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“All the World’s a Stage” by James C. Christensen (use license requested from The Greenwich Workshop.) 

Shakespeare’s stage is inhabited by rulers, liars, servants, creatures 
out of fairy, lovers, soldiers, parents, true friends, and betrayers. In addition to letting us see their 
actions, the major characters in each play turn to us to share their internal struggle to find their 
place in the world, their identity. Whether they make us laugh or cry, these figures present us 
with life questions that still resonate in our own lives. Who should wield power—in a friendship, 
in a marriage, in a nation?  When should we pursue justice, vengeance, or mercy?  (And is the 
answer the same for all of us?)  How can we achieve a right relationship with nature and our 
fellow humans? What is true love—and how can we find it? 
 
As we read six Shakespeare plays together, we will carefully trace how various identities 
(individual, social, and national) are constructed, performed, and exploded. We will also explore 
Shakespeare’s identity—as a writer and actor churning out popular entertainment in noisy, 
bawdy, renaissance London, (the Globe Theater was just around the corner from the Bear Pit 
after all!)—and his afterlife as the “bard” of English literature, revered for a wit, power, and 
poetry that have embedded these plays into our literature and lives.  
 
Required Textbook 
The Complete Works of Shakespeare (7th Edition), Ed. by David Bevington. Pearson, 2014. 
 
Catalog Course Description 
This course focuses on representative Shakespearean comedies, histories, tragedies, and their 
background. [This semester’s plays are: Midsummer Night’s Dream, Richard II,  Much Ado 
About Nothing, Othello, King Lear, Tempest.] 



 
Course Objectives 
In this course, students will acquire the ability to: 
1. Read Shakespeare’s plays independently for analysis and enjoyment.  
2. Identify Shakespeare’s use of character, gender, irony, and language play in relation to each 

play’s larger considerations of ethics, power, and identity. 
3. Recognize, analyze, and write about the way literary devices (such as blank verse vs rhyming 

lines) are used to influence the reader’s understanding and reception of particular lines. 
4. Find, evaluate, and incorporate appropriate Shakespearean scholarship into their writing. 
 
 
Assignments & Grade Distribution 
Participation and Reading Quizzes 10% 
2 Reflections (5% each) 10% 
Midterm 20% 
Final Exam 25% 
Final Essay 30% 
 
Reflection Papers:  
These are bite-sized (250-500 word) opportunities to think through ideas, themes, topics, 
characters, and tales. They are intended to let you synthesize the information you are reading and 
present your ideas in traditional and/or creative forms. You will sign up to do 2 reflections on 
particular days. Each reflection will be uploaded electronically 24 hours before class. I will 
comment on them electronically, then during class, will pull your best ideas to share with the 
class. I will expect the reflection writers to help carry that day’s discussion. Hence the reflections 
let you get early feedback on your ideas, and also contribute to your classmates’ understanding. 
 
Exams:  
These exams will assess your comprehension of the text, knowledge of relevant terms, and 
ability to write synthetic short essays. The exams will contain: short answer, identify 5 
substantive elements in a short block of text (meaning of the passage, character, key concepts, 
literary terms, meter, etc.), and essay questions asking you to synthesize information from the 
readings. 
 
Participation:  
My expectations for “excellent” participation are:  

• Student is present, on-time, has read and annotated the material, and has prepared 
questions and observations. 

• Student frequently contributes to class discussions and is clearly engaged in discussions 
even when not a direct participant (through active listening and note-taking). 

 
Reading Quizzes:  
These will be unannounced 2-5 question quizzes over factual information in the readings. Their 
purpose is to help you remain accountable for the assigned readings.  
 
Final Essay:  
This is a literary research paper that posits a strong, unobvious thesis about an aspect of one of 
the plays in the course. The essay will be supported by evidence from the text (close readings, 
analysis, appropriate quotes) and from external sources (from 5 scholarly sources.)  
 
 



 
Attendance and Late Policies: 
Attendance & Skyping to Avoid an Absence: You are allowed 3 absences total for the 
semester, including absences due to illnesses—so use your absences carefully. Each additional 
absence will lower your final grade by 1/3 letter grade. If you know in advance that you will 
miss a class, send me an email—it may be possible to set up Skype so you could attend 
“virtually” if you are too sick to attend in person.  
 
Late work: Assignments turned in late will be penalized one full letter grade for each day past 
the due date. (This includes weekends.) 
 
Makeup Quizzes: If you contact me prior to an absence, I will allow you to come in during my 
office hours to make up a missed quiz. 
 
Tardiness. You will be marked absent if you are not in class by the time I call roll, which I do at 
the beginning of each class period. You may change this absence to a “tardy” by emailing me a 
250-350 word summary of what we did in class that day—This allows you to demonstrate that 
you were in class and taking notes. (However, every three tardies is equivalent to one absence— 
so make your best effort to be on time.) 
 
Accommodation: If any student requires appropriate academic accommodations for a disability 
[URL here], religious observance [URL here], or veteran’s service [URL here], please contact 
the correct university agency and also let me know.   
 
Contacting Me: I check my email regularly and will likely respond to short questions 
immediately. If you have a more substantial question, would like me to read a draft of a paper, or 
want to talk through a play in depth, please come to my office hours or set up an appointment to 
meet with me.  I enjoy working with students one-on-one and look forward to the opportunity! 
 
 
 
  



Schedule of Readings, Exams, and Paper 
 
Week Day Readings and Assignment Due Dates 2 Reflections 
Week 1 M Introduction  
 W Shakespeare’s life records 

The World of Renaissance Theater 
 

Week 2 M Midsummer Night’s Dream –Act 1 
Signup for 2 Close Readings—Only 5 students 
can sign up for a particular slot. 

 

 W MsND –Act 2  
Week 3 M MsND –Acts 3 & 4  
 W MsND –Act 5  
Week 4 M Richard II –Act 1 

(The Two Bodies of the King) 
 

 W Rii –Act 2  
Week 5 M Rii –Acts 3 & 4  
 W Rii –Act 5  
Week 6 M Much Ado About Nothing –Act 1 

(Love, Marriage, and Settlements) 
 

 W MAAN –Act 2  
Week 7 M MAAN –Acts 3 & 4  
 W MAAN –Act 5  
Week 8 M Midterm Exam  
 W Final paper assigned: Finding an unobvious thesis  
Week 9 M Othello  –Act 1 

(Moors in Europe) 
 

 W Oth  –Act 2  
Week 10  M Oth  –Acts 3 & 4  
 W Oth –Act 5  
Week 11 M Tempest   –Act 1  
 W Library/Sources Workshop  
Week 12 M Temp  –Act 2  
 W Temp  –Acts 3 & 4  
Week 13 M Temp  –Act 5  
 W King Lear –Act 1  
 F Abstract and Works Cited page Due  
Week 14 M KL  –Act 2  
 W KL  –Acts 3 & 4  
Week 15 M KL  –Act 5  
 W Review for Final Exam  
 F Final Paper Due  
Final Exam 
Time 

 Comprehensive Final Exam  

 


