
 

 

 

   

 

Confessions of a Shakespeare geek 

Skip forward more years than I care to mention, and 

I’m a primary school teacher and a self-confessed 

Shakespeare geek, working with a Year 4 class on the 

Wirral. Teaching Tudor entertainment in the post-

lunch graveyard slot, I could feel the children drifting 

away from me in their well-fed stupor. In an 

epiphanic moment, I threw away my (admittedly dull) 

lesson plan and started talking Shakespeare. In fact, I 

got right down to the nitty-gritty and told my class the 

story of Hamlet.  

Luckily for me, I’m the world’s biggest Hamlet 

bore, and I know it back to front. As I wandered 

between desks, conjuring up the castle battlements of 

Denmark you could hear a pin drop. The children 

were completely enraptured. And why wouldn’t they 

be? Ghosts, Kings, Queens, Princes, stabbings, duels, 

poisonings, young love and treacherous villainy. It’s a 

primary school teacher’s dream text!  

So I threw out my literacy plans and for the next 

few weeks we were writing poems about evil King 

Claudius in the style of John Agard’s ‘Don’t Call 

Alligator…’, creating posters for the Globe theatre, 

and even filming our own version of Hamlet for a 

local film festival. Three years later, and just about to 

leave Year 6, one of my pupils, Owen, told me that 

playing Laertes in our Year 4 Hamlet film was the 

best thing he ever did in primary school. You can’t 

ask for better than that! 

Thrilling or terrifying? Exciting or excruciating? 

Ask anyone and they’ll probably remember their first 

encounter with Shakespeare in the classroom. But 

why are our first experiences so varied, and what is 

the right way to introduce Shakespeare, especially to 

primary school children?   

I moved around a lot as a child and went to several 

schools, so many of my school memories are a bit 

hazy, but I don’t remember any primary school 

Shakespeare at all. Perhaps it just wasn’t the fashion 

to teach the Bard in 1980s junior schools. Fast 

forward then to secondary school for my first 

Shakespeare memory: a drama lesson in my first (and 

only) year at Tring High School in Hertfordshire. I 

would have been about 12 years old and I vividly 

remember pretending to be a Mechanical in A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream. Why do I remember that 

lesson so well? Because it was fun. I was on my feet 

and I’d been given permission to lark about with my 

friends. I’m pretty sure that other pupil groups were 

being members of the Fairy Kingdom or recreating 

the plight of the confused young lovers. Perhaps we 

all got together and showed back our scenes to the 

class at the end of the lesson. One thing is for sure: 

my Tring teacher had the right idea. She knew that the 

best way to get kids excited about Shakespeare is to 

use an active approach. Shakespeare should be about 

performance and fun.  

After all, they don’t call them ‘plays’ for nothing! 
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Be inspired by this engaging article by Shakespeare Schools 

Foundation’s Education Manager, Stuart Rathe, as he suggests a 

wealth of ideas for using the Bard in the primary classroom.  
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Shakespeare Schools Foundation 

Soon after this I met Dom Fitch, the artistic director of the 

Shakespeare Schools Foundation (SSF). In one of those bizarre 

happy accidents, Dom’s wife-to-be lived near our Wirral school, 

and they were interested in using our school field for their 

summer wedding marquee. Whilst visiting the school to get the 

headteacher’s permission, she introduced Dom to the resident 

Shakespeare geek, and soon our school was taking part in the 

Shakespeare Schools Festival – the world’s largest youth drama 

festival. 

I now work for SSF as their Education Manager. We’re a 

cultural education charity working across the UK with teachers 

and young people, providing education resources, workshops and 

performance opportunities.   

SSF began in 2000, and our flagship Festival now annually 

sees up to 30,000 young performers aged 5-18 take to 

professional stages across the UK to perform thirty minute 

abridged Shakespeare productions. SSF provide the scripts, 

teacher training and resources to enable teachers to direct the 

plays. There are even opportunities for pupils to work in 

technical, marketing and other backstage capacities. Speaking 

from personal experience, it can be a life-changing and 

transformative experience for the children who take part. 

My role at SSF is to develop schemes of work to make 

teaching Shakespeare fun and accessible, and to produce great 

reading and writing outcomes, linked clearly to curriculum 

objectives, and I’d like to use the remainder of this article to 

share some of my top tips and activities with you. 

Primary Shakespeare – Top Tips 

What’s the best play to choose for primary pupils? 

