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THE COMEDY OF ERRORS

Dear Colleagues,

Somewhere along the line, most of my students and probably most of yours have
heard about William Shakespeare. Maybe they saw the film Shakespeare in Love
or heard an answer on Jeopardy, but somehow, along with the ozone, they’ve
breathed in that name: Shakespeare. In fact, to many kids Shakespeare is
“sposed to be” a part of high-school education, and they expect to read one of his
works. If we don’t give them that exposure, they feel vaguely cheated or assume
we think they’re incompetent to meet the challenge of something important.

But when that anticipated moment comes and the teenage eye actually meets
the Shakespearean page, then, unfortunately, that early interest too often is
followed by . . . “Huh? What is this? Why are we reading this?”

The faces of the bored and defiant can make the best of us dread going into the
classroom. It’s happened to me, and maybe it’s happened to you, but it doesn’t
have to be that way. Incredibly, teaching Shakespeare can actually invigorate
both your class and you. . . . You have an intimate knowledge of your teaching
style and of the workings of your class. Use that knowledge to select the
exercises [from this packet] that you think will provoke excitement, enhance
learning, and help ease your students past the language barrier and into the
wonder of the play.

Here’s to the magic in the play and to the magic in your classroom.

Judith Elstein
Adapted from Shakespeare Set Free: Teaching Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, and
A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Each of the five lesson plans in this packet includes:

• Step-by-step instructions
• Materials needed
• Standards covered
• Questions students should be able to answer when the lesson is over
• Suggested related lesson plans with directions on how to find them on the

Folger Web site.

Contributing Editors:

Jeremy Ehrlich   Janet Field-Pickering



Curriculum Plan #1:

Cross That Line, Antipholus! (Either one of you)
(A Lesson in Theme)

Developed by Steven Christiansen

This introduction to The Comedy of Errors gets students thinking about the issues in the
play in ways that relate to their own lives and values, accessing prior knowledge of the
themes and issues they will read about. It asks students to voice opinions and move
around the room to depict those opinions physically.

This activity takes roughly 30 minutes.

NCTE Standards Covered:

1. Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an understanding of
texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire
new information; to respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and
for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are fiction and nonfiction, classic and
contemporary works.

2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to build an
understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human
experience.

3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification
strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence,
sentence structure, context, graphics).

What To Do:

1. Unroll a big piece of tape (duct tape works well) across the floor, so you divide the
room into two equal sides. Move all desks to the edges of the room.

2. Tell the class that today we're going to play a game called "Cross That Line." The
teacher will read a statement and students need to choose to stand on one side of the line
depending on whether they agree or disagree with the statement. After each statement,
ask two or three students on each side why they have chosen to stand where they are. You
may choose to let students stand on the line if they are undecided.

3. Use the following statements in the course of the game. Have students who agree with
the statement stand on one side of the line, and those that disagree stand on the other.

• Coincidences happen all the time.



• It’s not okay to mistreat those who work for you.
• Promises and deals should always be kept.
• Honor and reputation are everything.
• Love and family heal all wounds.
• Without trust, relationships are doomed.
• Miracles do happen.

4. After sharing opinions on these statements, have students return to their desks. Tell
students that all of these issues are in the play The Comedy of Errors. Tell students that
you will play the game again once they've finished reading the play, to see if their
opinions have changed.

What You Need:

• Thick tape
• Folger Shakespeare Library edition of The Comedy of Errors (ISBN 0-7434-8488-6,

$4.99)

How Did It Go?

Were students able to express opinions without attacking others’ views? Did standing on
the line allow the activity to stay safe for students who did not want to take a stand? Did
the activity generate interesting discussion? Did it help introduce the issues in The
Comedy of Errors?



Curriculum Plan #2:

Guess that Scene: A Review of The Comedy of Errors Through
Performance

(A Lesson in the Main Idea)
Developed by Rebecca Field

As students develop their critical thinking skills, they often struggle with the concept of
"the main idea." They can recite everything that has happened in a story, but they have
trouble deciding which actions or events are the most important for the furthering of plot.
This activity gives students the opportunity to develop this skill through informal
classroom performance as they review the play.

This activity should take 1-2 class periods to complete.

NCTE Standards Covered:

2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to build an
understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human
experience.

4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., conventions,
style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for
different purposes.

11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a
variety of literacy communities.

12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).

What To Do:

1. Write the act and scene number for nine different scenes in the play on note cards.
(Use the scene summaries in the Folger Shakespeare Library edition of The Comedy of
Errors to select appropriate scenes.)

2. Divide your class into nine groups.

3. Have each group draw a card. This card will tell them which scene to prepare. Remind
your students not to share the information on the card with the other groups.

4. As a group, have the students create a list of the most important events and main ideas
in their scene. They should find one or two quotes from their scene for each main idea.
(Some scenes will generate longer lists than others.)



