Polonius’ Speech, from “Hamlet” by William Shakespeare

HS / ELA

Advice, Wisdom, Language, Relationships

Discuss how it feels to work on a puzzle. Perhaps have a challenging jigsaw puzzle in
the classroom the week prior and invite students to work on it as they wish. Discuss:
What is important to do/ remember to solve a puzzle? Note that in a similar way, figuring
out what a reading means can be like working on a puzzle. For this seminar, we’ll work
together on figuring out what this excerpt from Shakespeare means.

Take a look at this text and particularly the punctuation. Notice ; ; . ! Read aloud.
Number every five lines, e.g. “See thou character” is 5; “Grapple…” 10; “Give every…”
15; “And they… “ 20; “This above… “ 25. Read aloud again.
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Share that this speech is within a larger story (see graphic at end of plan that you could
share/ refer to in doing the summary). This piece occurs before Laertes will leave for
college, and Polonius is his father.

Help participants discover through context, or provide meanings for archaic forms or
otherwise unfamiliar words.
Text words: stay’d, hatch’d, express’d, oft, canst
Academic words: precepts, unproportioned, vulgar, unfledged, censure, gaudy,
husbandry

Read the selection aloud a third time and have participants use highlighters to mark 4-5
phrases/ sentences that give advice from father to son.
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 What piece of advice do you think is most helpful? (round-robin response)
 Why do you think the piece of advice you mentioned is most helpful?
(spontaneous discussion)

 Take a look back at line 8: "Be thou familiar, but by no means vulgar"?
How would you explain this advice in modern language?
 What do you think Polonius means when he says “give thy thoughts no
tongue, Nor any unproportioned thought his act?”
 Based on the advice Polonius gives, how do you think he feels about his
son, Laertes? (Refer to the text)
 Polonius ends his speech with these famous words “This above all: to
thine ownself be true, And it must follow, as the night the day, Thou canst
not then be false to any man.” What do you think he means by this? Do
you agree?

 What piece of advice would you give to Polonius (a parent or adult)?
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Spend two minutes jotting down good ideas that you heard, read or thought during
seminar.

After reading Polonius’ speech from Hamlet in which he gives advice to Laertes, and out
discussion, create a billboard sign that includes three pieces of advice for adults.

(LDC Task#: 22

)

In partner pairs of students, have participants discuss the writing task and what it is
asking. Share initial ideas about what you might include.
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Ask students to identify three topics for the billboard.

Challenge all to create the messages of advice for adults.

In partner groups, have students share their respective billboard notes and make
additions or revisions based on comments and suggestions received.

Have students make edits for clarity.

Create a billboard poster or e-doc to include all students’ work as one whole billboard.
Post as a class wall or website and invite parents and adults to view the work.

Laura Billings
National Paideia Center
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From Hamlet (Polonius to Laertes)

Yet here, Laertes! aboard, aboard, for shame!
The wind sits in the should of your sail, And you are stay’d for:
There; my blessing with thee!
And these few precepts in thy memory
See thou character.
Give thy thoughts no tongue,
Nor any unproportioned thought his act.
Be thou familiar, but by no means vulgar.
Those friends thou hast, and their adoption tried,
Grapple them to thy soul with hoops of steel;
But do not dull thy palm with entertainment
Of each new-hatch’d, unfledged comrade.
Beware Of entrance to a quarrel, but being in,
Bear’t that the opposed may beware of thee,
Give every man thy ear, but few thy voice;
Take each man’s censure, but reserve thy judgment.
Costly thy habit as thy purse can buy,
But not express’d in fancy; rich, not gaudy;
For the apparel oft proclaims the man,
And they in France of the best rank and station
Are of a most select and generous chief in that.
Neither a borrower nor a lender be;
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For loan oft loses both itself and friend,
And borrowing dulls the edge of husbandry.
This above all: to thine ownself be true,
And it must follow, as the night the day,
Thou canst not then be false to any man.
Farewell: my blessing season this in thee!
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