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Feature: Talking with Tennyson Primary

On the lawn outside Lincoln Cathedral stands
Alfred, Lord Tennyson. He stares at his hand,
stony faced and mute. You can try to get a word
out of him if you want, but he isn’t going to give.
For many children he is unknown and for many
adults his work represents a rote-learned verse,
gathering dust in the box of memories marked
‘School – nostalgic but useless’. Yet his work can
still be accessible and vibrant for today’s pupils
in a world of new and exciting forms of literacy.

Our project began with a somewhat rash
promise; the small collection of Tennyson
artefacts that is on public display in Lincoln was
due to be moved and, following a discussion
about some input from primary school children
into the rededication ceremony, the words ‘We
can do something, no problem, we’ll make a
film!’ tripped a little too easily off the tongue.
Little did we expect that just five weeks later our
children would be totally enthralled by ‘The Lady
of Shalott’.

The project that emerged developed a range of
speaking and listening skills, engaging closely
with the text. We were delighted with the way

that drama, ICT, visual literacy, a critical
approach to literature, art, music, history and
photography were all incorporated successfully
into the final piece. It was a challenge indeed to
produce something that was of sufficiently high
quality to be exhibited in public in such a short
time; however what was striking was how the
process that emerged delivered high quality
speaking and listening at every stage.

Equally striking was the impact the project had
on our own professional development – three
staff and two governors each took responsibility
for an area of personal interest/ professional
competence in order to lead the children. As the
project came together we all learned from and
challenged each other.

Talking with Tennyson
Interpreting ‘The Lady of Shalott’ in the 
internet age

by David Gibbons

‘...the arguments about the
quality and appropriateness of
each image were a joy to hear.’

‘Imagine the
arguments that this
generated!’

The pupils began working on the project by
looking at a very plain version of the text of ‘The
Lady of Shalott’, just the words, no illustrations.
The intention was very simple: to identify visual
images from the poem that could be captured
somewhere in the local environment. This proved
to be quite a stretching introduction for the
children but immediately signalled to them the
importance of quality and reasoned discussion.
The following day the pupils set off around the
local environment with digital cameras (and a
photographer to guide them) to capture images
that mirrored and illustrated the text. We and
they were amazed at what they found – from the
leaf floating on the local beck that became ‘The
shallop flitteth silken-sail’d’, to the out-of-focus
hassock that ‘overlooks the space of flowers’.
Once again the quality of debate about what to
photograph and why, constantly referencing the
text, was very high.

This photography work was followed by a 
drama session, focussing closely again on visual
imagery in ‘The Lady of Shalott’. The children
devised pieces of physical theatre which
represented the key symbolic elements of the

poem; the towers of Camelot and the mirror
cracking being the most striking. Secondly, the
pupils undertook ‘Conscience Alley’ activities
around the theme of ‘should she or shouldn’t she
look’. This generated a rich and lively debate
around the major dilemma in the poem and both
activities produced further material for the final
film-based product.

Next step was to explore the wealth of visual
imagery that has been inspired by ‘The Lady of
Shalott’ over the past 160 years, which involved
the pupils looking closely at the work of painters
such as William Holman Hunt, Gabriel Dante
Rossetti and John William Waterhouse, as well as
influential early photographers like Julia Margaret
Cameron and Henry Peach Robinson. Again quite
a challenge for 10- and 11-year-olds, but one they
enjoyed greatly. Oracy was their way to negotiate
this process and the arguments about the quality
and appropriateness of each image were a joy to
hear. Here the internet also came into its own. We
were amazed at how much ‘Lady of Shalott’
imagery is out there, from ‘classics’ to the ‘could
be deemed interesting/ frankly bizarre’ end of the
Arthurian-inspired pockets of cyberspace.4
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Only at this point were the children introduced to
the software – Photo Story 3 – that they were
going to use to produce their interpretation of
the poem. This free software, available from
Microsoft, has been discussed in a previous
edition of Classroom and if you haven’t used it
yet, do! The pupils began work on ordering,
manipulating and resizing the images that they
had collected and created, overlaying them with
lines from the original text. Gradually, over one
or two sessions the pieces began to take shape
and at this time we decided to take a quite
different approach to the production of the final
film. The pupils worked collaboratively to
produce just one film, with each small group
contribution being time limited and the next
group taking up where the previous group had
left off. Imagine the arguments that this
generated! But the pupils again rose to the
challenge – if they were going to change
something that had been created before them,
there had to be a good reason.

As the film took shape we were able to visit the
Tennyson archive at Lincoln Central Library*.
The pupils were able to handle a range of original
material from Tennyson’s own library, such as
proof copies of folios and original illustrations.
They were somewhat amazed to be handed
original letters from Queen Victoria (with the
thickest black border you have ever seen) and
Edward Lear (with none too complimentary
doodles). By this point Tennyson was truly alive
for the pupils and they talked with growing
confidence about his life, work and influence on
others.

