 First Shakespeare Lesson
  It’s essential for teachers to make their first Shakespeare lesson practical, accessible and fun. However, there is no point “dumbing down” the workshop material by not tackling difficult concepts and language. 
 I always begin by focusing on the structure of Shakespeare’s writing and some of the key textual conventions. Rather than talking about these conventions, I get students on their feet straight away, before they have time to become nervous. 
 Workshop: The First Shakespeare Lesson 
 To introduce the students to the rhythm of Shakespeare’s verse, ask them to stamp out the following rhythm with their feet: 
 stamp-stamp / stamp-stamp / stamp-stamp / stamp-stamp / stamp-stamp 
 Then ask the students to stress the second beat in each pair, as follows: 
 Stamp- STAMP / stamp- STAMP / stamp- STAMP / stamp- STAMP / stamp- STAMP 
 Students can then say the following line from Twelfth Night as they stamp out the rhythm: 
 If MU / sic BE / the FOOD / of LOVE / play ON 
 They can obviously feel the rhythm of the line and the natural stresses, but what happens when they introduce Hamlet’s famous line? 
 To BE / or NOT / to BE / THAT is /the QUES / tion 
 What do they notice about the two lines? Does one flow more than the other? Although iambic pentameter is the underlining structure in Shakespeare’s verse, it is often deliberately disrupted by Shakespeare to create an effect. So, the spare syllable at the end of Hamlet’s soliloquy could suggest a hesitance in the character. 
The next section of the workshop requires copies of Jaques’ speech from Act Two, Scene Two of As You Like It: “All the world’s a stage and all the men and women merely players” 
 Start by asking the students to read the text aloud. As they walk around the room, they should familiarize themselves with the natural rhythm and stresses in the text. Gather the students’ thoughts on the verse structure. Is it regular? Why not? Why is the speech in verse? 
 Give the students five minutes to chose a fragment of the text and ask them to construct a mini-performance, ensuring that they pause or stop only when there is punctuation. 
After watching the results, ask the students to perform the same chunk with the following instructions: 
Perform the speech with a chosen attitude (Boredom or Sarcasm for example)
Make a definite physical change of direction at each comma, semi-colon or full stop
Use strong gestures when performing
 Watch and observe the difference between the first and second versions of the speeches. Why was the second more engaging and interesting? 
 Working on Prose 
 The final section of the workshop requires copies of the epilogue by Rosalind from the end of As you Like It. 
 Start by looking at the way the speech is presented on the page. What is the difference between this and the previous speech? The students will notice that the speech is presented in continuous prose and therefore has no set rhythm. 
 Again, ask the students to practice the speech aloud and perform a short section, focusing on the sound of the spoken word and the style of presentation. What do they notice about the difference between speaking in verse and prose? What are some of the practical differences from a performer’s perspective? Why might Shakespeare have written one speech in verse and another in prose within the same play? 
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                          All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players;
They have their exits and their entrances,
And one man in his time plays many parts,
His acts being seven ages. At first, the infant,
Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.
Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel
And shining morning face, creeping like snail
Unwillingly to school. And then the lover,
Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad
Made to his mistress’ eyebrow. Then a soldier,
Full of strange oaths and bearded like the pard,
Jealous in honor, sudden and quick in quarrel,
Seeking the bubble reputation
Even in the cannon’s mouth. And then the justice,
In fair round belly with good capon lined,
With eyes severe and beard of formal cut,
Full of wise saws and modern instances;
And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts
Into the lean and slippered pantaloon,
With spectacles on nose and pouch on side;
His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide
For his shrunk shank, and his big manly voice,
Turning again toward childish treble, pipes
And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all,
That ends this strange eventful history,
Is second childishness and mere oblivion,
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.
