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A. BACKGROUND 

Increasing attention has been given to the possibility of utilizing literary works 

for EFL/ESL students. Recent principles and theories strengthen the reflection that 

literature can effectively be included in language teaching. Many teachers still believe 

that utilizing literary works in language teaching is considered as teaching language 

through any other written materials (Carter & Walker, 1989). Others believe that 

literature should be specially taught since it provides advantages in many respects. 

Besides being as good as authentic materials, content in literature is not presented in 

trivial way but through specific complexities that cannot be found in other types of 

materials. Its ambiguous content provides opportunity to discussion involving 

multiple perspectives. The focal advantage, probably, is that literature provides 

incomparable enjoyment for the students. 

From the perspective of language competence, however, it may be an 

objection against the literature teaching that students and teachers find difficulty. 

Therefore, teachers have to be aware of the students‟ proficiency and familiarity to 

literary convention. Finding effective way or method or technique of teaching 

literature, then, cannot be neglected. This paper presents one with Shakespearean 

literature as the subject.  

In terms of complexities, themes and characters as well as of particular 

speeches, sentences and phrases, Shakespearean literature employs linguistic sense on 

the English that is sharper and more remarkable than that of any other literary 

work.Who can imagine English without Hamlet, Romeo, Juliet, and Othello? 

Although his language seems unusual,even to contemporary native speakers, it is 

more than a cultural obligation to make oneself familiar with at least a selection of 

Shakespeare (Heyden,2004). This principle is the core argument advancing that 

culture is part and parcel of language.According to this position, unless teachers give 

EFL/ESL students a strategy for accessing the cultures of the English-speaking world, 

teachers have not quite done their job. 

Teaching Shakespeare in EFL/ESL classroom is extremely difficult 

demanding unusual efforts from both the students and the teachers. The good blend of 

English and entertaining content may prove this teaching so motivating. This paper 

also explores the attempts made to address difficulties concerning the teaching of 

Shakespeare. The attempts are to offer possible solutions and to give inspiration as to 

how the task can be accomplished.  

 

B. PROBLEMS TO BE CONSIDERED 

The first problem which needs to be answered is „To which group of students 

the teaching of Shakespeare will be effective?‟ The first thing to consider is what 

level of  language proficiency the students are in. Because Shakespearean drama 

poses difficulty even to advanced readers, it evidently requires a high level of 

knowledge of English. In order for the text to be comprehensible. a clear 

understanding of knowledge of present day English is unavoidably for the comparison 

with the early period of English. Moreover, an extensive and varied vocabulary 

challenges the students to be able to infer new meanings from otherwise known 



words. Without good mastery of the vocabulary, the load of students to comprehend 

new vocabulary is so enormous that would make the students unmotivated. 

Another most demanding problem of the teaching of Shakespeare is the 

linguistic gap between the text and the daily English the students speak. 

Shakespearean works are written in early modern English period whose 

characteristics are very different from today‟s English. 

Nevertheless, students can gain advantages of being introduced to certain 

aspects of early modern English. Students do not only learn culture but also language 

awareness. The discussion of linguistic phenomena that is far different from recent 

usage involves constant reference to today‟s language. The changes in 

phonology/phonetic in Shakespearean literature do not pose significant problems 

since the line can be read with today‟s way of pronunciation with exception of some 

very few examples. 

Problem on semantic, in contrast, may result in a more serious attention. On 

the one hand, semantic changes may lead to complete misunderstanding like on the 

case of „which‟ referring to a person or the wider use of „that‟. This problem 

challenges teachers to set a strategy in understanding various possible changes in 

meaning. One most obvious help for students is to gloss expression that students may 

fall into misunderstanding. Paraphrasing while working on the text may help students 

comprehend the text. This also aims at energizing students‟ linguistic knowledge 

through an enhancement of language awareness. 

 

C. CREATIVE PROJECTS ON HAMLET 

One Shakespearean work to deal is Hamlet. This drama is extremely rich in 

material to use of, beyond its being well-known as the best piece of literature. Besides 

an advantage that certain students are familiar with the story of Hamlet, its several 

movie version can be used to make comparison on scenes and certain characters 

employed. Discussion on the characters is needed to create lively class. Characters in 

stories or Drama have been used to inspire human being since they learnt to speak. 

Students are able to look themselves in represented characters and landscapes (Oliver, 

2013:xx). This is, then, believed to lead to an inspiring and entertaining teaching. 