Back at the main editing laptop, things were
getting tense as our deadline day approached.
The pupils were able to access Audio Network’s
vast music library in order to select the right
pieces that provided a fitting soundtrack to each
element of their film. Again more in-depth
discussion! Again the poem was brought to life

by a different art form and a different sensory
route. The children used Audacity (more
excellent free software) to record their
‘Conscience Alley’ devised piece to provide a
further sonic overlay for the end of the film.

We knew the film was nearing its completion
when a Year 6 child responded to a suggestion
from the school’s head teacher with ‘You’re just
getting picky now!’ The whole group came back
together and used the interactive whiteboard to
view and make final collective changes to the
piece, ready for the big screening.

It was quite something for our pupils to meet with
doctors, professors and a real ‘Lady’ as they
presented their interpretation of ‘The Lady of
Shalott’ to the members of the Tennyson Society
and their guests. They talked with pride and
knowledge of the poem and the process. The
audience response was one of amazement that
children so young could have produced
something so professional. The fact of the matter
is that children use ICT intuitively to
communicate – in the production of the film they
led every step of the way – and, whilst not wishing
to undermine their wonderful technical
achievements, this project was successful for a far
more important reason: young people debated,
mediated and communicated their feelings and
thoughts on Tennyson’s poetry and Tennyson, in
a very real sense, spoke back to them.

The final film can be viewed at www.nettleham-
junior.lincs.sch.uk selecting ‘The Lady of Shalott’
from the home page. n

David Gibbons
Headteacher, Nettleham C of E Junior School
Member of NATE’s Primary Committee.

To download Photostory 3 and Audacity, visit:
www.microsoft.com/windowsxp/using/
digitalphotography/photostory/default.mspx 
and http://audacity.sourceforge.net

To visit the Tennyson archive at Lincoln Central
Library, email grace.timmins@lincolnshire.gov.uk

For more information on
Audio Network visit: www.audiolicense.net
The Tennyson Society visit:
www.tennysonsociety.org.uk/tennyson

‘We can do something, no
problem, we’ll make a film!’
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Taking time
with poems
by Trevor Millum

‘…to get back to an involvement
with poems and plays and stories…’
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You really don’t get to know someone till you live
with them. Sometimes going on holiday with
them is enough. You discover things about
people who seem perfectly reasonable that you
would never have expected. Other people, well, a
weekend is too long. 

But it works the other way, too. At the end of a
week, you may have plumbed some hidden
depths, discovered you really want to spend more
time with them... A lifelong relationship may be
born.  

I’ve been spending time with poems lately. (In
other ways, I’m quite normal, honest.) Some
poems you thought were reliably full of meaning
turn out to be quite shallow. Others which you’d
kind of dismissed as flashy or superficial, you
realise have a lot more to them. And of course
there are those you always knew wouldn’t let you
down, and they don’t, bless them.  

Not everyone has the time to hang out with
poems. I’m lucky. I’ve been given the opportunity
to set up a dedicated Poetry Place on the Teachit
site where I’ve got the time and the space to get
to know some poems pretty well. And what I
hope is, that some of the things I’ve discovered
will be useful to teachers who don’t have the
same luxury.

Take ‘Before You Were Mine’ by Carol Ann Duffy,
for example (from Mean Time, 1993 and, like
the other poems I consider here, also in the AQA
GCSE Anthology).  I didn’t expect to spend long
with that one. But I got sucked into quite a long
and intense relationship. I began by looking at
the resources which already existed, adding
some and adapting some. Then I tried my hand at
writing something similar. I based it on my sisters
and our mother and used snippets of information
I’d remembered, together with an old
photograph of my dad on the prom at Southend.
I called it ‘Before She Was Theirs’. 

Before she was theirs, she is stood, half child
Behind the counter in Robinsons department store
The best East End had to offer.
She liked the soft stuff best:
Sorted stockings, socks and ties
Made customers feel comfortable
And, sale made, zinged the hard earned shillings
On the wire to the cashier in her glass case…

The full poem as it was written and changed can
be found in the blog archive on the Poetry Place.

I found the process of writing this made me feel
more deeply about the original. I realised how
strongly felt the poem was, how much affection
there was and how much the little details revealed.
The way the writer puts herself into both her
mother’s shoes - in more ways than one - and into
her own persona as a child, gives the poem a
depth and warmth and reality which I’d missed
before. Or if not missed, taken for granted.

This is the kind of writing we should be asking
our students to try. (You can see an example on
the site in the ‘Verse Surgery’ – not that it needed
any poetical-medical assistance: it’s fascinating.)
Let them get to grips with the language and the
issues themselves – a piece of work for which no
grades are awarded, just honest responses.

