

speare might present to learning disabled
students. At first, the course was planned for
only those students with strong language
skills who needed more challenge than the
skills or remediation classes typically offered
at Briarwood. Then, there was a paradigm
shift. Ives decided that since the class was
partly production work, strong language
skills would not be a prerequisite. Any stu-
dent who chose to enroll in Shakespeare
could take the class. The curriculum would
cater to the students’ individual strengths,
whether visual, auditory or tactile, in order to
override memory and language deficits. In
1994, Shakespeare was offered for one se-
mester, and that spring the players produced
a show composed of short monologues and
scenes. And then the students came to Ives
again. They wanted to produce an entire play.

Ives called in his extensive contacts for
reinforcement, contacts he had made over
the years in the Houston theater scene. As a
graduate student at Rice University, he acted
with the Rice Players under the directorship
of Sandy Havens. As an acting student at the
Alley Theater, he worked with Kate Pogue,
head of drama and fine arts at Houston Com-
munity College Central Campus. As a direc-
tor of several Shakespearean productions by
Baker College at Rice University, Ives met
Shakespearean actor Vance Ormes and pro-
fessional make-up artist Peggy Sterling of
Sterling Images. It was also at Baker College
where he had the opportunity to meet Corin
and Vanessa Redgrave. He used the chance to
cajole Corin Redgrave, during a break in his
busy schedule, into visiting and working
with the students at Briarwood. It didn't take
much cajoling. Redgrave also has a son with
a learning disability, so he was eager to help.

With this kind of local and international
support, as well as internal support from Bri-
arwood faculty including drama coach Jean
Efird and home economics teacher Becky
Vanneter, Ives planned a full years course for
1995. The first semester ended with a show
composed of scenes and monologues in
order to give the students more practice and
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