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The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 was an  Act of Congress that 
reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. It included 
provisions applying to disadvantaged students and supported 
standards-based education reform based on the premise that setting high 
standards and establishing measurable goals could improve individual 
outcomes in education. The Act required states to develop assessments 
in basic skills. To receive federal school funding, states had to give these 
assessments to all students at select grade levels. 

No Child Left Behind required all public schools receiving federal funding 
to administer a statewide standardized test annually to all students. All 
students in a state take the same test under the same conditions. Critics 
argued that the focus on standardized testing encouraged teachers to 
teach a narrow subset of skills that the school believed increased test 
performance rather than achieve in-depth understanding of the overall 
curriculum

Another problem is that outside influences often affect student 
performance. Students who struggle to take tests may perform well using 
another method of learning such as project-based learning. Sometimes, 
factors such as home life can affect test performance. Basing 
performance on one test inaccurately measures student success overall. 

By 2015, criticism from right, left, and center had accumulated so much 
that Congress stripped away No Child Left Behind and replaced it with 
the Every Student Succeeds Act.
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including the Looking Glass Theatre, Woolly Mammoth Theatre 
Company, American Repertory Theatre, Center Theatre Group, 
and Berkeley Repertory Theatre. 

Today, a number of theatres and schools continue to perform the 
production for their communities, showing the transformational 
power of theatre, and the change the arts can enact.

Named after the Bush-era education initiative No Child Left Behind 
and based on her own experiences, Nilaja Sun’s 80 minute show 
titled No Child tells the story of a visiting teaching artist who tries to 
get a class of uninterested teenagers at a rundown school in the 
Bronx to put on a production of british playwright Timberlake 
Wertenbaker’s 1998 play Our Country’s Good. 

No Child began as a solo performance piece, in which Nilaja Sun 
tackled all 17 roles herself. Following its premiere Off Broadway, 
Sun has toured No Child to a number of regional theatres

For her creation and performance of No Child and its 
subsequent international tour, Nilaja garnered 21 awards 
including: an Obie Award, a Lucille Lortel Award, two Outer 
Critics Circle Awards including the John Gassner 
Playwriting Award for Outstanding New American Play, a 
Theatre World Award, the Helen Hayes Award, two NAACP 
Theatre Awards, and was awarded the soloNOVA Award for 
Artist of the Year by terraNOVA Collective.

CFRT’s version of No Child involves 5  actors.

No�Child…�History



Who�is�Nilaja�Sun?
Nilaja Sun is an actor, solo 
performer and teaching artist most 
known for her Obie award winning 
solo piece No Child which was 
directed by Hal Brooks and 
originally commissioned and 
produced by Epic Theatre 
Ensemble. 

Her latest solo piece Pike St., 
directed by Ron Russell and 
originally commissioned and 
produced by Epic, had its world 
premiere at the Abrons Arts Center 
in the Lower East Side, which was 
followed by an international tour at 
the Woolly Mammoth Theatre 

Other credits include The Adventures of the Barrio Grrrl! At Summer 
Play Festival, The Cool at INTAR, Huck and Holden at Cherry Lane 
Theatre. Law and Order: SVU, and 30 Rock. As a solo performer, her 
projects include Black and Blue, the critically acclaimed Blues for a 
Gray Sun at INTAR, Due to the Tragic Events of…Insufficient Fare, La 
Nubia Latina, and Mixtures.

A native of the Lower East Side, Nilaja is a Princess Grace Award 
recipient and has taught drama, playwriting and solo performance in 
high schools and colleges in New York, New Jersey, Bridgeport, CT, 
Detroit, MI, Washington D.C, Oakland, CA, Tanzania, Africa for 20 
years.

Company, Pillsbury House, Detroit Public Theatre, and Berkeley 
Repertory Theatre, as well as Melbourne, Australia and Edinburgh, 
Scotland where she won the Edinburgh Award.



In, No Child, Nilaja Sun chooses to rehearse the play Our 
Country’s Good with the students of Malcolm X High 
School. Written in 1988 by playwright Timberlake 
Wertenbaker, Our Country’s Good is set in the first British 
penal colony, located in Australia, in 1788. This text might 
seem like a surprising choice, but her selection is 
deliberate and the parallels are amazing.

Based on the novel The Playmaker by Thomas Keneally, Our 
Country’s Good tells the story of a group of convicts and marines 
sent to live in a penal colony. The action of the play centers around 
a Lieutenant’s efforts to stage a production of George Farquar’s 
restoration comedy, The Recruiting Officer, with a cast of convicts. 
Initially, there is pushback from the Lieutenant’s Commanding 
Officers, who doubt the convicts ability to grasp and appreciate this 
form of art. The Lieutenant argues that introducing these convicts to 
experience something they never have before might afford them the 
opportunity to change: in speaking the words of a great writer, the 
convicts could become enlightened and refined performers, which 
in turn might evoke change in the officers themselves.

