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Words, Words, Words:
Reading Shakespeare
with English Language

Learners

A literacy coach offers
myriad activities for
immersing ELLs in
Shakespeare’s works to

develop a full range of

English language skills.

eally, Shakespeare with our kids?”
Al, the director of Foreign Lan-
guages and English Language Learn-
ers (ELLs), looks excited.

“Yes, Shakespeare,” I reply.

“You are going to use one of those modern
translation texts, right?”

“No, this is the real deal.”

“Are you sure?”

“They can do anything,” I say, and I truly be-
lieve it.

One of the joys of working with ELLs is the
constant exploration of words and language that oc-
curs in every class. When I was a mainstream En-
glish teacher, I often found it a challenge to make
students slow down in their reading and pay atten-
tion to the beautiful details and complexities of
English. In my new role as a literacy coach in an
urban public high school, I have the opportunity to
work with a diverse range of students, including
ELLs. For these students, attending to the details is
how they survive on a daily basis.

In 2006, I returned to school after complet-
ing the Teaching Shakespeare Institute at the Folger
Library inspired with new performance-based ideas
for teaching the plays. I began to wonder about
using Shakespeare as a vehicle for investigating
“rich and strange” language with ELLs. I had also
recently finished a master’s degree focused on ado-
lescent literacy and was deeply interested in com-
bining research on teaching ELLs with pedagogy
from the Folger in a classroom setting.

Until this point, as the school’s literacy coach,
my experience instructing ELLs was limited to
small-group instruction aimed at assisting them in
passing their state-mandated graduation exam in

Young Audience Members at Folger Theatre, Folger Shakespeare
Library. Photo by Mig Dooley.

English language arts. I wanted to attempt teach-
ing Shakespeare to these students because so much
of their time in school is spent preparing for and
taking standardized tests to “ensure” that they are
not being left behind in their education. Numerous
studies and reports, including a recent article by
Kathryn F. Whitmore and Caryl G. Crowell in_Jour-
nal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, show that ELLs
and other minority groups often encountered “cur-
riculum that was rote, low level, orientated around
memorization of facts in isolation, and dull” (271).
Shakespeare, unlike mundane and mechanical test
prep or other “low-level” curriculum, would offer
ELLs real and valuable experience with English
language.

I began by finding a willing ELL teacher who
would allow me to co-teach a Shakespeare play to a
group of English language learners. At my high
school, ELLs receive sheltered instruction (content
classes taught by a licensed ELL teacher)' until they
meet the state testing requirements for proficiency
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in English. Once they meet these requirements,
ELLs are placed in a mainstream classroom.

Judith Shea—energetic, optimistic, and an
expert at her craft—volunteered her ELL 3 Read-
ing and Writing class for this project. ELL 3 is
comprised of students from grades 9—12 (students
are grouped according to their English proficiency,
not their age) who are a level below what is consid-
ered “ready” to succeed in a mainstream English
classroom. In terms of the Teachers of English
to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) profi-
ciency standards, these students would fall between
the top two levels of proficiency: “expanding” and
“bridging.”

In our first year of collaboration we taught The
Tempest, and this past year we taught A Midsummer
Night’s Dream. We have instructed students whose
first languages include Spanish, Portuguese, Hindi,
Vietnamese, Khmer, French, Albanian, Bosnian, and
Arabic. To teach them, we combine Judy’s expertise
on teaching ELLs and my experience teaching Shake-
speare and my background in adolescent literacy.
What follows are the lessons learned as the result of
the collaboration of two urban educators fueled by
the common goal of making reading Shakespeare ac-
cessible and enjoyable for students.

Prologue: Make the Text More Accessible

I used to teach Julius Caesar to my ninth-grade
English classes and I always dreaded teaching acts 4
and 5. After the dramatic assassination and riot
scenes in act 3, teaching to the end of the play felt
anticlimactic.

When I attended the Teaching Shakespeare In-
stitute at the Folger Shakespeare Library, the wise in-
structors advised that it was “OK” to teach a portion
of a play. Students do not need to read a play in its
entirety to appreciate Shakespeare’s language. So,
rather than using the side-by-side “translation” texts,
which T was once guilty of doing, the first step in
making the plays accessible to ELLs is to use an
abridged version. The plays we use are about 30 pages
in length. While it is time-consuming, you can edit
the play down yourself or search for an abridged ver-
sion online (there are several available, including
those I've used at http://shakespeare.mit.edu/).