Pleasure and interest are keys to engaging EFL/ESL students in reading 

Shakespeare. One of the first things the teachers can do is rewriting the famous “To 

be or not to be ” soliloquy, working in small groups. This demonstrates to students 

that there can be a sense of play and fun in reading in a literary text (Heyden,2004). It 

relieves them of the repressive feeling that they will sit silently all term listening to 

lectures. Teacher needs to build students‟ confidence. It initially feels daunting to 

EFL/ESL students to read Hamlet. But, by beginning with the rewriting of the 

monologue,they soon come to sense that Shakespeare is something they can take on. 

The studentsfeel their own power as learners as they set about varying words in the 

line. The other vigorouskey is to reduce students' anxiety and resistance to a text that 

is not in modern English. By way of rewriting the soliloquy, the students start to 

identify various words and expressions that they already understand, and to realize 

that reading is not a solitary activity done with a dictionary. Along with rewriting 

lines, students send letters to the characters, conceive dialogs and generate simplified 

screenplays for enacting a scene from the drama. These activities work best when 

students write in pairs or small groups on computers,but they are proper for any 

classroom setting (Heyden,2004). 

The activities are effective for two main reasons: they stimulate students' 

intrinsic motivation to learn (Rogers, 1990); and they provide a sense of security. In 



terms of eagerness, the activity is purposely student-centered, with students working 

in pairs or small groups where they can benefit from their discussion with their peers. 

The essential target is not to cover the whole play, but to engage students in activities 

that make Hamlet more accessible (Heyden, 2004). In particular, writing enables them 

to explore their own interpretations and express emotional reactions to the experience 

of reading it. The best expected result is that they come away feeling empowered. One 

student characterizes her experience this way: “Hamlet is not something impossible to 

understand. This is difficult, but now at least I can understand it.”  

Rewriting a Speech 

     Rewriting a speech boosts students to read thoroughly. As they work with the “To 

be,or not to be” speech, replacing some of Shakespeare's words with their own words, 

they have to consider how the original speech is constructed. They should be aware of 

such factors as sound of the words, location of the words on the page, the syllables,the 

rhythm and intonation of the speech. Furthermore, the students are offered stimulating 

atmospherein understanding what the speech means and appreciating the beauty of its 

words. Eventually,when students work directly with Hamlet, it gives them an 

opportunity to claim something of Shakespeare as their own (Widdowson, 1992 ). 

Following is an example of proceeding in order to gainaccess to the language of 

Shakespeare. Revised is the “To be or not to be ” speech. 

 

Original Text 

 

To be or not to be 

That is the question 

Whether it is nobler in the mind  

To suffer 

The slings and arrows 

of outrageous fortune  

Or to take arms 

against a sea of troubles 

And by opposing end them 

 

Student Version 

To live or not to live 

That is the problem 

Whether it is braver in the mind 

to receive 

The insults and attacks 

of harmful fortune 

Or to take action 

against a squad of enemies 

And by fighting end them 

 

Sending a Letter to a Hamlet or other Characters 

Students write a letter to a character whose speech they are currently reading. 

This activity is aimed to stimulate what they experience as first-time readers. Students 

are free to interact with a character,to ask him or her a question, offer a suggestion, or 



give the character a piece of their mind.Addressing a character lets students know that 

Hamlet is not sacred, and that there is an opportunity to address their own reactions as 

readers. Sharing the letters in class is often entertaining and provide a remark of 

wittybreak before proceeding to study.Last, students get an opportunity to express 

their first reaction and interpretation to Hamlet so that they can develop their genuine 

link to the play. 

Examples of Letters 

Dear Hamlet, 

     I am getting really tired of studying your complicated speech that begins 

with “To be, or not to be.” In many occasions, I can‟t find  your words in my 

dictionary. Why should you be so mysterious and symbolic. Is it the character 

you want to show us? What really matters for me is your tone of voice. Why 

are you then complaining. I think you are so childish saying like a kid, „ Dad I 

can‟t do anything. I am confused. I am angry to may Mom”. Hamlet, grow up. 

 

Dear Claudius, 

It is so annoying to see that you are only hunger for power. You are blind in 

heart. Even, you sacrified your brother for the sake of your satanic ambition. I 

think your heart and your mind are not connected.  

Beyond your dirty business, I am at my happiness to see your pale face when 

you were „entertained‟ by Hamlet‟s drama. Claudius, you won‟t be able to 

escape from your very sin, the murder. If you are in my world now, I think 

everyone will keep an eye to you, o even you will be killed first before you 

make some troubles. 