All this is part of a feeling shared, I think, by a
number of teachers of literature. A feeling that we
want to get back to an involvement with poems
and plays and stories. A creative involvement in
which we are not just looking at poems and
making notes on them but getting into them. Nor
do I believe that these kinds of approaches will
adversely affect grades. On the contrary.

The relationship with ‘Before You Were Mine’ led
me into an involvement with ‘The Follower’ by
Seamus Heaney (from Death of a Naturalist,
1966). This time I was prepared. And I wasn’t
disappointed. It was my father who provided the
raw material on this occasion.  I wanted to see if I
could find the same kind of details in my dad’s
work-a-day practice and what effect this might
have on the writing I might do about him, and on
the way I saw Heaney’s poem.  It struck me how
observant Heaney had been and how well he had
remembered.  We know this about writers, of
course; we know they observe and remember. But
writing and then re-reading made me feel it. I
knew it in a different way because I had made
myself go through some of the same processes. I
learnt, in addition, not just how much you observe
and remember but how much you have to discard.
The process of writing was also a process of
selection. ‘Selection’ sounds easy but on the other
side of the coin is ‘throwing away’, and that’s
hard.

My father worked with a fork and spade
His hands rough with the pulling of weeds
And the management of handle and blade.
The shed bench littered with packets of seeds.

An expert. He would set the seedlings
In neat rows labelled with Latin names:
Rows made straight with sticks and string.
In the greenhouse, in the cold frame,

His eye narrowed and angled on aphid
Or wasp…

Has it been all deep and meaningful
relationships, then?  Well, no.  I’ve had some bad
times too.  I’ve had a bit of an on-off thing with
‘Hitcher’ by Simon Armitage (from Book of
Matches, 1993).  I tried writing in a similar vein
and found it very difficult.  I couldn’t get into the
head of the driver of that car. A failing in my
imagination, perhaps.  But perhaps that in itself
was important; perhaps many students would
have the same difficulty?  The only way I could
make anything of it was to go off in a slightly
different direction and take on the persona of a
mother driven mad by the whining of her baby,
and who finally cracks. 

I’ve been tired, under
The weather, but the bairn kept screamin’
Waa waa waaa - he was overtired.
I got a bus to the local supermarket.
It was Asda. I was wired.
I picked him up
He was following my gaze
Not old enough for toothbrush or bed.A cot
Was all we had. The tooth we knew
Was what grieved him, not
Any wicked intent. But
I let him have it.
Shook him, shook him, swore
In his face. Unnerved, I dropped him.

I leant across. Saw him dribble. Saw me in his eyes.
Saw him earlier, bouncing, eyes alive.
We were an age apart
But we were, are, the same flesh.
I’ve never felt anything like
His fingers, hanging on my hair.
He is inert, his hair is fair -
I remember thinking
Social services will soon be here.

I’ve had a really bad time with a couple of old
flames. I went out with ‘The Affliction of
Margaret’ for a while. But she drove me mad. (I
felt like the driver in ‘The Hitcher’. I wanted to
push her off the cart.) I really tried to get to know
her and the more I did so, the less I liked her. I
tried to write in a similar vein and found that I
couldn’t.  Everything I tried just seemed dead
and unreal.  This could be due to the poem being
much, much older than the ones I’ve already
mentioned. But I don’t think so – I think it’s
because this attempt brought home to me the
emptiness at the heart of the poem.  

There is nothing in the poem except relentless
misery and self-pity. It doesn’t develop, it just
repeats. There is no story and there is no picture.
And this is the work of Wordsworth – who could

paint such brilliant pictures!  ‘Westminster
Bridge’ is a wonderful evocation. But from
reading this poem (of many times the length),
what description could you give of the mother or
the boy, or the place she lived?  Or indeed
anything else?  I’m sorry, the poem is
unconvincing.

And on the facing page of the AQA Anthology lies
Yeats’ ‘The Song of the Old Mother’. I did have a
go at this – 

I rise at seven and I wash and shave
And I grab a bite as I’m on my way 
And then I must file and email and phone
Till streetlights are on and it’s time to go home

And the kids are stuck in front of their screens
Seeing football and pop stars in their dreams
And their days pass by in idleness
And they sigh if their phone book’s in a mess 
While I must work because I am older
And the burdens of life weigh on my shoulders.

The ‘Song of the Father’ (or older brother or, with
a little work, older sister, etc) was an easy thing
to write. However, it wasn’t very satisfying and I
didn’t find myself very involved.

This set me thinking about Yeats’ poem and made
me guess that he didn’t feel very involved either.
If he did, it isn’t communicated to me. Although
he writes in the first person, I don’t get any sense
that he really knows that character any more
than I know the character of the office-worker. To
be honest, he’s a stereotype and she is too.  