5. Once they have completed their list, have them show you so you can make sure that
they have all of the most important elements in the scene. If you think they have all of the
essential information, they can move onto the next step; if not, have them think about
their scene more. They cannot move on to the next step until they have your approval.

6. Tell students that they will illustrate the main ideas in their scenes by creating a series
of tableaux (silent, physical representations of the main events in the scene: living
pictures). All students in the group must participate. Students should move into a series of
poses that communicate the main ideas of their scenes. Give students about 15 minutes to
prepare these. Remember to have them spread out so that their performances remain as
secretive as possible.

7. Create a performance space in the classroom. Explain to students that each group will
perform their tableaux, and it is the job of the other groups to determine the main ideas
and act/scene number of the tableaux. The first group to identify the scene and main ideas
receives a point. The group with the most points at the end of the class wins the review
game.

8. Have the groups perform out of sequential order, pausing after each performance. Once
one of the groups has identified the scene, the performers of the tableaux should read the
lines from the scene they selected to illustrate the main ideas. Continue with this process
until all of the groups have performed their tableaux.

9. Have students write about why the tableaux were chosen as representative of the main
ideas in the scenes. Have them determine which scenes are the most important to the play
and why.

What You Need:

• Nine note cards with act and scene numbers written on them (1.1, 1.2, etc.)
• Folger Shakespeare Library edition of The Comedy of Errors (ISBN 0-7434-8488-6,

$4.99)

How Did It Go?

Were students engaged in the activity? Did all of the students participate in the tableaux?
Were the groups able to guess the scenes as they were performed? Were students able to
select lines from the scenes that indicate understanding of the main ideas? Were students
able to identify and express in writing the main ideas in the play? Did the students seem
to have a good time?



Curriculum Plan #3:

Metaphors in The Comedy of Errors
(A Lesson in Metaphors)
Developed by Paul Clark

Although students have probably been taught metaphors since grade school, they often
have a difficult time grasping non-literal language. This lesson will enable students to
identify metaphors in Shakespeare's plays, understand the metaphorical relationships
expressed, and place those metaphors in the context of the play as a whole.

The purpose of this lesson is to deepen students' understanding of what constitutes a
metaphor and enhance their understanding of how metaphorical language gives a work of
literature depth, unity and complexity. This lesson also provides students an opportunity
to create their own metaphors and apply higher level thinking skills to language analysis.

This lesson should be done after the entire play has been read. The basic lesson can be
completed in one class period.

NCTE Standards Covered:

1. Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an understanding of
texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire
new information; to respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and
for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are fiction and nonfiction, classic and
contemporary works.

3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification
strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence,
sentence structure, context, graphics).

6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling
and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique,
and discuss print and nonprint texts.

What To Do:

1. Briefly review what constitutes a metaphor. Provide the class with examples of non-
literal and metaphorical language and facilitate a general class discussion on the
definition of metaphor.

2. Divide students into small groups of two to four and give each student two 3 x 5 note
cards.



3. Assign each group a scene, act or specific number of pages of the play, depending on
the size of the class. Ask each group member to identify two metaphors and write them
on the cards. They should note the speaker, the line numbers, the two things compared,
the speaker's purpose in using this metaphor and the effectiveness of the metaphor on the
reader (students should not focus only on familiar soliloquies or passages).

4. Students should share and discuss their metaphors within the group. Then, ask each
student to choose one metaphor to share with the class.

5. In the class discussion, begin to focus the students' attention to the repeated use of
metaphors throughout the play. Encourage the class to identify these patterns and discuss
their purpose and effectiveness in the play.

What You Need:

• 3x5 note cards
• Folger Shakespeare Library edition of The Comedy of Errors (ISBN 0-7434-8488-6,

$4.99)

How Did It Go?

To evaluate students' comprehension of the use of metaphorical language, give students
examples of metaphors from another Shakespeare play or other sources and ask students
to analyze the examples.

To further check student understanding, ask students to create their own metaphors.
Students may simply write out their own metaphorical constructs on paper.

You can extend the assignment by having each student bring an object to class that can be
used to clarify or enhance any metaphor they created on their own or found in the play.
Finding something concrete and physical may enhance their perceptions of the nature of
abstract and concrete uses of language in a non-literal context.

When evaluating their responses consider the following:

Do the students have a basic grasp of the concept of a metaphor? Are the student's
examples clear? Are the student analyses well-developed and inclusive? Are their
analyses superficial, or are they insightful? Can the students differentiate between literal
and non-literal language?