I also offer students the option of reading a
short summary of a scene (in the style of the Folger
editions) before we read the actual text as a class.
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This allows students the opportunity to preview
what is going to happen and alleviates what I call
“plot tension.” I used to read these scene summaries
aloud to everyone, but some students do not want
to know in advance what is going to happen, so I
now allow students the option of reading these
summaries silently.

It is also perfectly appropriate to introduce
ELLs to Shakespeare using a piece of a play or ex-
cerpts from several plays to study. If you choose to
use pieces from several plays, you can connect them
thematically, for example, performing scenes in-
volving interactions between fathers and daugh-
ters. I first saw this idea at the Folger Institute at a
curriculum session designed by Folger Master
Teachers. Participants were divided into small
groups and given short, 1-2 page cuttings of
scenes involving fathers and daughters. We re-
hearsed and performed them and then discussed
the similarities and differences. I have since used
scene cuttings of famous death scenes and scenes
between lovers (see fig. 1). It is a great way to in-
troduce ELL students to Shakespeare’s language
and plays a little at a time.

Another favorite approach that I have for
making the text more accessible for the students is
an activity I like to call Beating-Up Shakespeare.
This is based on the work of Robert Barton in his
book Acting: Onstage and Off. Barton’s work, writ-
ten for actors, suggests breaking a scene down into
smaller parts (known as beats) based on changes in
emotion or action that naturally occur in a scene.
Beats are “changes within the scene, signaling
that some kind of transaction has been completed
and a new one is starting—for example, a topic of
conversation is changing; another attack is being
tried; a new person is changing the direction of the
conversation; or a new objective is being pursued”
(Barton 14).

This is similar to “chunking,” which is a read-
ing comprehension strategy in which students
break down a complicated piece of reading material
into smaller, more manageable sections. Beating is
a form of chunking used specifically for dramatic
literature. Students aim to segment a scene from a
play based on the obvious and subtle changes that
occur within the lines. After the scene is “beat-up,”
I have students assign a title to each beat (similar to
a chapter title) that explains what occurs in that sec-
tion of the text. For example, the masked ball scene
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| do not want ELLs to feel

whelmed by unfamiliar
language, and | do not
want to set a precedent
that reading Shakespeare
means the teacher reads
while the bored students
act as passive participants
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FIGURE 1. Suggested Scenes for Scene Cuttings
(arranged by theme)

Fathers and Daughters
e The Tempest 1.2 (Prospero and Miranda)
e King Lear 1.1 (Lear, Regan, Cordelia, and Goneril)
e Othello 1.3 (Desdemona and Brabantio)

* Romeo and Juliet 3.5 (Juliet, Lady Capulet,
Lord Capulet)

e Hamlet 1.3 (Ophelia and Polonius)

Lovers: Altercations, Adorations, and Conversations

e The Two Gentleman of Verona 2.1 (Silvia
and Valentine)

e The Taming of the Shrew 2.1 (Katherine
and Petruchio)

e Romeo and Juliet 2.2 (Romeo and Juliet)
* Macbeth 1.7 (Macbeth and Lady Macbeth)

e A Midsummer Night's Dream 2.2 (Hermia
and Lysander)

O Tragedy! Famous Death Scenes
e Romeo and Juliet 3.1 (Mercutio and Tybalt)
e Julius Caesar 3.1 (Caesar)
® Hamlet 5.2 (Hamlet, Gertrude, Laertes, King)
e Henry IV, Part I, 5.4 (Hotspur)
e Othello 5.2 (Desdemona, Emilia, Othello)

of Romeo and Juliet (1.5) opens with the servants pre-
paring for the arrival of the guests. About 16 lines
into the scene, Capulet enters and begins a comical
speech inviting his guests to
dance, eat, and be merry. The
first 16 lines with the servants
could be beat 1, entitled “Pre-
paring for the Guests,” fol-
lowed by beat 2, entitled “Let’s
Party!!” for Capulet’s speech.
If T am going to read a
longer scene or speech with
my ELL students, I beat it up
for them and have them copy

immediately over-

my segments from the over-
head projector into their
scripts. This makes the text
more accessible and readable for them. After I beat
up a few scenes with them, I ask them to do the

in the process.

same in small groups and share them with the class.
My students consistently tell me in their post-play
reviews that they “love to beat up Shakespeare.”