So, those are a few very personal reflections on
some of the poems we’re currently asking
youngsters to think about. Have we thought
about them?  OK, no one has the time to get into
a close relationship with all of the poems that
might need to be studied. (Even I can’t do that -
what kind of a serial poeticist do you take me
for?) But isn’t it worth taking the time, now and
then, to really try to get under the skin of some
of the poems you encounter?  You/your students
may have a short and acrimonious relationship.
You/they may develop a lifelong passion. You
don’t know (you really don’t) until you try. n

Trevor Millum
Writer, poet and English/ICT consultant

‘…writing and then re-reading
made me feel it.’

‘…I wanted
to push 
her off 
the cart.’

‘I’ve had
a really
bad time
with a
couple 
of old
flames.’

Trevor’s Poetry Place: www.teachit.co.uk/poetryplace
Space for your students’ own writing too, send to:
poet@teachit.co.uk
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‘Hitcher’ by Simon Armitage (from Book of
Matches, 1993).  I tried writing in a similar vein
and found it very difficult.  I couldn’t get into the
head of the driver of that car. A failing in my
imagination, perhaps.  But perhaps that in itself
was important; perhaps many students would
have the same difficulty?  The only way I could
make anything of it was to go off in a slightly
different direction and take on the persona of a
mother driven mad by the whining of her baby,
and who finally cracks. 

I’ve been tired, under
The weather, but the bairn kept screamin’
Waa waa waaa - he was overtired.
I got a bus to the local supermarket.
It was Asda. I was wired.
I picked him up
He was following my gaze
Not old enough for toothbrush or bed.A cot
Was all we had. The tooth we knew
Was what grieved him, not
Any wicked intent. But
I let him have it.
Shook him, shook him, swore
In his face. Unnerved, I dropped him.

I leant across. Saw him dribble. Saw me in his eyes.
Saw him earlier, bouncing, eyes alive.
We were an age apart
But we were, are, the same flesh.
I’ve never felt anything like
His fingers, hanging on my hair.
He is inert, his hair is fair -
I remember thinking
Social services will soon be here.

I’ve had a really bad time with a couple of old
flames. I went out with ‘The Affliction of
Margaret’ for a while. But she drove me mad. (I
felt like the driver in ‘The Hitcher’. I wanted to
push her off the cart.) I really tried to get to know
her and the more I did so, the less I liked her. I
tried to write in a similar vein and found that I
couldn’t.  Everything I tried just seemed dead
and unreal.  This could be due to the poem being
much, much older than the ones I’ve already
mentioned. But I don’t think so – I think it’s
because this attempt brought home to me the
emptiness at the heart of the poem.  

There is nothing in the poem except relentless
misery and self-pity. It doesn’t develop, it just
repeats. There is no story and there is no picture.
And this is the work of Wordsworth – who could

paint such brilliant pictures!  ‘Westminster
Bridge’ is a wonderful evocation. But from
reading this poem (of many times the length),
what description could you give of the mother or
the boy, or the place she lived?  Or indeed
anything else?  I’m sorry, the poem is
unconvincing.

And on the facing page of the AQA Anthology lies
Yeats’ ‘The Song of the Old Mother’. I did have a
go at this – 

I rise at seven and I wash and shave
And I grab a bite as I’m on my way 
And then I must file and email and phone
Till streetlights are on and it’s time to go home

And the kids are stuck in front of their screens
Seeing football and pop stars in their dreams
And their days pass by in idleness
And they sigh if their phone book’s in a mess 
While I must work because I am older
And the burdens of life weigh on my shoulders.

The ‘Song of the Father’ (or older brother or, with
a little work, older sister, etc) was an easy thing
to write. However, it wasn’t very satisfying and I
didn’t find myself very involved.

This set me thinking about Yeats’ poem and made
me guess that he didn’t feel very involved either.
If he did, it isn’t communicated to me. Although
he writes in the first person, I don’t get any sense
that he really knows that character any more
than I know the character of the office-worker. To
be honest, he’s a stereotype and she is too.  

So, those are a few very personal reflections on
some of the poems we’re currently asking
youngsters to think about. Have we thought
about them?  OK, no one has the time to get into
a close relationship with all of the poems that
might need to be studied. (Even I can’t do that -
what kind of a serial poeticist do you take me
for?) But isn’t it worth taking the time, now and
then, to really try to get under the skin of some
of the poems you encounter?  You/your students
may have a short and acrimonious relationship.
You/they may develop a lifelong passion. You
don’t know (you really don’t) until you try. n

Trevor Millum
Writer, poet and English/ICT consultant

‘…writing and then re-reading
made me feel it.’

‘…I wanted
to push 
her off 
the cart.’

‘I’ve had
a really
bad time
with a
couple 
of old
flames.’

Trevor’s Poetry Place: www.teachit.co.uk/poetryplace
Space for your students’ own writing too, send to:
poet@teachit.co.uk
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Feature: Into the woods Primary

It is surprising how quickly children from urban
areas respond creatively to the natural world.
From a practical point of view, though, nature
provides children with real and exciting things.
Even a coltsfoot flower growing on waste ground
can hold marvels. In schools the vital agents for
these possibilities are teachers. By revealing
nature to their children they validate its
importance for them. This piece describes one
such encounter.

