Public Broadcasting Service: In Search of Shakespeare

http://www.pbs.org/shakespeare/educators/
Reviewed by Oscar Navarro

“Wherefore art thou Romeo? Huh?” Is that how your students feel when they read the great works of William Shakespeare?  One website has decoded and laid out the information for all those educators seeking a helping hand on how to relate this form of material to students today.  The site is sponsored by the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS), which provides quality education programming on both television and the internet.  PBS is mostly known for its television shows that target young children, as well as documentaries and art programs.   Their main website (www.pbs.org) provides many services for parents, educators, children, and students. Many resources are provided through this particular site on the learning of Shakespeare through a user friendly experience.  The site itself is very efficient in that it provides clear links for what one is trying to locate.  Need a lesson plan? Wonder how you can present Shakespeare to your elementary school students? Thinking about how to use those modernly interpreted movies in your class?  The links that answer those questions are clear in how they are placed into the well designed home page that is completely free of charge.

The site’s main purpose is to provide enough information for those seeking it in a way that provides credibility, quality, and creativity.  Lesson plans are designed by those individuals who have had experience with Shakespeare in their own classrooms.  If doubtful about the writer’s reliability, PBS provides a small biographical account on the author and his or her background and practice at the bottom of each lesson plan.  With English language educators being the main source of the materials, it is safe to say that it is all easy to read and follow, yet remains purposeful.  If reading and implementing an entire lesson plan into your curriculum are too hefty for what you are trying to do, then no need to worry still.  The site provides an array of classroom suggestions that can be easily put into operation.  One of the practices includes the incorporation of Shakespeare’s language and how to decode the format in which all his plays were written in.  Some of these methods include using physical movement as a visual for students to be able to connect the text to the context in which it was intended to be used.  It also suggest the use of props so students are aware of what is happening, and one can also make the wording appear less intimidating by making the font larger on overheads and handouts.

A great way to make Shakespeare’s literature more approachable in the long run is to present it to students at an early age.  One of the many articles within the site shows how to expose youngsters to Shakespeare through books written in for their age groups, applying it to their own lives, and how to use his language in fun and interactive ways.  Many educators have also written articles on the different ways they have integrated Shakespeare with their elementary age students, and their effectiveness.  If reading the actual Shakespearean words is the way you want to present these works to this age group, that is okay, it can be done.  One article written by Lauren Kane, a fourth grade teacher, shows how with the right pacing and completing just the right activities, even a nine year old can grasp the complexities of Hamlet.

Having Leonardo DiCaprio represent one of Shakespeare’s most passion driven characters isn’t necessarily a bad thing.  On the site’s “Shakespeare on Film” section, articles demonstrate how imagery and the use of media can become very useful tools in the English classroom.  However, using film adaptations of Shakespeare-only plays is not the only possibility.  An article written by Anne Turner, an educator, demonstrates how to incorporate movies such as Star Wars into your own Shakespeare-driven lessons, which might trigger the use of other movies in popular culture to one’s own classrooms.  When looking at movies maybe connections can be made to Shakespeare’s plays, and the possibilities for going about this are endless.  Also, assigning students to pay close attention to particular scenes, not moving away from black and white versions, and the use of hard copied screenplays are useful tools in Shakespeare media.

One aspect many readers forget is that Shakespeare did not write novels, but in fact he wrote plays.  Plays are meant to be played by actors, something students should be made aware of right from the start.  The website’s section on performances includes how students can use photographs to demonstrate the story being told, and having them get into the scenes by performing those combat scenes rich in drama. Acting out in class doesn’t always have to be a disciplinary term, but in fact can be the start of involving different modes of learning.

The site alone stands strong with all the content it provides to readers.  For further hunts on the Shakespeare experience, one can look into their collection of programs and productions in one’s own local area.  The site also makes available to the public an array of other media sources through their multimedia database. Unfortunately the multimedia database is operated by a search engine that provides resources found throughout the entire PBS website, which is quite bulky and can get lengthy.  When seeing what others have to say on the subject of Shakespeare, there is also an open discussion board which grows with the involvement of its users.  Shakespeare, the most talked about man in the English language, brings forth a heavy contribution to learning, but through the assistance provided on this site, it makes the load a bit lighter.
