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62: 12 Quick Ways … of Getting Them 
Into Shakespeare … and Getting 
Shakespeare Into Them. 
NATE Chair and GCSE English expert Peter Thomas 
offers 12 activities to help students  become more 
confident with Shakespeare’s language. 
A longer 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. 

 
What’s the point?  
Shakespeare remains a major part of the English secondary curriculum, and a major part of what is 
assessed at GCSE. I believe we can use him to do so much of what English teaching should be 
about: promoting respect for complexity in understanding human relationships, developing 
appreciation of subtlety rather than crassness, nurturing a habit of sceptical probing of motives, 
enjoying comic irony and the power of language – in short, shaping human capacities and potential 
through immersion in plot, character, ideas and language. 

That is not to ignore or deny the difficulties, or that the difficulties have become greater. It is not 
easy to translate Shakespeare into day-to-day classroom practice with all abilities - let alone for an 
un-tiered final exam after five terms. There are five obstacles built into those two sentences. 
Recognising these obstacles, and allowing for the cultural gap between most students’ lives and 
the simulated lives they encounter in Shakespeare, teachers need ways of getting Shakespeare 
into students, and students into Shakespeare.  

The least effective way of doing that is to read the play through in class. That might work for a 
short story, a poem or even a novel, but they are all texts written for private and silent reading. 
Shakespeare’s plays weren’t. They were written for performance, and to be watched. So 
Shakespeare’s plays are drama, not ‘literature’. It’s also important to remember that Shakespeare’s 
plays were popular in their time with a non-academic, non-literary audience – and that he was 
professionally successful as an entertainer, using language to do what CGI, graphics and digital 
whizzery do in their own way today. 

So, teachers need ways of engaging students with a large print artefact with complicated plots, 
characters whose names are improbably exotic, and language which is rather more crafted than 
that of Jonathan Ross, Wayne Rooney, Tulisa, or Anne Widdecombe. I think there is scope for 
making the Shakespeare part of GCSE relevant, interesting and manageable, as well as 
successful in relation to the demands of the new GCSE specifications. 

In order to develop the skills required by the Assessment Objectives, students need to engage in 
practical, imaginative and creative ways with parts of Shakespeare’s text and story – to make them 
available to all, as they were in Shakespeare’s day, and to prepare for GCSE assessment. Good 
practice in this respect would be built on the following principles in approaching Shakespeare: 
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1 Shakespeare’s texts are playscripts – prompts for performance 

2 Students need to be physically active – performing lines and scenes 

3 Playscript needs to be vocalised not merely verbalised 

4 Performances need to be shared with others - in performing groups and in audiences 

5 Students need to be confident at editing, extending, re-working and improvising from 
text 

6 Writing does not need to be the outcome of work with playscript. 

7 Improvisation and performance are for all, regardless of academic or acting ability. 

8 Critical appreciation of professional performance on stage and screen should be 
built into the experience of playtext. 

9 Students should see Shakespeare as a writer who exposed the darker, unworthy 
sides of human nature and society, as well as one who eloquently expressed the sublime, 
the spiritual and the beautiful. Don’t just give them pretty bits. 

10 ‘Shakespeare’ is more important than any individual play. Students should 
experience the range of Shakespeare’s ideas and dramatic skills rather than be committed 
to one play only – selections which allow comparison and variety will engage them with his 
craft 

 

In the classroom 
Here are some suggestions for non-threatening but enabling activities that will give all abilities 
some grasp of Shakespeare as more than a literary monument to revere or fear.  

 
A. Versioning 
 
1 Story into tweet, cinquain and mini-saga 
a) Tweet: outline the plot of Macbeth/Romeo and Juliet etc. Try a reduced version of the Wikipedia 
synopsis: students to rewrite in 140 characters, (not counting spaces) – e.g: 

Macbeth, brave soldier, loyal thane, turned bad by witches and his own ambition – killed Duncan 
and became a tyrant, evil. Lost all at end: his wife, his crown, his life. 

b) Cinquain: same story (or another) – rewrite in cinquain form (5 lines -  2,4,6,8,2 syllables) – e.g: 

  Macbeth 
 Was King’s top Thane. 
    But three things changed his life, 
     Ambition, witches, and his wife. 
  Tragic. 
 
c) Mini-saga: same story (or another) – rewrite as 150-word mini-saga (3 paragraphs and a one-
line or 4-5 word conclusion) – e.g.: 

Long ago in Milan there was a Duke called Prospero who preferred studying to ruling the country. 
He enjoyed talking to his little daughter Miranda and practising magic. His jealous brother, Antonio, 
thought he would be better at running the country. He and his friend, Alonso, plotted to overthrow 
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the Duke.  