One Spring day, two teachers took a class of Year
5 and 6 children in a North Wales school to
Wepre Woods to write poetry. The warden,
Martin, took the children on a long walk through
it, telling them the wood’s ‘story’ as they went
along. ‘This is one of the few surviving original
pieces of woodland in North Wales,’ he began
and went on to tell them many things, these
being the most important:

1. The bank of stinging nettles: ‘These nettles
are a haven for butterflies and should not merely
be thought of as plants which sting,’ said Martin.
James saw a butterfly and said, ‘Its wings look
like stained glass windows.’ Poetry was in the air! 

2. The stock dove: From the tall trees came the
hoo-hooing of a stock dove, a ghostly but soft
sound. Its other-worldliness interested one
group. Martin said, ‘That is a stock dove and it’s
calling to say “this is my territory” or to attract a
mate and protect its nest.’

3. The dead tree: Woodpeckers had drilled
nesting holes and other holes in the tree and
woodworms had bored holes like nail marks and
scribbles on the surface. The children were
fascinated and Martin said ‘Inside the biggest
hole is a bat roost.’ Kate said ‘The surface is like
a scroll of braille.’

4. The blackcaps: A blackcap sang and Martin
repeated his story of birdsong: ‘That blackcap is
telling other blackcaps “this is my territory” now
that he has attracted a mate and that sweet song
is a way of preventing a fight.’

After lunch the children were divided into two
groups. One went to the river, the other into the
beech trees and bluebells. They wandered awhile
then started to write. They were used to writing
poetry and alert to possibilities, responding

intuitively and allowing the narrative into their
poems. For instance, Kate, who made the braille
image earlier, wrote:

even though she was in the river group. Rather
than confining her thoughts to the river she joins,
here, two river observations to the memory of
the marked tree to make this poem about the
wood:

She needed to find a place for her braille idea.
She does this and develops it, her simile
becoming a metaphor as the tree trunk turns into
a revolving drum with the woodworm’s script for
reading by fingertips. This contrasts with her
other ideas, which are witty but less profound.

The new knowledge about birdsong impressed
several children. This from Jane embodies this
knowledge while tracking a blackcap’s move-
ments from perch to perch:

The interesting thing here is that within her
personification of the blackcap, Jane shifts from
familiar reasons for talking urgently into the
newly discovered bird reasons for it. The two

familiar ideas, ‘nagging’ and ‘gossiping’ are
untrue about birds, but help Jane to explore
ideas about birdsong and personify the male
blackcap as a ‘boy’ who wears ‘black and white’
(his black crown and white belly). This makes a
frame for the new knowledge seen in ‘calling to
his girlfriend’, ‘sings to stop a fight’ and, a
‘warning other birds not to come near’. Jane’s
poem demonstrates the value of poetry-writing
as a means to accommodate new knowledge. 

Many children sat cross-legged under the trees
listening to the wind through the leaves. Michael
wrote:

Not usually an accomplished writer, Michael
excels here. He is in harmony with the breeze and
perceives its ambiguity. The breeze is both silent
and loud. He handles the words delicately, too.
Instead of the more usual ‘You cannot see it, you
can only hear it’, he implies some of these words.
He uses language here sparingly and sensitively,
sifting his words. Michael is not so much
performing with words as responding sensuously
with them.

Metaphors were liberally used during this
afternoon in the wood and the images were often
witty and colourful. This following poem by John
with its series of similes is a fine example:

Leaves like bats wings flapping
in the midnight air.
Buds like children bowing
their heads in disgrace,
Flowers like fierce dragons
opening their mouths to 
let the hot air out. 4

Into the woods
Responding in poetry to a narrative of nature

by Dennis Carter

‘Kate 
said “The
surface 
is like a
scroll of
braille.” ’

‘And birds
in the
echo…’

‘He handles the words
delicately…’
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Another child, Sarah found homely comforts
even on a rock in the middle of the river with:
‘Each individual rock has got a duvet of moss on
it.’ Imagine a rock tucked up in bed! She saw
other comforts too: ‘Foam like heads of one
hundred thousand beers’. One for her dad
perhaps! Her friend, Gemma, though, found
matters of great importance in an old log which
she transformed into an archaeological find:

Historic log lying in the water.
Little crack on the bark
Like the map of Wales.