 

Pretending to change places with one character 

 

 To play is to pretend. By imagining that students can change place with one of 

the characters, they build a connection to the characters that at last they set an 

understanding to the whole story. Feeling the position of the characters with students‟ 

perspective gives a chance for students to freely express their feeling and stance. The 

task can begin with  „If I were....‟ Examples of the students‟ task are as follows. 

 To be Hamlet. This is an extremely difficult position for me. I will set a 

strategy to kill Claudius. My mission is not only killing him but also 

eradicating his followers. Perhaps, I will cry all night when I remember that 

my father was murdered by someone who then marry my mother. I will say a 

big NO to him to be my father in law! What I do differently from hamlet may 

be the ending. I don‟t want to die, and I will try hard to stop the death of 

Ophelia. At my best effort, I will end by marrying Ophelia, but I don‟t want to 

rule the kingdom. I want to be free. 

For Hamlet, it must be a difficult position also. He has to take care of my 

naughty cat in my boarding house. He has to feel „the empty wallet‟ at every 

end of the month. The most difficult thing Hamlet will face is that he will feel 

damn lonely since none of the ladies is beside him. But then I think, with his 

good looking face, he will easily overcome this problem. Oh ya, one thing he 

will find difficulty. He will face some „killer‟ lecturers. Three times a week he 

must feel like in the hell especially when he must meet Mr. X. Hamlet please 

oppose him with your words. 



Converting a Scene into Modern English  

     Writing a scene in modern English is an effective means of getting students to 

articulate their understanding of characters' emotions and motivations. Putting words 

in the characters' mouths lets the students connect with the emotional content of the 

scene. They may not know what every word in the original scene means, but the 

words they give a character to say must be plausible in terms of the character's 

emotional state at a particular point in the plot. Students write the scene with their 

level of English understanding. This helps them to refine their understanding of the 

motivations for the actions of the characters. 

Original Text 

Gertrude:  

Hamlet, thou hast thy father much offended. 

 

Hamlet:  

Mother, you have my father much offended. 

Gertrude:  

Have you forgot me? 

Hamlet:  

You are the queen,your husband 's brother 's wife. And, would it were not so,you are 

my mother. 

 

Student Version 

Gertrude:  
You 've been rude to your step-father young man. 

[Why can 't he get along with my new husband?] 

Hamlet:  
Yeah,well you have insulted my real father.  

[Doesn 't she know how unfaithful she is being?] 

Gertrude:  
Who the hell do you think you are talking to? 

[Is he crazy or just depressed about his father 's death?] 

Hamlet:  
My uncle 's wife —who I am ashamed to call mother. [Does she know that her new 

husband killed my father?] 

 

 

 



Inventing a Scene 

In inventing a scene, students can create their new scene with their own 

creativity. This activity permits them to take on the creative role of scriptwriter, which 

they tend to do enthusiastically. Any changes made to the original scene must be 

reasonable in terms of each character's emotional state and motivation. In below 

example, the ghost of King Hamlet appears and directly confronts Claudius, 

something he does not do in the original text. 

Ghost:  
Well, my dear brother! We meet at last! 

 

Claudius:  

What? What are you doing here? I thought you were dead! 

Ghost:  
Well, we are powerless before the script. A little change, and here I am now. 

You must be afraid brother.  

 

Claudius:  
No! The Queen and the crown are still mine. Nothing you can do. Stand over 

there and just feel your sad life in your rest of the days. Nothing you can do, 

you know! 

Ghost:  
Yes, absolutely I know. But,I have my son. He will work and put the right 

glory to the right hands. 

Claudius:  
You mean Hamlet the Mama 's Boy? Ha ha ha ha..what can he do? Making 

poems? or asking for more money to buy clothes?  Oh,,I 'm so scared. Ha ha 

ha! 

Ghost:  
You can laugh now,but Hamlet will make you pay what you did. He knows 

the way, that is also my way! 

Translating famous quotes 

 

The activity of translation is set to direct students to the understanding of some 

famous quotes. Although only in one or two phrases, famous quotes can be so 

affecting since it puts philosophical meaning that students tend to like, at least to 

recite. The translated version helps students comprehend the meaning of the quotes. 

Assigning students to translate their own gives more chances for students to explore 

language connection to cultural meaning. Some of the examples of the translation task 

are as follows. 

 

 

 



Quotes Students’ translated 

version 

Source  

To be or not tobe: that is 

the question 

Jadi atau tidak jadi, itulah 

masalahnya 

Hamlet (III, i, 56-61) 

The rest is silence Hanya keheningan tersisa Hamlet (V,ii, 373) 

Frailty, thy name is 

woman! 