The most popular play choices for our Festival are Macbeth, A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream and Romeo and Juliet.  Macbeth is a 

bloodthirsty romp with a really straightforward plotline, bound to 

engage reluctant readers, and a particular favourite with boys. A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream is full of anarchic fun, just like the 

primary playground! Romeo and Juliet is great for exploring 

themes of tolerance and hatred. SSF have play specific schemes 

of work for each of these three texts available for purchase 

through our website shop: www.shakespeareschools.org  

Getting started with freeze framing 

Why not get acting with your youngsters straight away? 

Shakespeare should come off the page as soon as possible and 

using ten-point play summaries provides the perfect opportunity 

for quick storytelling opportunities. Divide your Shakespeare 

story into ten simple numbered plot points. With pupils in groups 

of five or six, divide the plot point summaries amongst the class 

and give pupils a short period of time to devise frozen tableaux 

representing each plot point. Watch the freeze frames back in 

chronological order, prefaced by one member of each pupil 

group reading out the plot point summary. In thirty minutes, your 

pupils have successfully told a Shakespeare story!  

Not only is this great fun, but it’s a great starting point for your 

young people’s Shakespearean journey. 

Introducing language – insults and iambic pentameter 

Thou peevish, onion-eyed hedge-pig! At SSF, we encourage 

engagement with Shakespeare’s language as early as lower Key 

Stage 2. And what better way to get pupils enjoying 

Shakespeare’s words than by insulting each other, with  

no repercussions? To get you started, our Shakespeare  

In su l t  Gene ra to r  i s  ava i l ab l e  b y ema i l i ng 

louise@shakespeareschools.org. A word of warning though: 

prepare for children forming a (not so orderly) queue to insult the 

teacher! 

Iambic pentameter Shakespeare’s blank verse, also known as 

iambic pentameter, sounds like it should be impenetrably tricky 

at Key Stage 2. In fact, it’s huge fun. It acts as the heartbeat 

underscoring Shakespeare’s verse. It follows a ten beat pattern 

with the stress on alternate beats. (De- DUM, De- DUM, De- 

DUM, De- DUM, De- DUM). You can find it in some of 

Shakespeare’s most famous lines, such as: 

         Once more unto the breach dear friends, once more! 

But it can easily be mimicked in modern English, with 

sentences such as: 

                    I’d like to have another cup of tea! 

Key Stage 2 pupils really enjoy making their thoughts fit this 

rhythmic pattern. Before they know it, they’re writing iambic 

poetry inspired by Macbeth’s witches or Puck and his 

mischievous tricks.  

Using film – animations and silent movies 

It’s fun to compare old and new movie-making approaches, 

and it reminds pupils that Shakespeare is as relevant now as he 

ever was. There are plenty of film versions of Shakespeare’s 

plays online. A particular modern day favourite of mine is Fettle 

Animation’s animated pop song abridgements Shakespeare in 

Shorts. These simple, colourful pop videos with urban-lite rap 

lyrics and music were produced as part of the celebration of 

Shakespeare’s 400th anniversary legacy for BBC Learning. They 

are a great plot introduction which could be used either before or 

after freeze framing (above) and can be found here: http://

fettleanimation.com/shakespeare-in-shorts-bbc-bitesize/   

At the other end of the historical scale are some brilliant early 

silent movie adaptations of Shakespeare. 

Percy Stow’s ten minute version of The 

Tempest is easy to find online and is a 

great classroom piece. Young people are 

intrinsically fascinated by silent film – 

having to piece together clues such as use 

of incidental music, exaggerated gesture 

and expression to infer and deduce 

narrative and character intention.  

Before a first silent movie viewing, I’d 

hand out printed screen captures from the 

film and ask children to comment on 

characters and likely relationships, and 

predict what is happening in the scene. 

After a few viewings, I might introduce a 

bank of key extracts from the original play 

and ask pupils to match them to the correct 

silent movie scene. Ultimately, I would 

encourage pupils to use audio editing 

software such as Audacity to make their 

own soundtrack to the movie (including 

special sound effects, narration and 

appropriately selected quotes from the 

bank of text extracts).  

As an extension, groups of pupils could 

even have a go at filming their own silent 

“SSF provide 

the scripts, 

teacher training 

and resources 

to enable 

teachers to 

direct the 

plays. There 

are even 

opportunities 

for pupils to 

work in 

technical, 

marketing and 

other backstage 

capacities.” 

15 NATE Primary Matters Autumn 2018 

Feature: First Encounters with the Bard 



 

 

 

   

 

movie version using either a silent movie app for tablets or 

Windows moviemaker/ iMovie. ‘Ageing’ the film is usually a 

relatively simple process, and websites like https://

incompetech.com/ have a great range of royalty free silent movie 

style musical accompaniments to download and add to your 

finished film. Before you know it, your class will be 

Shakespearean movie-makers!  