Warm-up for Language and Performance

I do not want ELLs to feel immediately over-
whelmed by unfamiliar language, and I do not want
to set a precedent that reading Shakespeare means
the teacher reads while the bored students act as
passive participants in the process. I learned at the
Folger to use activities focusing on reading single
lines rather than entire scenes to begin warming
students up to the language.

To start A Midsummer Night's Dream with stu-
dents, I use an activity called Tossing Lines from
the Folger Library’s Shakespeare Setr Free: Teaching
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Romeo and Juliet,
and Macbeth (O’Brien 45). For this activity, stu-
dents receive one significant line from act 1 of Mid-
summer written on an index card. The lines are
numbered in chronological order but do not con-
tain the name of a speaker. I want the students to
focus on the language and not worry about the char-
acters just yet. I instruct the students to study their
line at their desks and practice saying it aloud. Judy
and I walk around and answer questions on pronun-
ciation and meaning. When the students are com-
fortable, we begin. I call out the numbers in order
and the students say their lines. I give them the op-
tion of standing up or sitting at their desks.

1. “Full of vexation come I, with complaint,

against my child, my daughter Hermia.”
2. “I beg the ancient privilege of Athens . ..
3. “As she is mine, I may dispose of her . . .’
4. “Demetrius is a worthy gentleman . . .”
5. “So is Lysander . . .”

>

)

I choose at least as many lines as I have stu-
dents so that everyone has a turn. When they are
done, I collect their index cards and ask them to
write down as many words or lines as they can re-
member hearing from their classmates, including
their own line. As a class, we brainstorm and they
make predictions about what they think the play
will be about. This activity introduces them to
“speaking Shakespeare” and previews the major
events of an act or the entire play depending on the
lines that are chosen.

Another activity I like to use is called Panto-
mime Prereading. I had this idea after an English
teacher who was going to teach Romeo and Juliet to
eighth graders expressed concern that some of the
students would not be familiar with the play. Her
class included ELLs and native speakers of English
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and she wanted all of them to be familiar with the
story before beginning the play.

I created pantomime cards (see fig. 2) that de-
scribe the major events of the play. Students are di-
vided into small acting groups and given a
pantomime to act out. This activity involves perfor-
mance and collaboration without Shakespearean
language. This a nice warm-up for ELL students to
prepare them for acting out scenes for the class.

Use Visuals

I have learned from ELL teachers that visuals are
critical for helping ELLs access challenging content.
As students acquire their second language, pictures,
charts, graphs, diagrams, manipulatives, and other
visuals guide their understanding and make the
content more accessible. This concept is also echoed
frequently in the current research on teaching ELLs;
for example, in Classroom Instruction That Works with
English Language Learners, Jane D. Hill and Kath-
leen M. Flynn state, “Lessons using nonlinguistic
representations are highly appropriate instructional
strategies for ELLs” (43).

In teaching Shakespeare, I use as many visuals
as possible, both to clarify meaning for students
and as a way for them to demonstrate their under-
standing of a scene, act, or the entire play.

To introduce students to the characters in a
play, I use a visual map that shows the connections
between characters. All that is needed to do this is
the dramatis personae list from the beginning of the

FIGURE 2. A Pantomime Prereading Card
for Romeo and Juliet

Card #5

Characters:

e AYOUNG NOBLE WOMAN
e A HOLY MAN

The YOUNG NOBLE WOMAN rushes in to talk to
the HOLY MAN. She explains that she is very upset
because her father has arranged a marriage for her
although she is already married. She shows the HOLY
MAN a dagger and threatens to kill herself instead of
going through with the marriage.