One day, they seized Prospero and bundled him, and Miranda, into a boat which they sent off to 
sea. Antonio took over as Duke and Prospero and Miranda landed on an island. There he found 
two spirits, Ariel and Caliban. 

Prospero and Miranda settled down, helped by the two spirits, until Caliban tried to rape Miranda. 
Prospero was very angry with Caliban as well as Antonio and Alonso doing. Then one day, there 
was a shipwreck. Amazingly, Antonio and Alonso were on it, and were washed up on the island. 
Prospero could have his revenge. 

What would he do? 

 
B. Contextualising 
These simple activities with quotations engage students with skills that are themselves potentially 
sophisticated and clearly relevant to the assessment framework of their GCSE. To be able to 
produce a contextualising prequel or sequel statement students have to exploit (and develop) a 
range of skills relevant to AOs and mark schemes: understanding, interpreting, synthesising, 
empathising, contextualising, analysing. 

The improvising possible here licences collaboration and participation across all abilities. It may 
also help students to remember/memorise key quotations in a way that sticks for later use in an 
examination. 

 
2 Prequel the quotation  
Choose a famous quotation, or a key one from the play to be studied. Write it out, with a line in 
front of it from any other character, from the play or not, triggering the quotation – e.g: 

 ‘We’re stuck on this desert island with a bunch of brainless C list celebrities playing up to the 
cameras. Please get me out of this, God.’ 

‘Our remedies oft in ourselves do lie/Which we ascribe to heaven.’ 

 
3 Sequel the quotation 
Write a line from another character responding to/disagreeing with the preceding line – e.g: 

 ‘There’s no art to find the mind’s construction in the face.’ 

‘You’re right there. Anyone looking at the big innocent smile on his face would think butter wouldn’t 
melt in his mouth.’    

 
4 Set the quotation into a dialogue 
Make the same quotation (or another) the central feature of a narrative/dialogue, with prequel and 
sequel – e.g: 

At last, the defendant stepped into the witness box. His hair was well cut and his suit, a sober dark 
blue pinstripe, was set off with a college-type striped tie and a crisp white shirt. He looked 
nervously and appealingly at the men and women in the jury and up at the public gallery. One 
spectator whispered to another:  

‘I can’t believe he’d do all those violent robberies. He doesn’t look like a villain.’ 
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‘I wouldn’t be so sure. The defence team have given him a makeover and anyway, there’s no art 
to find the mind’s construction in the face.’ 

 
C. Soundscoping:  
 
5 Find the rhyme  

Print a sonnet with first rhyme words included and second excluded. Add a word that rhymes. Or 
use the witches’ chant: 

Double, double, toil and trouble; 
Fire burn and cauldron (bubble). 
Round about the cauldron go; 
In the poisoned entrails (throw). 
Sweltered venom sleeping got, 
Boil thou first in the smelly (pot). 
Fillet of a fenny snake 
In the cauldron boil and (bake); 
Eye of newt and toe of frog, 
Wool of bat and tongue of (dog), 
Adder's fork and blindworm's sting, 
Lizard's leg and barn owl's (wing). 
For a charm of powerful trouble, 
Like a hell-broth boil and bubble. 
Double, double, toil and trouble; 
Fire burn and cauldron bubble. 
 
 
6 Learning by ear 
Listen to a passage in order to reproduce it from memory. Start with a very small passage, then 
build up – e.g., the witches’ chant above: learn one line each pair until the whole class has learned 
the whole sixteen lines. This helps them in using rhythm and rhyme as cues. 

 

7 Choral consonants  
Choose a strongly alliterative 2-4 lines of verse: single/pair of students to read and memorise, rest 
of class to join in on selected consonants. Different groups could chorus different consonants. 

