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55: ‘We Are Such Stuff as Dreams Are Made On’ 
Teaching Shakespeare through Drama: 
an immersive approach 
Megan Mansworth explores what happened when 
she taught The Tempest with students taking on 
one role for the whole play. 
A version of this article was published in Issue 11 
of Teaching English, and is available online to 
members of NATE, along with the entire archive of 
NATE magazines. 

 

Summary 
Teaching Shakespeare though drama is common practice within the English classroom. What 
happens, though, when students take on the role of a single character throughout a scheme of 
learning lasting several weeks? My premise was that, if thinking in role can be helpful to 
students’ engagement in texts, then an extension of that process could be beneficial for 
students’ learning.   

 
What’s the point? 
I emphasised the emotive, imaginative and playful capacity of Shakespeare through drama by 
requiring learners to take on the role of a character from The Tempest and inhabit that role 
throughout the unit, repeatedly returning to the character to think from their perspective.  This 
was an attempt to extend the nature of role play in Shakespeare teaching so that it is not 
simply an additional element, but is placed at the centre of students' learning as they 
conceptualise the play from a specific character's perspective. Before imagining what lies 
beyond a text, students are compelled to understand actions and events within it; further to 
this, the process of imaginative textual engagement facilitates the development of a richer, 
more multifaceted comprehension of the play. The length of the process was key in enabling 
students to develop deeper affective links to the text.   

 

In the classroom 
 

• Choosing characters 

In light of this, when introducing the topic I explained that it didn’t matter if students did not 
know everything about a character yet, having only been introduced thus far to an overview of 
the plot, but to ‘go for (their) first instinct’ when making their choice; students’ understanding of 
the character and the play would be developed and reformulated throughout the topic. The 
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notion that the character must be their own choice, even after limited exposure to that 
character, was central.  

This was a concern to pupils, who asked ‘what happens if I change my mind?’   I responded 
that ‘changing minds’ was not possible, as through the method of thinking ‘as a character’ 
throughout a unit, students would be required to adapt their own perspectives on a character 
and adapt their character’s thoughts and responses to events, but not to change the character 
itself.  Some pupils chose their character immediately, eagerly beginning to share ideas, but 
others needed support and extensive encouragement to choose.  

 

• Building in unpredictability 

Students’ anxiety or reluctance here could reflect a context in which they are introduced to the 
‘learning destination’ at the beginning of each lesson; they have become conditioned to need 
to know ‘where the lesson is going’ in order to feel that they are learning and expect learning to 
be a linear journey with a predetermined destination, rather than one in which experimental, 
tentative steps are taken.  

In order to challenge this, I occasionally avoided explicitly sharing learning outcomes. I wanted 
to disrupt the notion of the Shakespeare text as sacred and inflexible and wanted students to 
be aware that as the teacher, I did not always know where the discussion was going as each 
pupil had a part to play. This led to lessons in which talk was allowed to take place outside the 
confines of a plan; I wanted to highlight the malleability of the lesson plan in order to promote 
understanding of the multiplicity of possibilities available in the interpretation of texts.   

Some pupils might feel confused about the ‘point’ of lessons when the emotive, speculative, 
and uncertain elements of learning are emphasised, rather than a straightforward ‘decoding’ of 
Shakespeare’s language. Yet I wanted to capitalise on the affective elements of understanding 
primarily in order to aid students’ development as ‘Shakespeare literate’ individuals, as surely it 
is impossible to truly understand a text without experiencing it emotionally. 

 

• One role, multiple perspectives 

The purpose of asking students to take on character roles was not only for their individual 
understanding to be developed but for comprehension of the whole play to be deeper than it 
would have been with a straightforwardly analytical approach. While there is certainly a place 
for close analysis within a curriculum that emphasises textual interpretation, the depth of 
thought my method stimulated could also facilitate analysis, as thinking in role requires pupils 
to analyse how and why a character might feel and react in a certain way.  Through hearing 
different characters’ perspectives within particular scenes, the class viewed the text from 
multiple angles, which is analogous to the skills of inference required in close analysis. 
Thinking in role, like textual analysis, requires reading ‘beyond the surface’. 

My voice served as a tool to facilitate pupils’ voices, moving away from the typically 
subjunctive model of engaging students’ emotive responses to a text: ‘If you were Prospero, 
how would you feel?’ Instead, I asked questions in the present tense and insisted on pupils 
responding accordingly: ‘How do you feel? What are you thinking?’  

 

• Opening up questions 
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I asked open questions to allow for a range of interpretations; a typical question was ‘How do 
you feel in this scene?’.  This simplicity ensures the classroom becomes a democratic space in 
which the participation of each child is valued, engendering a safe environment in which there 
are no ‘wrong’ answers; during this process two of my pupils who had never previously 
contributed began to share ideas. Asking questions which will lead to a conversation can help 
children to develop the confidence to share their ideas.  