See a production. Take part in SSF’s Festival! 

Shakespeare should be seen on stage if at all possible. Our 

annual Festival runs in October and November and includes over 

130 regional theatres up and down the country. Why not take 

your young people to a Festival performance night near you so 

that they can be inspired by other primary children taking on the 

Bard? Who knows, you might choose to participate in our 2018 

Festival! You can find your nearest performance by visiting 

www.shakespeareschools.org - follow the links to ‘The Festival’ 

and ‘What’s On?’ to locate your nearest venue.  
 

Play specific ideas 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

• Write a persuasive argument about why Hermia should be 

allowed to marry Lysander rather than Demetrius; 

• Hot-seat Puck about his mischievous behaviour in the woods; 

• Create a Twitter account for a key character such as Bottom 

the Weaver; 

• Write a letter of complaint from an audience member about 

the Mechanicals’ terrible production of Pyramus and Thisbe; 

• Interview Titania and Oberon for a newspaper feature called 

‘At home with the King and Queen of the Fairies’. 

Romeo and Juliet 

• Create a heraldic shield with an inscription for the Montagues 

or Capulets; 

• Write an Agony Aunt letter in role as either Romeo or Juliet 

bemoaning the ‘ancient grudge’ of the warring families. Have 

pupils answer each other’s letters in role as the Agony Aunt; 

• Write a diary entry for Tybalt. How does he feel about Romeo 

and the Montagues? 

• Put Friar Lawrence on trial for his role in the deaths of Romeo 

and Juliet; 

• Create a Jeremy Kyle style daytime talk show with key 

characters as guests and watch the sparks fly! 

Something more detailed: An example drama teaching 

sequence for Macbeth 

If you feel ready to launch into Macbeth, here’s a teaching 

sequence to really inspire your class! 

At the start of Macbeth, a great battle has taken place in 

Scotland, with King Duncan’s army fighting Norwegian invaders 

and some Scottish rebels. The heroes of the battle are Macbeth 

and his friend Banquo. As they leave the battlefield, they find 

themselves on a deserted heath, where they encounter some very 

strange women, with a prophetic message for Macbeth ... 

This suggested sequence of activities allows pupils to build up 

to a dramatisation of the first fateful meeting between Macbeth 

and the witches. 

Part One – Creating a battlefield 

• Before the lesson, conduct an internet search for ‘Medieval 

Battle Sounds’ 

• Ask the children to close their eyes and listen to the battle 

sounds. What do they hear? Mind-map with the class. 

Suggestions might include wails, roars, cries and screams, 

horses, clanging armour, men crying or pleading for their 

lives, striking swords, cheers etc. Collect the suggestions on 

the whiteboard as a whole class mind-map; 

• Put children into pairs and spread around the space. Ask 

children to decide on a different battle sound each. (e.g. a 

sob, a pleading, a clang, or a horse’s whinny); 

• In their pairs, ask children to start a battle sounds 

‘conversation’; 

• One child makes his sound and the other responds with 

hers. Stop and listen to a couple of examples; 

• Now ask the children to add a further one or two battle 

sounds each to their conversation; 

• Next, ask children to add a freeze-framed action to go with 

each sound. e.g. a sword aloft – ready to strike, or a 

crouched soldier shielding his face from a blow. Add the 

actions to the sounds and replay the ‘conversation’ with one 

sound per freeze. Again, show back a couple of examples; 

• Encourage children to hold each pose for a short period so 

that there are two or three clear sounds, matched with poses, 

per participant; 

• Remind them that this is a conversation. One person makes 

their sound and poses, then freezes whilst the next person 

responds; 

• Finally, have the whole class play back their battle freezes/ 

conversations simultaneously to create a battle action 

soundscape. 

Part Two – Meeting Macbeth and Banquo 

• Ask children to move around the space. They should aim to 

‘balance the space’ by pretending it is a large piece of toast. 

They are, collectively, the butter and they must make sure 

that they are evenly spread over the entire surface. Nobody 

wants too much butter on one part of 

the toast and no butter at all on 

another part! Look for dry bits of 

toast and fill the gaps, making sure 

that movements are smooth and 

fluid! 

• Give the children a signal (e.g. 

clapping your hands), upon which 

they should greet the nearest person 

to them with a friendly greeting of 

their choosing; 

• Once they have done this a few 

times, give them a signal to stop; 

• Explain that the next time they meet 

someone in the space they will be 

exhausted soldiers; 

• They have fought a long battle on 
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foot and horseback with 

broadswords and daggers. 