Why does Sun select a play about convicts? She asks herself this very 
question after her first day teaching. One of her students offers an insightful 
answer, “Because we’re treated like convicts everyday.” Like the prisoners 
in Our Country’s Good, little is expected of the self proclaimed “worst class 
in school.” These students have been repeatedly told that they won’t 
amount to anything, and though these young people initially resist Sun’s 
teachings, they eventually rise to the occasion and surpass her 
expectations. Performing Our Country’s Good provides these students an 
empowering opportunity to be seen and heard. Engaging with the theatre 
transports Sun’s students beyond the confines of their everyday lives.

Our�Country’s�Good



Gideon: How did you come to write No Child? 

Sun: I was commissioned by the New York State Council on the Arts and 
Epic Theater ensemble to write a show about education. I’ve been a 
teaching artist in the New York public school system for nine years, so it was 
a subject I knew well. I’ve written and performed for solo shows in the past, 
but at first I thought No Child would be a play for two or three actors. It was 
only after I had written it that I realized I might be able to pull it off as a one 
person show. There are many more characters in it than I’ve ever performed 
before, and I’ve never changed characters at the rapid speed that you see in 
No Child.

Gideon: Why did you decide to perform it alone?

Sun: Teachers often tell me that they feel as if they’re doing a one person 
show in front of their classrooms every day. They are run ragged. I want to 
re-create that feeling in the show. I don’t drink water. I barely sit down. I just 
keep going.

Gideon: When I watch the show I’m also reminded that role-play is integral 
to life as a student or a teacher. Teachers have to perform for the students 
and students have to assume identities to conform socially.

Sun: I’m always aware of that when I begin a residency, but hopefully the 
masks begin to peel off the longer you interact with the kids. All of them have 
some kind of identity that they are hiding behind, but when you get 
underneath you see how beautiful and vulnerable these kids and teachers 
are.

The�following�is�an�excerpt�from�an�interview�
between�Gideon�Lester�and�Nilaja�Sun�courtesy�of�
American�Repertory�Theatre



Gideon: You trained as an actor and writer. How did you become a 
teaching artist?

Sun: In 1998, I was working with the National Shakespeare Company 
performing Romeo and Juliet for high school students. After the show, we 
would pair off in the classrooms to teach Shakespeare’s language for an 
hour. It was then that I started to notice what life was like in a public 
school. I went to a Catholic school for 14 years, and that was very 
different.

Gideon: How was it different?

Sun: Discipline was really lacking in the public schools. Some of the kids 
couldn’t sit still for 15 minutes. One day they were going to be the adults 
of America, and I was concerned for the future and for our communities. I 
wanted to get them out of some of the patterns that are harming them. 
Constantly talking in class, lack of attention, negative remarks to their 
teachers or about themselves. That environment creates a world full of 
darkness. That’s the reason I started teaching.

Gideon: How does theater help them?

Sun: It allows the students to place themselves in another person’s 
shoes, in another person‘s life, and they become more empathetic. They 
start to understand what it means for one person, one teacher, to have 
control over 30 students. We don’t teach empathy much in our society. 
We focus on ourselves. We value an independence of spirit which is great 
until you have to work in a group. The Theatre also allows them to still be 
kids, to have fun. A lot of the time, especially in the inner-city, the child is 
taken away so early. They become this weird person who looks like an 
adult and acts like a child and I don’t really know where they fit in. Theatre 
helps him to connect with a beautiful child they have inside, it’s almost 
metaphysical. 



Gideon: How much of No Child is based on real incidents?

Sun: The whole script is shaped from events that happened to me. It’s an 
amalgamation of all my experiences.

Gideon: Many teachers saw the show while you performed in New York. 
How did they respond?

Sun: Often they tell  me that I encapsulate their years working in the 
schools. New teachers come in and say that’s exactly what I’m going 
through and I’m so glad I saw your show because now I have some ideas 
about what I can do with the kids when certain things happen. The best 
way to teach teachers is for them to see a teacher failing and succeeding, 
doing a great job and then messing up.

Gideon: Can you talk about the title? How do you feel about the No Child 
Left Behind Act?

Sun: It leaves a lot to be desired. The amount of testing required for 
schools to receive their funding weighs heavily on teachers’ minds. Not 
every school is the same, and standardized testing creates huge 
pressures. As teaching artists, we can’t spend enough time in the 
classroom because the students have to learn to take tests. Also, the arts 
don’t appear in the language of the act and that’s troublesome. To 
eliminate the arts from our schools would be a tragedy. If I were ever to 
speak to the president of the United States, I’d argue that the arts create 
well-rounded individuals and better, more questioning citizens.

Gideon: No Child so clearly reminds us of the problems in our education 
system are of vast proportions. Do you feel any hope for the future?