The HOLY MAN tells her to calm down and shows
her a small vile of liquid. He instructs her to drink the
potion on the night before her wedding. He tells her it
will make her appear to be dead. When her family
brings her to the family tomb, her true love will be
waiting for her. She happily takes the potion and leaves
the HOLY MAN.
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play. The list generally gives information about how
characters are connected, for example, “EGEUS: a
nobleman and father to Hermia.” I use stick people
to represent the characters as I draw them on the
whiteboard. Whenever a connection is described (son
of, wife of, etc.) I draw a line between the characters
to represent the connection. This visual representa-
tion allows students to discuss and predict how these
characters will interact in the play and consider who
will marry, who will fight, who will fall in love, etc.

If I have a talented artist in the class, I ask him
or her to depict a few of the characters based on the
descriptions in the dramatis personae list as well as
what we learned in class as part of our prereading. I
copy these images along with a character description
and hand them out to students so that they have
character cards to help them as we read the play.

In assessing ELLs’ comprehension, it is im-
portant to allow them to demonstrate what they
have learned in several modes (written, oral, and vi-
sual). I try to incorporate projects that allow stu-
dents the opportunity to demonstrate their
knowledge visually. One such project I assigned
was inspired by the book The Director in the Class-
room: How Filmmaking Inspires Learning by Nikos
Theodosakis. After a study of storyboarding (an ac-
tivity used by movie directors to plan all the camera
shots in a scene before filming), I have students edit
a scene (by as much as 50%) to leave only the criti-
cal lines and then create a storyboard to show how
they would film the scene for a movie version. Not
only does this demonstrate their understanding of
the critical segments of a scene, but it also allows
them to literally show their vision for a film ver-
sion. Using visuals to enhance comprehension and
to allow students to represent their understanding
is critical for ELLs when reading Shakespeare.

Experiment with the Language

English language learners experiment with their
second language every day. This was one of the ini-
tial reasons that I thought Shakespeare, a word art-
ist and inventor of language, would be an ideal
writer to use to further their exploration of English.
I always spend a considerable amount of time hav-
ing students experiment with, analyze, and define
the words, words, words in the plays.

ELLs often feel they are at a constant deficit be-
cause they are learning a language. I want them to
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a considerable amount

of time having students
experiment with, analyze,
and define the words,
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feel that language is something to discover and some-
thing that is always changing so that they do not feel
so limited in their acquisition of a foreign tongue.

For the ELLs, our first reading of a scene usu-
ally occurs in one of two ways. I ask volunteers to
read the parts in front of the class, or I allow them to
stay at their seats if they are more comfortable. I
never make students read aloud unless they are com-
fortable doing so. Before we read, I stress that they
should do their best with the pronunciation but in-
struct them not to worry if they make a mistake. As
Michael Tolaydo, an accomplished Shakespearean
actor and one of my teachers at the Folger, tells his
students, “they should not worry about correct pro-
nunciation but do the best they can and pronounce
unfamiliar words the way they think they should
sound. There are no Elizabethans around to tell us
how the words were pronounced” (O’Brien 29).

After we have read the scene aloud as a class, I
either display it on the overhead to clarify the mean-
ing of words and phrases or put students into small
groups to work together to discover the meaning of
the language.

To do this, I explicitly teach them how to use
word parts (prefixes, suffixes, etc.), context clues,
cognates, and, lastly, dictionaries to find the meaning
of unfamiliar words. Using cognates, in particular,
can lead to some empowering discoveries for students
about their native language and their second lan-
guage. When I began The Tempest, I wrote the title of
the play on the board. I heard a
buzz coming from my Spanish-
speaking students who in-
formed me that fempestad in
Spanish means “storm.” They

| always spend

proudly shared this informa-
tion with the class. No matter
what other activity I plan on
doing with a particular scene, I
always begin by teaching stu-

words, words in
the plays.

dents how to clarify meanings so each student has
the opportunity to explore the language.

At the beginning of The Tempest, 1 noticed
that the students were interested in the archaic
words (such as the words #hee and #i5s used in Shake-
speare’s Early Modern English). Every time we
would come across one of these words, they would
stop and ask, “What does this mean, Ms.?” I de-
cided to use an online concordance (a search engine
that allows you to see all the occurrences of a word

FIGURE 3. An Archaic Vocabulary Inquiry Card
for The Tempest

1.) ‘Tis

Tis time

I should inform thee farther. Lend thy hand,

And pluck my magic garment from me Prospero
Tis far off

And rather like a dream than an assurance Miranda
Tis a villain, sir,

| do not love to look on Miranda

within a given text) to create archaic vocabulary in-
quiry cards for the students to study. I prefer the
concordance found at Open Source Shakespeare
(http://www.opensourceshakespeare.org). I searched
for two to three examples of archaic words in the
play and then put students into groups of two to
read through the sentences (see fig. 3).

