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	“It was undeniably one of the most significant events we have had the privilege of hosting at our school. The moment our young people first entered and integrated seamlessly with the cast on stage stands as one of the proudest instances in over 20 years of my experience in school leadership.” Headteacher, St Peter and St Paul CE Primary School, Skegness



The Royal Shakespeare Company’s 80-minute edited versions of Shakespeare’s plays are a perfect introduction to his work. They are productions made with, by and for young people aged 7-13, and enjoyed by young people and their families. The RSC’s First Encounters with Shakespeare productions tour to partner schools, theatres and community venues, adapting to play in different spaces in the heart of communities across England. The tour is made up of daytime performances to fit within school hours and evening or weekend, community performances.
The premise of a First Encounter production is that anyone – of any age – having their first experience of Shakespeare’s work is able to access the play and Shakespeare’s language in an environment that feels relaxed and welcoming. The productions are made to be accessible and interactive for audiences, with an introduction to the play that highlights the characters and key plot points in the story.
The RSC has been touring First Encounters productions for over 10 years, with the most recent being The Tempest. This production played to over 12,000 people within 82 performances in schools, theatres and town halls across 15 different towns and cities. Nearly 50% of audiences who watched this production had never seen a Shakespeare performance before. Audience feedback included “terrific”, “I didn’t think I’d understand that – but I really did!” and “I want to watch that every day for the rest of my life”.
Headteachers who have brought their primary students to watch previous First Encounters productions have described seeing their students “spellbound” by the performances, observing them engage in ways they’ve never seen them do so before. They report a transformation in perceptions around Shakespeare and the arts, with many of their students independently returning to watch another performance with their parent/carer, grandparent or siblings. Teachers report that their students gain a deeper knowledge of the play from watching First Encounters and that these productions bring a sense of unity and community in the performance space.
“The experience of having Shakespeare brought to life within our auditorium was nothing short of magical, seeing our community come together to enjoy the performances, including those who had never experienced live Shakespeare before…”
Accompanying the tour is a Learning Pack, providing insights and practical activities to help prepare young people to watch the production. Schools hosting the production also receive at least one visit from an RSC practitioner, who will lead a workshop on the play with students using RSC approaches to teaching Shakespeare.
In Autumn 2025, the RSC will be touring First Encounters King Lear to schools, theatres and community venues in 15 places across England. The title of the production was selected in consultation with young people aged 7-13 from the RSC’s partner schools, after an exploration of some of the themes and ideas currently preoccupying them, and what stories they would like to see performed in their school hall or at their local theatre or community venue. The RSC are drawing on the knowledge, experience and expertise of teachers in partner primary schools who have previously explored King Lear - and stories inspired by King Lear - in the classroom, to help shape the production. They are also supporting partner schools across England to create their own edited versions of King Lear performed by young people, as part of their Playmaking Festivals in Summer 2025. 
This play about family, power and betrayal will be created so that it is relevant to a new generation of theatregoers.