Hei, itulah kenapa kau 

disebut wanita! 

Hamlet (II,ii,260) 

Something is rotten in the 

state of Demark 

Ada yang busuk dalam 

pemerintahan Denmark 

Hamlet (I, iv, 90) 

 

A newspaper reporting and writing out an interview with one of the characters   

 

To be a newspaper report is to be able to dig out deep information.  Interviewing 

Hamlet and other characters is a joyful activity. Students are able to create imaginary 

dialogue related to the problem they want to encounter. This help students 

comprehend the text as well as comprehend the problems of the text including 

problems of language. Critical questions set by the students are answered by 

imaginary characters that is also acted by the students. Gap in understanding can be 

reduced because the students try not only comprehending the text but also articulating 

problems in the text. An example of the report script is as follows. 

 

Q: Hi Hamlet, how‟s life? 

Hamlet: so so. 

Q: Hamlet, let confirm some problems you face in Hamlet. Why do you 

mumble as if you are powerless before your problem. 

Hamlet: mumbling? No, that is the way I present my feeling. I just want to 

relieve myself with my words.  

Q: some don‟t understand your words 

Hamlet: because they don‟t understand how deep my feeling is. Perhaps, they 

need to learn more about old and contemporary English. 

Q: Hamlet, do you really love Ophelia? And why could you kill her father? 

That triggers Ophelia‟s death? 

Hamlet: I love her more than I lover others. His father is supposed not in my 

Mom‟s room. That was an accident.  

Q: do you feel guilty? 

Hamlet: Yes. More guilty when I know that my lovely Ophelia must end her 

life. She is supposed to be here with me. 

......... 

 

Writing a Diary 

 

Diary writing gives an opportunity for students to express their feeling. This is 

important in the process of understanding the characters. A diary is a personal 

expression. To be as personal as characters in the text, the students needs to know 

deeply the characters and their traits. This tasks force the students to read more, to dig 



out more information about the characters. This also explores language sensitivity of 

the students as they must be able to articulate characters‟ feeling in their own 

language.  

 

 Dear diary, 

 This is a repeated moment when I again question myself about my 

relationship with Hamlet. You know, he is the only guy living in my heart. Day 

and night I always wait for him. To see his eyes is to see the portrait of 

heaven.  

But why....... today, I feel all my words are gone and I feel my life will follow. I 

always wait for his „I love you, Ophelia‟. But what strike my heart and it 

almost stop its beat is his „I love you Not!‟. Diary...tell me what should I do 

next.. 

..... 

Ophelia 

 

D. MOVIE TRAILER ON OTHELLO 

Movie trailer is aimed at stimulate students‟ creativity combined with other skills on 

recording. Cinematic language is needed. Before students come to the point of 

recording, they have to set the script, prepare costumes, storyboard,etc. Although the 

trailer is students-version, the students understand the grand plot of the text. Here is 

an example of the task. 

Assignment:  Television‟s Shakespeare Broadcasting Network (SBN) is looking for a 

new show based on Othello!  Now it‟s your chance to show what you can really do. 

Your creative team will write, cast, and film a 3-4 minute pilot episode (that is season 

one, episode one). Your group has complete creative freedom and can tackle the story 

from any angle it wants, but it must remain true to the Othello play!. Make it a 

musical, a children‟s show, a (tragic) sitcom, a game show.  Be as creative as your 

imagination will allow you to be. 

Requirements: 

1. Due 4/15:  Your unique pilot idea (1-paragraph synopsis) 

2. Due 4./26:  A story board outlining your episode‟s camera shots—15 camera 

shots minimum  

3. Due 4./26:  Two-column television script  

4. Due 4./26:    Film must be 3-4 minutes in length and compatible with the 

laptop 

5. Due 4./26:  Post your film to youtube.com . 

6. Due 4./26:  Class presentations of pilot projects should be 10-12 minutes  

 

Presentation days will be 5/26/12 and 5/27/12.  These are the only presentation 

days—if a group member is absent, s/he will lose points and the remaining 

members are expected to present without them.   



 

E. CONCLUSION 

Writing about using Shakespeare for EFL/ESL students is little in number, 

which suggests that this is area that is well worth exploring further. Despite the 

limited understanding some teachers may have, approaching Shakespeare‟s Hamlet 

and other dramas through imaginative writing can be effective and enjoyable. 

EFL/ESL students have a remarkable capacity to learn, and can do more than we 

think possible when given the right circumstances. These writing activities are aimed 

to provide better nuance in learning grand literary works such as Hamlet and Othello.  
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