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Key Frameworks 

         In order to focus our activities, we came up with an overall objective that every unit must work towards: 

“The students will be able to recognize the importance of Macbeth by appreciating the timelessness of the themes and 

the intricacies of the writing-style.” This is in keeping with Dick, Carey, and Carey’s (1990) systematic design of 

instruction, which stated that the first step of design is to decide what the students need to learn by the time they have 

completed the lessons. 

 

Situation in Theoretical Text 

         As mentioned above, we used the systematic design of instruction (Dick, et al., 1990) to design our 

lessons. After beginning with an overall goal, we shaped our lessons so that the skills and knowledge from one lesson 

were scaffolded onto subsequent lessons. We then adjusted our lessons to meet the needs of the learners, in particular 

the English as a Second Language (ESL) learners. Finally, we created specific learning outcomes for each lesson and 

connected each specific outcome to our overall objective. As well, the online technologies were chosen specifically to 

enhance the learning environment, not to use technology simply for the sake of using technology.  In other words, 

our teaching objectives guided our choice of technology (Ehrlich, 2008, p 273).  

We also considered Reigeluth’s (1999) argument for student-centered lessons where a teacher would be a 

“guide on the side” as opposed to a “sage on the stage”; therefore, every lesson affords collaboration among the 

students, which will enhance their involvement and encourage them to think deeply (Chickering & Gamson, 

1987).  In addition, the unit incorporates two of Chickering and Gamson’s (1987, par. 4) principles of learning: using 

“active learning techniques” and giving quick feedback. The learner-centered lessons allow students to be active in 
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almost every portion of the module. Also, the communication is often asynchronous to encourage reluctant 

participants and allow students to make more thoughtful comments (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996).  Furthermore, 

over the course of the unit, students will be creating a wiki that will contain their reflections and responses to various 

aspects of the play. By being in charge of the content and building off of what their peers have been posting, the wiki 

encourages knowledge building (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1994).  As well, the ability to respond to each other on the 

discussion forums or to discuss their wiki entries allows the students to receive prompt feedback from a variety of 

points of view.   

Finally, our lessons include elements of constructivism and scaffolding so students are ready with the 

knowledge and skills they need before proceeding to the next lesson (Jonassen, 1999).  For example, having the 

students discover themes as they arise in current society before they apply the themes to Macbeth allows the students 

to map the knowledge onto their modern-day experiences first.   

Thus, we have not simply placed some ideas together, but we have thought first about situating our 

Macbeth Moodle unit in our understanding of educational literature. 

 

Intentions and Positions 

Most students in English-speaking countries will encounter Shakespeare at some point and be required to 

understand the poetry and dramatic plays. For many, high school will be the only time they are asked to appreciate 

the words of a four hundred year old author, as many find his work difficult to access. One might ask “why bother 

teaching Shakespeare at all?” Shakespeare’s significance is not in how he is different, but how he is similar. 

Shakespeare’s themes are timeless and can be found repeatedly not only in contemporary writing, but in everyday life. 
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Therefore, Students can build knowledge by making connections between the past and the present. James Stredder 

(2009) writes how when educators take a traditional stance to teaching Shakespeare they often “contribute further to 

the process of exclusion” where the teachers’ own “success, enthusiasm and expertise become part of the exclusion, 

part of the cultural monument” (p. 9) towering over the student. Those wishing to embrace more constructivist 

approaches to teaching the poems and plays must overcome these challenges both to students and teachers. As many 

of the contributors to the September 2009 issue of English Journal agree, innovative ways of introducing 

Shakespeare to students require a meaningful connection to the students’ experiences, rather than expecting them to 

get it because it is Shakespeare, it is important, and some of it will be on the test. The intention with this unit on 

Macbeth is to make use of the familiar experiences of 21st century students, particularly through current events, social 

media and on-line collaboration. 

Saying there is a need for innovative ways of teaching the Scottish play sounds easy, but designing one 

that engages the students as well as meets the English learning outcomes requires a firm belief there is some reason 

why the story of ambitious murder and civil war has survived through the ages. One starting point is to view the play 

not so much as written in stone, but rather for the stage, to be performed and adapted. Christopher Shamburg and Cari 

Craighead (2009) see both the playwright and the plays “throughout history as the products of remix” and call 

Shakespeare “a great appropriator” as he uses “plots, characters, settings, ideas and devices that had been created by 

contemporaries” such as Thomas Middleton’s play the Witch “as well as from predecessors” such as Raphael 

Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland. The authors of Shakespeare, Our Digital Native include 

the use of YouTube, Creative Commons Mixter and the film adaptation Throne of Blood by Akira Kurosawa as 

ways of learning the play.  (p. 76) Our teaching unit uses similar technology to transform a seemingly antiquated 
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play into something youth can relate to through their own experiences and knowledge. “The two great strengths of 

the Internet are in its aggregation of large amounts of information and its ability to display the multiple web of 

connections that exist among that information. In doing so, the Web can be a good place to find context, to put 

multiple student intelligences to use and to create virtual communities” (Ehrlich, 2008, p. 273).   