CORIOLANUS:    You common cry of curs! Whose breath I hate 
       As reek o’th’rotten fens, whose loves I prize 
    As the dead carcasses of unburied men 

That do corrupt my air: I banish you! 
 
HENRY V  The blind and bloody soldier with foul hand  
                     Defile the locks of your shrill-shrieking daughters; 
                        Your fathers taken by their solver beards, 
                        And their most reverend heads dash’d to the walls; 
                        Your naked infants spitted upon pikes. 
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8 Choral verbs 
As above: the rest of the class do a choral version of selected (or all) adjectives or verbs. Use the 
two examples above. 

 

9 Colour code a passage 
Put long vowels in green, short vowels in red. See how Shakespeare uses vowel patterns to help 
an actor’s expression. Remind yourself of short vowel use as in bat, egg, big, dog mug and long 
vowel use in wage, mere, wine, tone and pure. For instance, at the beginning of Claudius’ speech 
below he wants to sound a sincere and grieving brother full of emotional pain. Long vowels help 
this by drawing out the sound and slowing the rhythm. At other points he wants to sound brisk, 
authoritative and an action-man fit to lead the country in a war. Short vowels help to speed the 
rhythm. Particularly strong examples from these sections of the speech are indicated in colour 
below. 

CLAUDIUS    
 Though yet of Hamlet our dear brother's death 
         The memory be green, and that it us befitted 
         To bear our hearts in grief and our whole kingdom 
         To be contracted in one brow of woe, 

Yet so far hath discretion fought with nature 
         That we with wisest sorrow think on him, 
         Together with remembrance of ourselves. 
 
 Now follows, that you know, young Fortinbras, 
         Holding a weak supposal of our worth, 
         Or thinking by our late dear brother's death 
         Our state to be disjoint and out of frame, 
         Colleagued with the dream of his advantage, 
         He hath not fail'd to pester us with message, 
         Importing the surrender of those lands 
         Lost by his father, with all bonds of law, 
         To our most valiant brother. So much for him. 
         Now for ourself and for this time of meeting: 
         Thus much the business is: we have here writ 
         To Norway, uncle of young Fortinbras, 
         Who, impotent and bed-rid, scarcely hears 
         Of this his nephew's purpose – to suppress 
         His further gait herein;  
 
 
D. Word choice 
 
10 Cloze (fill the gaps in) the passage 

Students have a passage from a poem with key words omitted: they fill in with words that are 
grammatically/semantically plausible. They can look at an example of blanks filled in with adequate 
plausibility but little semantic potential. Then compare the supplied words with those chosen by 
Shakespeare – e.g: 
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Let me not to the marriage of true minds 
Admit ________. Love is not love 
Which alters when it ________ finds, 
Or ________ with the remover to remove: 
O no; it is an ever-fixed mark,  
That looks on ________, and is never ________; 
It is the star to every ________ bark, 
Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken. 
Love's not Time's ________, though rosy lips and cheeks  
Within his bending sickle's compass come;  
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,  
But bears it out even to the edge of ________. 
   If this be error and upon me proved, 
   I never writ, nor no man ever loved. 
 

11 Re-assembling jumbled words 
Dismantle a quotation and use its words to make a new text: use each word once only as tough 
challenge, multiple uses for an easier one – e.g: 

a against and And Arms Arrows be be by die end Fortune in is mind not Nobler of of Or or 
opposing outrageous question Sea sleep Slings suffer take that The the the them 'tis to to to to 
to To troubles Whether 

(For good guidance on how to ‘collapse’ a text in this way using Word, see Trevor Millum and 
Chris Warren in ‘Unlocking Poetry’ and other publications.) 

 
12 DO some Shakespeare: mime, fast mime and improvise 
A group of students mime the action of a story outline as read out loud by teacher, then re-mime it 
double-speed as teacher re-reads it super-fast. Then improvise words of their own to match the 
mimed action. Then add some authentic lines from the text. They then select moments from the 
action as sculpted tableaux or freeze-frames to use as theatre posters. 

               
(There are more detailed and developed activities that can be used to build on these in The 
Complete Shakespearience, published by NATE in 2010). 

 


