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R E P R O D U C I B L E

Grade 12  Vocabulary Lesson on The Tragedy of 
Hamlet, Prince of Denmark 

Shakespeare’s The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark contains many words that are not part of a stu-
dent’s everyday language. However, the vocabulary in this tragic story’s five acts will not be translated 
to tragic comprehension results for students if the teacher explains the words through guided tasks. The 
teacher first identifies his or her student’s understanding of the vocabulary and then intervenes with the 
appropriate responsive activities. The teacher’s goal is to make sure students understand and internalize 
what the play is sharing about the characters and plot.

Identify
First, the teacher organizes the structure in an inviting way where the vocabulary stands out. For exam-

ple, understanding the dialogue through paragraph writing, discussion, short skits, online tools, and a 
storyboard illustrates more about word meaning than simply defining a word. The teacher encourages 
students to identify the multisyllabic parts of words with direct instruction, modeling, and then indepen-
dent practice. He or she then has students complete the tasks and answer guided questions (see figure 1) 
to assess their comprehension of the play’s vocabulary.

Word Identification, 
Concepts, and 

Vocabulary Skills
Tasks and Guided Questions

Elements of the Play Indicate the exposition, conflict, rising action, climax, and falling action 
with a storyboard or skit.

Definitions Define these words as used in the context of act one: usurp, 
portentous, harbinger, filial, obsequious, jocund, discourse, husbandry, 
beguile. Write the sentence from the play that uses the word, and then 
consult a dictionary or online reference tool to find a synonym and 
antonym. Consult Word Hippo (www.wordhippo.com) and “Hamlet,” 
Vocabulary From Act 1 (Vocabulary.com, 2013; http://bit.ly/2p2bfMO) 
for additional help.

Word Categorization Write a paragraph that includes paraphrased dialogue from the 
characters Prince Hamlet, Claudius, Polonius, Ophelia, Laertes, and 
Horatio. Use transitional words to begin each sentence. For example:

• First,                
• Next,                
• Later,                
• After,                
• Finally,                
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Syllables Identify the types of syllables in the multisyllabic words countenance, 
lauds, cuckold, divulge, barren, wanton, jocund, and gambol.

Figure 1: Hamlet tasks and guided questions. 

Intervene
Repeated exposure to vocabulary is necessary to achieve greater retention and application of the words 

in various contexts. Therefore, the teacher offers low- and high-tech interventions—pantomiming ten 
vocabulary words, writing a word and its definition on an index card, or creating and accessing digital 
flash cards. (Visit Quizlet [https://quizlet.com] to create digital flash cards).

Ensure Internalization
The teacher pairs students in groups and asks them to jigsaw the vocabulary of Hamlet’s five acts, with 

each group creating a crossword puzzle on the vocabulary in the respective acts using online tools like 
Discovery Education’s (n.d.) Puzzlemaker (http://bit.ly/1pp7eub).

The teacher can use figure 2 to develop steps to identify, intervene, and help students internalize vocab-
ulary. Understanding the vocabulary yields greater academic advancements. However, the teacher knows 
he or she needs to ask ongoing guided questions, monitor learner progress, and then respond with the 
appropriate strategies.

Directions: Note the following in each column as applicable to your students’ vocabulary.

Step One: Identify 
Knowledge Step Two: Intervene Step Three: Ensure 

Internalization

 Offer guided questions and 
tasks to determine vocabulary 
and word identification levels. 
Think about what errors mean 
in terms of the next instructional 
steps. This includes, but is not 
limited to, identification of vowel 
and consonant sounds (initial, 
medial, beginning), consonant 
digraphs, word meaning, 
syllables, compound words, 
and word categorization.

This is the systematic and explicit 
vocabulary instruction. Tell how 
you will intervene to offer feedback, 
guidance, and transfer with 
personalized vocabulary connections 
in writings, conversation, and diverse 
engagements. This includes, but is 
not limited to, low-tech and high-tech 
engagements such as word lists, 
handheld and digital flash cards, 
and cooperative and individualized 
instructional practice.

Interactive vocabulary 
practice includes, but is not 
limited to, peers teaching 
peers, pantomiming words, 
in-class and online reviews, 
games, skits, debates, and 
diverse reading and writing 
activities such as kinesthetic 
engagements, vocabulary 
collages, and more. 
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Student Levels and Dates Strategies Progress and Comments

Figure 2: Process to identify, intervene, and internalize steps.
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