While many of these innovative teaching plans are designed to stir up interest in the play, students must 

still sit down and read the play as the text. Suddenly, the lessons students learned from watching the video or 

searching through YouTube are lost, and learners are confronted with confusing words. Furthermore, it can be tricky 

to monitor if appropriate resources were used in the first place as students may struggle wading through everything 

available (Carson, 2008; Ehrlich, 2008). Carson (2008) points out, “Information online is increasingly being ‘bought’ 

based on the principles of commercial exchange, so brand recognition rather than quality becomes the overriding 

influence in user selection” (p. 264). The position found in the design of Outdamnspot Moodle site is to approach 

Shakespeare through the familiar present day experiences of the students before looking at the historical context of 

the play. As well, the site models the use of appropriate online materials to guide students in their further research of 

the play. According to Wade and Sheppard (1994) it reverses the usual way of introducing Shakespeare, which 

includes “the traditional and transmissional” methods where dry-reading as a class, critical analysis and scene 

summaries are supplemented by watching a video or theatre production. Instead, the students encounter their own 

world, and recreate a place on the class wiki. 

            Culture today is quickly becoming commercialized. Carson (2008) maintains, “the traditional role of the 

humanities, to humanize through the creation of a community that shares values and creates a collective 

understanding of our world, has been replaced by a commodity- driven culture that requires the marketing of specific 
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skills, products and outcomes” (p. 255). As educators, we need to ask how can we maintain culture without stifling 

progress, specifically technological progress. While Shakespeare may have lived 400 hundred years ago and may not 

always seem relevant, he is an innovator and originator of modern English language. Many believe technology is 

destroying the arts, but by teaching Shakespeare through the same technology we not only engage our learners but 

also create a new way to experience culture. “In many ways the online world is becoming increasingly theatrical with 

the move towards imaginary environments where the participants are expected to take on performative roles” 

(Carson, 2008, p. 256). Thus, while it is not the same way their parents or grandparents experienced the bard, students 

will still have familiarity with a cultural icon. 

Our approach would be contradicted by Wade and Sheppard (1994) who argue that Shakespeare should 

be taught mainly through performance. They argue that since Shakespeare wrote dramas, dramatic performances are 

needed to understand the plays as opposed to approaches that treat Shakespeare like a piece of literature to be 

analyzed. This approach also allows students to experience the plays first-hand through active learning (Wade & 

Sheppard, 1994). Spangler (2009), states that performance should be the primary text, and reading printed text can be 

used to explore the play further. Rocklin (2009), too, is in favour of approaching Shakespeare primarily through 

performance, stating what words do is more important that what words mean. 

However, we have taken the approach of Veidemanis (1993), who says that the language is the most basic 

part of the play and must be understood first, as long as aspects like vocabulary are done in the context of the play. As 

well, Mellor and Patterson (2000) show echoes of Papert (1980) when they say that the students must not just read 

Shakespeare, but they must think about how to read it. By having the students look at how the language creates the 
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tone and meaning, we are enabling them to think about how to read it. We will have the students experience the play 

through reenactment, but we want them to understand what they are reading first. 

 

Key Concepts and Contexts 

Within the Macbeth Moodle the focus is on knowing the text in as many ways possible through the 

variety of tasks we create. Both the skills and information students gain will allow them to increase their comfort level 

with Shakespeare’s works overall and will better equip them to approach textual analysis of any type, providing them 

with valuable “know how”. 

The focus upon collaboration is well supported, as mentioned earlier, with further support for specific 

tasks. Research on wiki’s, for example, shows that they “can promote effective collaborative learning and confidence 

in formative self and peer assessment by facilitating rapid feedback, vicarious learning through observing others’ 

contributions and easy navigation and tracking facilities” (Su & Beaumont, 2010). This demonstrates the strength of 

the wiki within the project, while also supporting the collaborative allowances of the Moodle overall. 

The target group for Outdamnedspot is a Vancouver based eleventh grade English class composed of 

twenty-five students with a split of twelve boys and thirteen girls. Within that group, six of the students are identified 

as ESL and need additional language support, which the Moodle activities we will build will incorporate. Their level 

of English is reasonable, leaving them at a level where they can both understand and participate in the class, but they 

are not at a level where they are comfortable with or understanding the Shakespearean language, hence the additional 

vocabulary support activities.  
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If we look to ESL theorists, Krashen, in his theory of comprehensible input, states that: “The best methods 

are therefore those that supply 'comprehensible input' in low anxiety situations, containing messages that students 

really want to hear. These methods do not force early production in the second language, but allow students to 

produce when they are 'ready'” (p. 6-7). This theory supports our use of technological components (such as speaking 

portfolios), which can relieve the anxiety associated with face-to-face “performance”. Merrill Swain in the CO 

(Comprehensible Output Theory) suggests that learning can take place when ESL learners can recognize a gap in 

their production, which in turn accelerates their learning. This supports the scaffolding of vocabulary activities, to 

help students recognize what they do not know, and help them build on that. 