I aimed to show curiosity and acceptance in my responses to ideas; when one girl, speaking 
from Prospero’s perspective, said ‘I’ve always resented Miranda because she killed her 
mother’, I simply responded ‘Oh, have you?’ which led her to develop her ideas in a dramatic 
monologue. I also facilitated discussions between different characters; leading on from the 
example above, I asked another pupil playing ‘Miranda’ how her father’s resentment was 
making her feel, which led her to share feelings of inadequacy and loneliness, linking this to 
the character’s isolated state on the island.  

 

• Responding in role 

With a text as distanced from a student’s life as a Shakespeare play, extended thinking in role 
accentuates the emotive engagement that is integral to understanding of literature. However, 
some pupils’ affective responses will be limited if they are only able to engage using the text 
available to them; they need support in order to develop an emotional response. In this case, 
the teacher’s questions and the internal role-play in students’ minds may provide a bridge 
between the text and empathic, analytical engagement.  

This can also enhance students’ conceptions of context; animated discussions arose when 
students justified their own characters’ actions with reference to the context, such as when one 
of the ‘Prosperos’ in my class explained: ‘Of course my daughter should obey! That’s how 
women should behave!’  Rather than being introduced as a discrete lesson on ‘context’, 
careful questioning enables social discourse to become part of the story the class weaves 
beyond the text.   

An intriguing result of the process was the extent to which students became defensive 
regarding their character. One pupil passionately defended Caliban’s desire to populate the 
island, repeatedly referring to his status as ‘rightful owner’, theorising that Prospero may only 
have initially treated Caliban well due to his desire to dominate the island’s inhabitants. 

Another justified Prospero’s desire to test Ferdinand, explaining ‘I don’t trust people because 
of what happened with my brother’. One child developed a humorous defence of Stephano, 
the drunken butler: ‘I have to drink so I can put up with King Alonso telling me what to do all 
the time!’ Students’ engagement deepened to the extent that they cared about their characters 
and about others’ perceptions, arguing with each other in terms of how characters might think, 
act and react. Through this process, students’ understanding of the text as a malleable, multi-
layered entity is developed.  

 

• Imagination and play 

While it is widely accepted in the primary school environment that play is vital to development, 
it is largely eliminated as children progress through secondary school. The practice of ‘play’ 
should arguably be central within the Shakespeare classroom. Drama and role play can be 
seen as essentially a form of imaginative, social ‘play’; facilitating the ‘play’ of older learners 
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can be a powerful process, as play gives students the autonomy to adapt and manipulate the 
text, in this case through their character roles. Allowing freedom of imagination can facilitate 
older pupils’ development of a rich understanding of the text, as they become ‘co-directors’. 
Limited freedom afforded to students arguably leads to limited thinking, and therefore limited 
learning.  

Therefore it was vital to clarify to pupils that using their imaginations was acceptable. Initially, 
some asked permission to make decisions, posing questions such as ‘Can I say Trinculo had a 
traumatic childhood?’ and ‘Can I imagine Miranda secretly hates her father?’ However, after 
repeatedly emphasising the importance of making their own decisions, students were 
eventually confident in improvising details. The rest of the class recognised these contributions 
as imaginative, and developed them through discussion. Drama began to take place ‘in 
students’ heads’ as they helped to construct the dramatic world of their peer group, inventing 
details beyond the text and becoming active agents as they contributed to the construction of 
meaning. 

 

• Stepping out of character 

To illustrate the difference between playful interpretation and critical interpretation, I 
encouraged the class at key points to ‘step out of their character’s shoes’ and back into their 
role as audience in order to discuss how effective a certain choice or action was on the part of 
a pupil acting in role. To illustrate this, when a child thinking in role as Ferdinand expressed 
that he did not really love Miranda, the rest of the class passionately disagreed that this could 
be the case in the ensuing discussion. Such negotiations, in which students gave responses 
such as ‘yes, he would do this’ or ‘no, she wouldn’t think that’, enabled students to locate their 
own views in relation to the narrative.  

Emphasising this form of ongoing textual analysis may encourage students to think critically 
throughout their study of a text rather than just within the confines of their written responses or 
within the ubiquitous PEEL (‘Point, Evidence, Explore, Link’) paragraph. Through emphasising 
critical interpretation as a continuous process interlinked with the imaginative experience of the 
text, it is possible to make critical analysis a pleasurable process. While scaffolding of critical 
interpretation is necessary, this can take the form of the teacher’s voice which responds to the 
children’s words and guides discussion. 

 

And finally… 
Thinking in role can have a profound impact on pupils’ learning, and can facilitate students’ 
understanding of Shakespeare through generating empathic engagement with the text A sense 
of playfulness is vital to this process, as well as the encouragement of tentative responses, in 
order to promote students’ creation of worlds beyond the text and thus the development of a 
deepened engagement with the play.  

Taking on the role of a character also enables each pupil in a class to have a valid part to play, 
and may allow, in some small way, all students to shine through sharing their creative 
interpretations. In my classroom, this process enabled students to develop an emotive, 
enthusiastic engagement with the play, with their affective responses influencing their 
understanding of the text and vice versa.   

 