They spot their best friend, 

who has also survived the 

long battle and they greet as 

two fatigued soldiers, 

delighted that their friend is 

still alive. Take feedback on 

how two soldiers like this 

might greet. Repeat the 

‘greeting’ exercise with this 

scenario, using the same 

signals to start and stop the 

activity, and repeating the 

activity a few times so that children get to greet several 

classmates. Select a few pairings to ‘show back’ to the rest 

of the class; 

• Next – introduce a third scenario. In the pair they have just 

worked with, children should move together across the 

space; 

• This time, they should imagine that they see something 

strange and ghostly when given the hand clap signal; 

• On the signal, they should show their reaction to this 

ghostly presence; 

• Repeat a few times, using the same signals to start and stop. 

Select a few pairings to ‘show back’ to the rest of the class. 

Part Three - Introducing the witches 

• Hand out this extract from the original Shakespeare text, 

when Banquo describes the witches for the first time: 

What are these 

So withered and so wild in their attire 

That look not like the inhabitants of the earth 

And yet are on it? Live you? Or are you aught 

That man may question? 

You seem to understand me 

By each at once her choppy finger laying 

Upon her skinny lips. You should be women 

And yet your beards forbid me to interpret 

That you are so 

• Using inference and deduction skills, what can we tell about 

the witches from this speech? Discuss in table groups and 

feedback as a whole class; 

• Children may comment (with scaffolding from you) on 

language such as ‘wild’ and ‘withered’. They may notice 

that the witches don’t look human (not like the inhabitants 

of the earth) and on physical characteristics such as fat 

fingers, thin lips, and beards; 

• Search on the internet to find portrayals of witches from 

modern stage and film productions; 

• Discuss the different approaches to the witches – age, dress, 

male or female etc.; 

• Ask children to draw a picture of the three witches. They 

may use the photos and internet images you have located as 

stimuli. Ask them to try to make each witch different to the 

next. One might be old and withered, the next might be 

young, one might be a male witch etc.; 

• In groups of three, ask children to use drama to create their 

own trio of witches. They should choose favourite elements 

from their own drawings to create a physical embodiment of 

the witch group; 

 

• The witch group should have a single phrase: ‘All Hail, 

Macbeth and Banquo!’  Write this on the whiteboard and 

ask the children to try speaking this either in canon or 

unison, trying out different types of voices within their 

group – low, high, croaky, squeaky, giggly etc.; 

• How will each witch move? Will he or she be bent and old 

with outstretched fingers, shy and childlike or inhuman and 

zombie like? 

• Watch some of the witch group dramas. 

Part Four - Putting it all together 

• It is now time to put all the 

elements that children have 

worked on together in one 

drama sequence; 

• Position two children at one 

end of the space, playing 

Macbeth and Banquo, 

greeting each other after the 

battle (as per Part 2 – 

Macbeth and Banquo); 

• Position one group of three children at the other end of the 

space, playing the witch group; 

• All other children will be in the space between, playing out 

their ‘battle drama soundscape’ in pairs; 

• Find some epic music to play at low volume during the 

drama. An internet search for ‘Epic Battle Music’ will 

provide excellent results. As the music starts, the battle 

should commence; 

• When you fade out the music the battle should end (with all 

children sinking to the floor other than the Macbeth/Banquo 

and witch group). At this point, Macbeth and Banquo greet 

each other, spot the witches and the witches ‘hail’ them in 

their chosen way, using their earlier witch creation drama; 

• Repeat this several times with different Macbeth/Banquo 

and witch groups. 

To the next 400 years! 

At SSF, we think that Shakespeare is for everyone. He wrote 

for both the gentry and the groundlings of the sixteenth century. 

In this article, I hope I’ve provided you with some great practical 

tips for getting Shakespeare off the page and into the primary 

classroom.  

As educators, it’s our duty to make sure that Shakespeare’s 

legacy continues for at least another four hundred years more. So 

let’s make his plays come alive for new generations and make 

first encounters in the primary classroom full of fun, thrills and 

excitement!  
 

To get involved with SSF’s annual festival please contact us on 

hello@shakespeareschools.org or through our website 

www.shakespeareschools.org, where you will also find a 

selection of curriculum products and schemes of work.  
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Stuart is a lifelong Shakespeare fan and 

Primary Teacher who works as 

Education Manager at Shakespeare 

Schools Foundation. His first 

Shakespeare experience was seeing the 

great Mark Rylance as Hamlet, and he is 

a strong believer in the power of 

Shakespeare to transform the lives of 

young people.  