Different was each child’s output, yet similar in
that each poem was full of vivacious playfulness
in bringing chosen objects into poetry. One of the
poems, in which metaphor found its most
complex expression that day, was this by
Jonathan about the whole experience of being in
Wepre Woods:

Like all the poems quoted in this piece, this was
the first draft. Redrafting merely entailed the
correction of errors. Jonathan followed each
meander of his feeling and thinking with his
pencil from woodpecker’s handiwork through to
holes in the earth. In so doing he discovered
unity for himself. He also delights the reader!
How witty, for instance, is ‘tickles the noses of
the near’ as a way of describing the closeness to
a smell! What pleasing ambiguity is in the use of
‘woos’ for the call of the stock dove. ‘Woos’
refers both to the call and to one of the purposes
of it, courtship.

‘Ferns grab hold of you’, a notion based in the
child’s personification strategy, is reminiscent of
Marvell’s ‘The Garden’ in which the poet is
tripped up and ‘Insnare’d with Flowers’. This is
at-oneness in its ultimate form, the poet
embraced by nature! We already had this notion
in the word ‘tickles’ for the smell and now it
appears in the ‘Ferns’ grabbing ‘you as you
walk’. Could this be something to do with the
spiritual relationship man can have with nature?
Surely it is there in Jonathan’s idea of being
tickled and grabbed and in phrases such as
‘heavenly bird’ and ‘treestems blessed with ivy’.

Here, in the poem of an eleven-year-old-boy
there is a unifying theme, found in holes and
hollows. We can locate the origin of this theme in
Jonathan’s recall of to the woodpecker’s and the
woodworms’ markings on the tree. He develops
this with ‘Hollow home’ and ‘deep thoughts’ and
the implication of skull, where thoughts are,
linking with the hole in the tree and on to ‘hollow
inners’ in line four. The next eight lines are
digressions which record some of his other
sensations. But the unifying idea reasserts itself
in such a way that there is a sense in which the
digressions contribute to the overall unity. The
idea re-emerges as the wind doing the hollowing
‘through the tops of the trees’ then going down
even into the earth itself where it ‘pushes up
nature’. 

Jonathan, from an urban environment and
consumer society, responds here with great
insight to a simple walk in a wood and his
teacher’s request that he write a poem. To use
Wordsworth’s words , it is as if ‘One impulse
from a vernal wood’, has awoken an impulse in
the child and unified the world into one whole. n

Dennis Carter
Teacher, poet and author

‘The air rains on the
earth’s holes and
pushes up nature.’
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Feature: The Poetry Library Primary and Secondary

In June of last year, the reopening of the Royal
Festival Hall was celebrated with a weekend of
music, dancing and poetry. The newly
refurbished Festival Hall is part of Southbank
Centre, a multidisciplinary arts centre that also
encompasses the Queen Elizabeth Hall, Purcell
Room and Hayward Gallery, managing a site
which runs from the London Eye along to the
book market under Waterloo Bridge. Also part of
Southbank Centre is the Saison Poetry Library,
which houses the Arts Council’s Poetry
Collection. 

The Poetry Library was founded in 1953, with
the aim of promoting modern and contemporary
poetry. The library had various locations but
came to its current home, on the fifth floor of the
Royal Festival Hall, in 1988. Our primary goal is
to collect anything that includes poetry, written
in or translated into English, published from
1912 onwards. As well as books and pamphlets
the collection – now standing at approximately
1000,000 items – includes audio-visual material
(CDs of poets reading their work, recordings of
performances, animated poem-films); the UK’s
largest open access collection of poetry
magazines (from home-made photocopied sheets
to glossy magazines); poem postcards, posters
and images of poets. More unusual formats for
poetry publishing are also represented – ask to
see our poems printed on t-shirts or our poetry
magazine in a baked bean tin!

20 years ago, the library was given the care of
the Signal Poetry Collection of children’s poetry
books previously located in Book House. From
this core has developed an impressive collection
of children’s books that is well used by families,
schools, anthologists, illustrators and teachers. It
includes collections and anthologies of children’s
poetry, rhyming picture books and traditional
rhymes and riddles from around the world. We
also hold a growing number of poetry books
aimed specifically at young adults.

We also have the needs of English teachers in
mind, holding press cuttings of reviews and
articles about individual poets or types of poetry;
critical books about poetry; and a section of
books aimed at supporting teaching. We
welcome visits by school groups to the library
and teachers can borrow items from the
collection to use in the classroom. 

However, one of our most useful services for
English teachers is to answer requests for
information: by telephoning or emailing us, you
can request lists of poems on a particular
subject, or in a particular form. We can help
identify poems from individual lines or phrases
and we can support your teaching with
biographical information about the poets your
students are reading. We also compile lists of
poetry competitions and poetry magazines that
give a forum for your students’ own writing. 

Southbank Centre is a multidisciplinary arts
centre, which aims to work across art forms,
without boundaries of genre or style. So there are
many opportunities for the library to contribute
to projects involving visual art, literature, music,
and dance, promoting and developing access to
poetry.