Sun: Yes I do. We have to remain hopeful for the kids’ sake. Can you 
imagine being a teenager and having adults look at you and say “I have no 
hope for you teenager?” We have to focus on a hopeful future for them. 
We’re not helping them at all by regarding them as a lost generation.



In No Child, we meet a number of different characters. Each character 
has their own point of view on the subject of education.

Exercise #1: Character Point Of View

STEP 1: Choose a topic by making a list of three issues around school 
and/or education that are important to you. They can be specific to your 
school or more general.

Example:

1) School starts too early in the morning
2) This school should teach Latin
3) There should be more art in the classroom

Choose one of these issues and write three paragraphs on why this 
issue is important to you and what should be done to change it. 

STEP 2: Share this with a classmate or read them for the entire class.

STEP 3: Imagine another character who would oppose the argument 
you made in STEP 1. This could be another student, teacher, educator, 
etc. 

Make a list of the reasons explaining why they do not agree with your 
argument. Write three paragraphs explaining their point of view on the 
issue.

STEP 4: Share this letter with a classmate or read them for the entire 
class.

Classroom�Exercises



Exercise #2: Creating Character

Now we will create characters to represent these arguments.

STEP 1: Each character should have a profile. Create a profile by answering 
the following

Name:
Age:
Job:
Want: (The character’s desire, as it relates to the issues in Exercise #1)
Fear: (As it relates to the issues in Exercise #1)

Example:
Character 1: You
Name: Dave
Age: 16
Job: Student
Want: Better quality of school lunch
Fear: Lack of nutrients = no learning

STEP 2: Now create another profile for a character with an opposing point of 
view.

Example
Character 2: Someone with another point of view
Name: Ms. Weaver
Age: 62
Job: Teacher
Want: To keep costs in line
Fear: She must lay off good teachers



Exercise #3: Scene Creation

Now imagine a scene in which these two characters have an opportunity 
to discuss one of the important issues from Exercise #1.

STEP 1: Choose a Time, Place and At Rise for the scene.

Time: When does the scene take place?
Place: Where does the scene take place?
At Rise: What does the audience see when the curtain rises or the lights 
come up?

STEP 2: Create a scene as shown below, letting the conflict for the 2 
characters unfold in their own voices. Invent a reason for the characters 
to meet and discuss the issue.

Example: 
Dave (Speaking to the school lunch attendant): Hey, where is my pizza?

Principal: Excuse me young man. Please do not be so rude to our staff. 
They work very hard.

Dave (Turning to speak to the other character): Why don’t you mind- Oh, 
I’m sorry Ms. Weaver. I didn’t realize it was you.

Principal: I don’t think you realize a lot of things, young man.

Dave: With all due respect, this food is not edible. Why can’t we have 
organic vegetables like they have over at King Middle School?

Principal: This food has been certified by the state and it is edible, Mr. 
Smith. 

STEP 3: Continue the scene and find a resolution to the conflict.

STEP 4: Once the scene is complete, read through it with a partner.

STEP 5: Perform the scenes for the class. 



Post�Show�Questions

1) Why did Nilaja Sun chose to open the play with the school 
janitor?

2) How does the janitor describe the teaching profession? Do 
you agree with the description? Why or why not?

3) In what ways does the janitor show that he is concerned for 
the students?

4) What is the difference between a Teacher and a Teaching 
Artist? If you knew you had to perform one of these job, 
which would you prefer? Why?

5) What relationship does Ms. Tam have with the students in 
her classroom? Do the students remind you of anyone you 
know? Which teenager do you relate to the most?

6) Midway through the show, the janitor provides an overview 
of the school’s history. How much do you know about your 
own school’s history? How would you describe your 
school’s current economic situation?

7) What obstacles does Ms. Sun encounter when she 
attempts to hold rehearsals for Our Country’s Good? Have 
you ever faced these obstacles when working on a project, 
play or team?

8) What reasons does the Principal give for not wanting Ms. 
Sun to quit? Were you surprised by any of them?



9) When the students and Ms. Sun finally stage the play, what 
discoveries does she make about some of them?

10) What other things besides testing could be done to ensure 
that no child is left behind?

11) Do you think every child is guaranteed an equal education? 

Post�Show�Questions



 Theatre Arts

B.C.1 Use movement, voice and writing to communicate ideas and 
feelings

B.C.2 Use performance to communicate ideas and feelings

 

English Language Arts

Anchor Standards for Reading

            3. Analyze how and why individuals, events and ideas 
develop and interact over the course of a text.

            6. Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the 
context and style of a text.

 

Anchor Standards for Speaking and Listening

            2. Integrate and evaluate information presented in 
diverse media formats, including visually, quantitatively and orally.

            3. Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning and 
use of evidence and rhetoric

 

Anchor Standards for Language

            3. Apply knowledge of language to understand how 
language functions in different contexts, to make effective choices 
for meaning or style, and to comprehend more fully when reading or 
listening.

            5. Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, 
word relationships and nuances in word meanings.

NCSCOS�Standards