In terms of the target group overall, teenagers, it is important to acknowledge the difficulties inherent in 

reaching teens and finding ways to connect them to Shakespearean text (Bowman, Brendan, Hembree, & Mellender, 

2002). Unfortunately, most students have come to expect nothing more from Shakespeare than reading and desk 

work, perhaps with a short skit. In the hopes of increasing engagement with the text, our Moodle veers away from 

what our target teens would expect and instead introduces them to new approaches. It is true that teenagers are often 

difficult to reach/engage, but introducing activities in which they are the ones in control changes the circumstances. 

As Milner (2006) suggests, power plays a large part within groups of teenagers in a school setting. By shifting this 

power away from instructors and into the hands of the students we provide the students with choice, control, and 

enough freedom to allow them to engage with the text in their own way. As Scardamalia and Bereiter (1994) also 

point out, too often teachers do not “grasp the social structures and dynamics required for progressive, communal 

knowledge building” (p. 268), but utilizing Moodle is a good step towards combating this failure. 
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In order to ensure that students retain control of their learning the activities are designed to reinforce the 

placement of the power in their hands. As the unit progresses it is consistently reinforced that the means of learning is 

through the construction of their own knowledge, rather than a one way flow of information from their teachers. The 

asynchronous discussion forums and the wiki in particular are spaces for the students to explore the text in whatever 

way(s) they find most beneficial. The fact that the students are the ones posing questions and creating the Macbeth 

encyclopedia, the wiki, places them in a position of power, which acknowledges the structure of most schools’ social 

groups as well as the common desire to control their own learning, both of which increase the benefit and power of 

the learning as a whole. 

 

Interactivities 

Moodle Wiki Classroom Activities & 
Other Tech. 

Home-base for assignments 
&  links. 

Summaries & conclusions In-class Writing 

Newstories A student made resource on 
Macbeth 

Oral Discussions, readings, 
and performances 

Discussion forums Collaboration Worksheets (vocab, etc) 
Vocabulary activities Knowledge Building Videos (movies), computer 

lab activities (YouTube), etc. 
  Interactive whiteboard 

 

Our plan is to create a Moodle space to assist with our teaching of Macbeth. While the Outdamnedspot 

Moodle component will not be used to teach the entire unit, it will be used to teach the core components.  

To begin, our Moodle lessons will look at how the themes of Macbeth are present in current society. The 

students will be reading online news articles, using a discussion forum to post their responses, and providing feedback 
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to each other through the forum. Then the students will look at the historical context of the play and how the context 

influenced Shakespeare’s writing of Macbeth.  

At this point, the students will be introduced to an ongoing wiki assignment which will encourage them to 

explore the themes of the play, including how they are created and relate to the historical context. 

(http://outdamnedspot.wikispaces.com) 

Then the students will be given some help with Shakespeare’s vocabulary by looking at Shakespearean 

vocabulary sites online and using graphic organizers to place the words grammatically. As the students read the play, 

they will relate the vocabulary to the play’s context and to outside context as well, using worksheets, and speaking 

portfolios. The vocabulary will be focused around the passages for analysis that are to follow. 

  After reading and discussing the play in class, the students will then work on the next lesson on Moodle: 

Close Analysis of Important Passages. The students will read a modern piece of writing and analyze it for its tone and 

how the tone is created. They will use a discussion forum to post their responses and respond to each other’s 

responses. This will prepare them for the next part of the lesson, which will require them to use an online interactive 

whiteboard to provide an insightful analysis of an assigned passage, which they will discuss face to face when they 

have finished.  

With a solid grasp of tone and a better understanding of the language, the students will then create an 

audiobook of an assigned portion of the play or they may write their own soliloquy and conduct a dramatic reading of 

it. Their re-enactment must reflect an appropriate tone and mood, which would also require their understanding of the 

text.   
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The English Journal contributors make use of Roman Polanski’s film adaptation of Macbeth with an 

intriguing spin on the classic story.  Joshua H. Cabat (2009) uses “ripping” software like EasyDVD or Handbrake to 

allow students to download scenes from Polanski’s film and re-edit the clips according to the students’ understanding 

of the play.  Lynette Williamson (2009) invites her students to take a virtual seat in the Globe Theatre while viewing 

the film in class, distinguishing how commoner groundlings, middle class in the gallery, and aristocrats in the balcony 

would view the play differently.  

 Finally, Christie Desmet (2009) examines how YouTube can be used not only as resource for publishing 

videos of Shakespeare’s plays, but also the posted videos become “explicit subjects of classroom analysis” and she is 

fascinated by the Lego Macbeth phenomenon. 

Conclusion 

The Outdamnedspot Moodle environment is meant to provide interactive lessons and links for students to 

collaborate and build knowledge about William Shakespeare’s Macbeth.  It was designed using Dick, Carey, and 

Carey’s (1990) systematic design of instruction.   

Our overarching goal is to have students appreciate the themes and language of Macbeth.  We propose to 

do this by having students connect to the play through contemporary media and technology.   

Each lesson scaffolds into the next and provides students with the appropriate support.  There is also an 

increased focus on supporting the ESL students in the class.  Through their interaction in the Moodle environment 

and in the face-to-face class, students will be able recognize the importance of Macbeth and how its themes can relate 

to today’s society. 
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