Curriculum Plan #4:

17th Century Pick-up Lines: "Your words like musick please me"
(A Lesson in Language)

Developed by Steve Williams

Even in the 17th century, people used lines to get dates and inspire love. Students will
examine a chapter from a mid-17th century handbook, The Mysteries of Love &
Eloquence, Or the Arts of Wooing and Complementing, which offers to "young
practioners [sic] of Love and Courtship set forms of expressions for imitation." Reading
17th century pick-up lines will give students an opportunity to practice reading a 17th
century text and perhaps inspire their own success in love. The handbook also provides
an interesting glimpse at language as a tool of persuasion; students can easily see how
this relates to the language of The Comedy of Errors.

NCTE Standards Covered:

9. Students develop an understanding of and respect for diversity in language use,
patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles.

11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a
variety of literacy communities.

12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).

What To Do:

1. Pair up the students and give them copies of the passages from The Mysteries of Love
and Eloquence.

2. Have the students stand several feet away from their partners and speak the lines
alternately to each other.

3. Discuss as a class what images, words, ideas, or figures of speech they heard. Were the
lines more comic than persuasive? How have 350 years changed the language of love?

4. Assign parts and read aloud The Comedy of Errors 3.2.31-76.

5. Discuss the similarities and differences between The Comedy of Errors and the
handbook. Which words and images appear in both?

6. Divide the students into groups of three or four and have them rewrite a few of the
handbook's more persuasive passages into modern English, trying to retain the essence of
the original. Would any of these lines work today?



What You Need:

• Copies of the handout from The Mysteries of Love and Eloquence (attached)
• Folger Shakespeare Library edition of The Comedy of Errors (ISBN 0-7434-8488-6,

$4.99)

How Did It Go?

Did the students participate fully? Did they observe differences and similarities between
Shakespeare's love lines and those from the handbook? Which passages did the students
find more persuasive? Were their translations into contemporary English appropriate?
Did they have fun?



Curriculum Plan #5:

Lights, Camera, Action
(A Lesson in Performance)

Developed by Leigh Lemons

In this lesson students will interpret The Comedy of Errors by creating a silent movie,
requiring them to think creatively and enhance their storytelling skills in verbal,
nonverbal, and written form.

This lesson will take approximately three class periods.

NCTE Standards Covered:

4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., conventions,
style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for
different purposes.

6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling
and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique,
and discuss print and nonprint texts.

8. Students use a variety of technological and information resources (e.g., databases,
computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize information and to create and
communicate knowledge.

What To Do:

1. Divide the class into five groups and assign each group one act of the play.

2. Tell students it is their task to create a silent movie of different tableaux to represent
the most important developments in their act of the play. The movie must have 5-10
"slides," frozen images that represent individual moments in the text. Each group member
must participate.

3. Emphasize the importance of heightened nonverbal communication. Discuss facial
expressions, gestures, stance, interaction, and pose.

4. Have students begin by brainstorming ideas for the most important moments in the
text, then choose a selective group of those moments for their movie.

5. Next, students should explore ways to represent each moment. Encourage them to
experiment with different ideas before settling on one.

6. Allow students time to rehearse their tableaux.



7. Showtime: if your school has a video camera, record the performances. If you have
access to a scanner, you could photograph the slides and scan them as well.

8. Using PowerPoint or other presentation software, have students add narration to the
slides they have created. Finally, have students complete their movies with slides that
introduce their work and its cast.

9. Present the completed movie to the class and print a hard copy for public display.
Conclude by discussing the differences in the choices made by the different groups, and
the lessons students learned in the creative process.

What You Need:

• Video camera or still camera and scanner
• Computer lab access
• Technician or support teacher if necessary
• Folger Shakespeare Library edition of The Comedy of Errors (ISBN 0-7434-8488-6,

$4.99)

How Did It Go?

Did your students come to understand the most critical components of each act? Did they
read the text closely and discuss it thoroughly did they learn any new technology? Did
they learn kinesthetically? Did they work collaboratively? Did they respond positively?



Also Available from the Folger Shakespeare Library

Shakespeare wrote more than twenty plays*, and many are terrific for students. Whether
tragedy or comedy, all will teach students about the age of Shakespeare, about the subtle
manipulation of language and image, and about the dramatic construction of character in
a new and exciting way. Additional titles include:

Hamlet (ISBN: 0-7432-7712-X)

Macbeth (ISBN: 0-7432-7710-3)

Romeo and Juliet (ISBN: 0-7432-7711-1)

A Midsummer Night’s Dream (ISBN: 0-7432-7754-5)

Julius Caesar (ISBN: 0-7432-8274-3)

The Taming of the Shrew (ISBN: 0-7432-7757-X)

The Merchant of Venice (ISBN: 0-7432-7756-1)

Much Ado About Nothing (ISBN: 0-7432-8275-1)

King Lear (ISBN: 0-7432-8276-X)

*For a complete list of available titles, please e-mail your request to
folger.marketing@simonandschuster.com

If you found this curriculum guide useful, there are many more lesson plans available on
the Folger Shakespeare Library website, at: http://www.folger.edu.



Handout for 17th Century Pick-Up Lines