On a visit to the Poetry Library you might
encounter young families, MA students, someone
compiling an anthology of poems about sport,
aspiring poets, prize-winning poets, critics, and a
proud uncle looking for the right poem to
celebrate his niece’s graduation. Our opening
hours are 11am to 8pm, Tuesday to Sunday. You
can telephone us on 020 7921 0943/0664, email
info@poetrylibrary.org.uk, or visit our website at
www.poetrylibrary.org.uk. We look forward to
welcoming you to the library. As they poet John
Hegley said about us, ‘use and enjoy this place.
Burrow in, borrow on’. n

Miriam Valencia

The Poetry Library
by Miriam Valencia

‘Burrow
in, borrow
on...’
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Filming poetry
An audiovisual approach to poetry appreciation

by Adrian Burke

Feature: Filming poetry – an audiovisual approach to poetry appreciation

‘How do you teach ‘mood’…?’

Introduction
This article reports on an exciting project
between English teachers and curriculum
development officers working at the South West
CLC in Sheffield on a ‘South Yorkshire E-
Learning Project’. Information about how to find
out more about the project’s progress is
appended at the end of this article.

Basically, we set out to answer three key
questions:
1. How do you teach ‘mood’ as a literary term at

Key Stage 3 in an engaging way which is
respectful of a poem’s integrity?

2. How do you enable children to articulate their
responses to a text so that they move beyond
the ‘It were crap’ stage?

3. How do you embed the use of ICT and
multimedia applications in English so that
pupils move beyond using it to write up
assignments, google or watch DVDs?

Our approach is to teach children some of the
vocabulary of ‘mood’ through explorations of
easily-found sounds and images and then to
apply this learning to poems through text-
marking. The next stage is to train readers in
image and sound editing applications so that they
can make Quicktime films of poems which
communicate their moods. 

Mood and image
We defined ‘mood’ as being the feelings 
which an artefact (music, visual image, text)
communicated to a reader. It is a kind of naïve
application of T. S. Eliot’s term: ‘objective
correlative’. This describes a poet’s attempt to
find a concrete or specific situation/location/
thing which evokes a particular emotion in the
reader (as opposed to attempting to describe the
emotion itself.) In The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock, Eliot writes:

‘Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels
And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells…’

This could be taken as an objective correlative
signifying the loneliness and desolation of
modern urban life. We decided that mood and
image are closely linked and that their study
opened a poem to a constructive close reading.
Pupils need to annotate poems in order to be able
to identify images which communicate essential
moods.

Teaching ‘mood’
We begin by providing pupils with a Mood Sheet
(Figure 2) which lists useful words to describe
different moods and allows them space to write
down the meanings of any unfamiliar vocabulary.
Pupils ‘traffic light’ the words in terms of
negative or positive connotations and they can
also rank them in terms of power. They can also
add words of their own.4

Poet, Craig Bradley, at work
in the classroom.
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Making judgements about ‘mood’
Readers begin this stage by viewing images and
being asked to ascribe mood words to what they
see. Such images can be quickly downloaded from
‘Google’. Just be careful of copyright. I don’t think
you will have any problems about displaying
pictures you have found on the web – but you
should be cautious about reproducing them in
worksheets and so on. I suggest you seek guidance
from your head teacher. A great picture to start with
is Augustus Egg’s triptych of paintings portraying
the fall of a married woman. Go to: http://www.
tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/tatepapers/
07spring/images/rutherford_fig1large.jpg.
Anthony Browne de-constructs the first painting of
the series in his brilliant picture book, The Shape
Game (Corgi, 2004).

We encourage viewers to orientate their judgements
about a picture by giving them a simple viewing
frame (Figure 3). This simple device helps pupils
read a picture and select evidence; it also prepares
them for thinking about how they will guide the
viewer’s eye when they make films of their poems.
A simple recording/analysis grid enables responses
and judgements to be captured for discussion later
(Figure 4).

The same process is repeated with musical clips of
different pieces of music (each lasting about 20
seconds). iTunes is available free to download and
you can then upload music tracks from CDs to it
very easily. You can create a Playlist into which you
drag and drop the tracks you want to play to your
students. Play it by ear and when you think they
have heard enough, click on the next track to be
played. You could hand this role over to a student.
If iPods are allowed in school, then you only need a
lead with a mini-jack each and students can then
play their selections too. 

Filming the poem
The reader-annotated poem provides a production
plan for the film which can be transferred to a
storyboard frame. Pupils now compile a pool of
images from either Google (we suggest a ‘safe’ and
copyright-free site for this) or from digital
photographs they have taken. These are then
loaded as a project on to Apple’s iMovie where they
can be ordered to reflect the poem’s original
structure and transitions can be set up. Pupils can
use the image orienting grid they used earlier to
decide on how they want to lead the viewer across
and around each image. We use iMovie because it is
intuitive and hard to get wrong but you can also use
MovieMaker on PCs which have Windows XP.