As a class, we discuss the meaning of each
word and decide on the modern equivalent (such as
It is for ’#is). 1 list all of the archaic words on large
pieces of poster paper we keep posted on the wall
along with their definition and modern “transla-
tion.” When we come across new archaic words in
the text, we add them to the chart. Examining ar-
chaic words is a wonderful way to further explore
Shakespeare’s language with students.

A final idea for exploring language is through
an activity I call “tone vocabulary.” Because our
ELLs come from such a variety of different language
backgrounds, whose manner of conveying meaning
differs, I like to talk about how meaning can be
conveyed in English through tone of voice. In ac-
quiring a second language (L2), it is significant for
students to have authentic opportunities to use and
experiment with L2 to understand all the linguistic
nuances of that particular language. This sentiment
is echoed by Cynthia Mata Aguilar, Danling Fu,
and Carol Jago: “Often, when ELLs make linguistic
errors, it is not that they don’t know the rules, but
that they haven’t formed a natural habit with the
language, or they operate a second language with
the habit (linguistic inference) of their first lan-
guage” (110). Tone vocabulary gives students the
chance to experiment with conveying meaning
through tone of voice, which is also an important
skill for performance.

For this activity, students are in pairs or small
groups and are given index cards with fundamental
human emotions written on them (see fig. 4). They
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FIGURE 4. Tone Vocabulary

Front of card  Synonyms (on the back of index card)
Fear apprehension, worry, alarm, concern,
panic, terror

Anger annoyance, hostility, ire, indignation,
rage

Love affection, fondness, devotion,
adoration, passion

Hatred dislike, ill-will, loathing, repulsion,
detestation

Joy delight, pleasure, happiness, rapture

Sorrow unhappiness, grief, heartache, heart

break, regret

are also given a set of important lines to discuss.
Using their knowledge of the characters and the
context in which the line was spoken, they match
the lines to the emotion most appropriate for the
speaker. As an additional step, groups can speak the
lines to the class. This can be especially enriching
for ELLs, as the exercise builds vocabulary through
the teaching of word families used to describe emo-
tion while also demonstrating the importance of
tone of voice in English language.

This activity is always interesting because dif-
ferent students will have different interpretations of
how a line should be spoken.

“I think Prospero would say this with anger
because he hates his brother.”

“I think he would say it with annoyance,
he is angry with his brother but he doesn’t
hate him.”

I tell students that there are many varied and
valid interpretations of tone, but the interpretations
must be grounded in the text.

Christina Porter

Using Shakespeare as a means to explore the
wonders of language gives ELLs confidence in the
acquisition of their second language.

Epilogue

I always look forward to the spring because that is
when I am able to work with ELL classes on reading
and performing Shakespeare. For these students
who have so many challenges, being able to read a
difficult text and discover that unique language is
something to celebrate, not something to condemn,
is especially meaningful. &)

Note

1. Editor’s Note: See the September 2008 “Success
with ELLs” column by Margo Dellicarpini for more discus-
sion of sheltered instruction for English language learners.
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION

Porter notes that including Shakespeare in the ELL classroom motivates students and helps them develop genuine
knowledge. She finds plot summaries are especially helpful because they let the students “preview” the story line.
In “Tragic Love: Introducing Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet,” students get a prereading lesson that will help them
expand their knowledge of Shakespeare and build an understanding of Romeo and Juliet by connecting the sum-
mary of the play to their everyday lives as teenagers. They also explore the definition of tragedy and how “tragic
love" is ingrained in the lives of teenagers across cultures. The lesson helps students build background knowledge
of the play, the genre of tragedy, and related terms and concepts, creating a context in which students can better
understand and relate to the Shakespearean text. http://www.readwritethink.org/lessons/lesson_view.asp?id=1162
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