
 

           Shakespeare’s Tragedies 
Literature Set Teaching Guide 

 

This Literature Set includes several texts that can be read alongside any of Shakespeare’s tragedies (e.g., Romeo 
and Juliet, Hamlet, Macbeth). The initial texts in this set will help students understand the elements of tragedy and 
characteristics of tragic heroes. The set also includes primary sources and opinion pieces that guide students to 
make connections to Shakespeare’s plays and deepen their understanding of each play’s characters and plot. 
Throughout this set, students will consider why Shakespeare’s plays continue to be so popular in today.

 
Target Grades & Subject(s): Grades 9-12; English/Language Arts 
 

Learning Objectives 
● Students will understand the plot structure of Shakespeare’s tragedies and identify common characteristics 

of tragic heroes. (CCSS RL.5)   
● Students will analyze arguments regarding why many people enjoy tragedies and evaluate the influence of 

Shakespeare’s work on modern cinema and society. (CCSS RI.1, RI.8) 
 

Texts in this Set (download texts here) 
 

Text 1: Shakespeare’s Life (2 pages) 

Passage Summary: This text provides a brief overview 
of William Shakespeare’s life. Students will also learn 
about some of the customs of 16th-century England. 
 
When & How to Use: Assign this text prior to reading 
one of Shakespeare’s plays. Encourage students to 
think about how social norms and customs of the time 
might have influenced Shakespeare’s work. 

Extension Activity: Divide students into small groups 
and direct them to conduct research to learn more 
about the time period in which Shakespeare lived 
(e.g., Renaissance culture, social structures in 
Elizabethan England, popular myths and superstitions 
at the time, etc.). Each group can create a poster or 
short slide show to share their findings with the class. 

Text 2: Introduction to Tragedy and the Tragic Hero (1 page) 

Passage Summary: This text describes the elements of 
tragedy and characteristics of tragic heroes. It also 
includes a video that describes the history of tragedy 
and offers explanations for why tragedies are alluring. 
 
When & How to Use: Before reading a tragedy, assign 
this text so that students can understand its plot 
structure and characteristics of key characters.  

Discussion Questions:  
- Both the video and the text suggest that people 

are drawn to tragedies because the hero’s 
suffering allows audience members to release 
their own deep emotions. Do you agree with this 
view? Why or why not? 

- Describe a tragedy that you have seen. Did you 
like it? Why or why not? 

Text 3: Tragedy and the Common Man (4 pages) 

Passage Summary: In this essay, playwright Arthur Miller 
discusses theories on why fewer tragedies exist today. 
He argues that common men and royalty are equally 
suitable subjects of and audiences for tragedies. 
 
When & How to Use: Assign this this text to students 
before they start reading one of Shakespeare’s 
tragedies. Have students evaluate the author’s 
arguments and the evidence supporting Miller’s claims. 

Discussion Questions:  
- Based on the tone and content of Miller’s essay, 

who do you think he is writing to and what is his 
purpose? 

- Have you seen examples of tragic heroes who 
don’t portray all the traits that Miller describes? 

- What does Miller’s essay reveal about his beliefs 
regarding social structures and the human spirit? 

Text 4: Encomiums on the Beauty of His Mistress (1 page) 

Passage Summary: "Encomiums on the Beauty of His 
Mistress" is a poem from John Gough's The Academy 
of Complements, a book first published in 1639 and 
revised several times before this version was published 
in 1684. This excerpt bears many similarities to Romeo's 

Discussion Questions:  
- Do you believe that Gough’s poem is an example 

of plagiarism? Why or why not? 
- Why do you think Gough might have written a 

poem that closely resembles Romeo’s speech? 
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speech in Shakespeare's play. 
 
When & How to Use: Assign this this text after students 
have read Act I, Scene V in Romeo and Juliet. Direct 
students to analyze the literary devices used in the 
poem and compare it to Romeo’s description of Juliet. 

- How do you think Shakespeare might have 
responded if he read Gough’s poem? 

- What conclusions can you draw about the literary 
styles that were most popular during the 16th and 
17th centuries from both of these poems? 

Text 5: Double, double, toil and trouble? The surprising truth about the real Macbeth (3 pages) 

Passage Summary: In this text, the author presents facts 
from life of the real Macbeth and compares them to 
events in Shakespeare’s play. 
 
When & How to Use: Assign this text after students 
have read Macbeth. Encourage them to recall details 
from the play that either support or contradict the 
author’s claims. 

Discussion Questions:  
- Based on the article, how was the real Macbeth 

similar to and different from Shakespeare’s 
character? 

- Why do you think that Shakespeare changed 
some aspects of Macbeth’s story in his play? 

- What impact did Shakespeare’s play have on 
shaping the legacy of the real Macbeth? 

Text 6: In today’s most popular shows, Shakespeare’s iconic characters live on (3 pages) 

Passage Summary: The psychological complexity of 
Shakespeare's characters has rendered them timeless. 
In this article, the author describes how some modern 
TV shows have developed characters based on 
Shakespeare’s model. 
 
When & How to Use: Assign this text to students after 
students have read one of Shakespeare’s tragedies. 
Encourage students to consider why “Shakespearean” 
characters continue to be so popular. 

Extension Activity: Have students pretend that they 
are going to pitch a new TV show idea to Netflix. 
Working in pairs, students should come up with an 
idea for a show that includes some of the elements of 
tragedy that they have learned about. Students 
should decide on the basic plot for the show and 
determine the traits of the main characters. Students 
can then write a script for the first episode and 
perform it for the class (students can also use 
cameras to film their episode). 

 