Once the film has been created it can be exported
(‘shared’ in Applespeak) into Garageband where a
soundtrack can be created in about ten minutes.
The whole filming process can be accomplished in
one lesson. If you don’t have access to Garageband
then you can use Audacity on PCs – this is a free-
to-download, sound editing programme.

The key outcome of this work is not the finished
product of the film. By the time pupils are into the
filming process they have already learned much
about reading a poem closely and about trying to
get to grips with its layers of interpretation. If they
can discuss with insight and eloquence the effects
of a text on them and link these to a writer’s
purposes and methods they are well on the way to
becoming independent readers. n

Adrian Burke
Educational consultant

Tips to take this further
• Begin by using PowerPoint to compile ‘roughs’ of poetry films. With a little skill sound files can be incorporated into presentations. 

If there is access to media and ICT suites, then this could become a routine approach for dealing with the Poetry from Other
Cultures section in the AQA English specifications.

• Collect postcards of art work and use these when working on tone and sequence. Pupils could be invited to find one image to
match each of the ‘mood’ words on their sheet and then choose three as a basis for their own poetry writing. Structure is
determined here by mood shift and thus moves pupils away from narrative and rhyming concerns.

• This approach has a lot of potential for opening up poetry study at A Level. In this case areas of text that don’t lend themselves to
interpretation at image level can be homed in on for study. For example, students find many of Larkin’s poems quite approachable
for the first two thirds where the work is done through image. Larkin’s conclusions are where the going gets tough and ‘filming’ a
text like ‘An Arundel Tomb’ enables students to explore this. ‘Side by side, their faces blurred’ conjures images easily but what
exactly does Larkin mean by ‘Our almost instinct almost true:/What will survive of us is love.’? 

Practicalities and acknowledgements
• ICT training for this project was ably provided by Sarah Peacock and Julia Codman at South West CLC in Sheffield. You can see 

an exemplar film – made by Sarah and based on Edwin Morgan’s poem ‘Hyena’ on the SWCLC website front page at:
www.nwsclc.net.

• A CPD Learning Trail of this project will be available by early 2008 at http://www.englishspace.org/
• Craig Bradley’s website: http://www.craigbradley.com/
• Craig Bradley’s poetry collection ’56 Ways to look at a leek’ contains ‘Cold Tea’ and is published by Relish Books. 
• The site for copyright free images is: http://www.pics4learning.com/
• For information about free download of the Audacity editing software, go to

http://www.radiowaves.co.uk/radiohq/article.aspx?lngStoryID=10098
• Thanks to Gail Worrall at Bradfield School in Sheffield and her Year 8 group for trying out the ideas in this article.
• Looking for inspiring music/sounds? Go to www.globaltrancemission.co.uk/music.html. This is an extensive collection of electronic

music that pupils will find inspirational, combined with some lovely visual effects.
• www.hitsquad.com/simm/ provides an extensive collection of software for music composition, including many on a freeware and

shareware basis. Do you feel links to music and ICT coming on? Sit down, have a cup of tea and then march down those corridors!

Word Meaning Example

gloomy

pessimistic

cynical 

depressing 

dull 

melancholy 

hopeful 

positive 

cheerful 

frenzied 

unemotional 

languid 

distant 

icy 

intense 

ardent 

fervent 

stirring 

exhilarating

romantic 

intimate 

touching

Figure 1: annotated poem – Cold Tea

Figure 2: Sheet One – Mood in poetry: some vocabulary

TOP LEFT TOP MIDDLE TOP RIGHT

CENTRE CENTRE CENTRE
LEFT RIGHT

BOTTOM BOTTOM BOTTOM
LEFT MIDDLE RIGHT

Figure 3: Viewing/evidence grid

Listeners, working in pairs, as asked to pay
attention to changes in mood; these might be
indicated by changes in volume, rhythm,
instrumentation and so on.

The aim of this stage is to achieve a confident
deployment of judgements about mood which is
rooted in a close reading. This approach seeks to
make the work purposeful and engaging. It can be
extended by asking pupils to select and present
images and musical clips of their own to challenge
their peers’ powers of discrimination. And yes, you
do get a lot of: ‘You don’t really like that, do you?’
Ride it out!

Close reading poems for mood shifts
Close reading is an ability which teachers at A Level
and beyond often say their students lack. In this
project, the need for close reading skills arises
because you need to unpack a poem’s images and
moods before you can ‘shoot’ the film.

We were lucky enough to have poet, Craig Bradley,
on board with the project (his details are included
at the end of this article). Readers take his poem
‘Cold Tea’ and annotate it in two ways (Figure 1).
They mark down its different ‘moods’ and link these
to trigger words. They also circle image words such
as ‘sky’ and ‘feathers’ and free associate images
which might communicate an abstract concept such
as ‘the colour of a memory’. This work takes them
to the heart of the poem and also to the heart of the
‘English-ness’ of the project 

‘…you do get a lot of: “You don’t
really like that, do you?” ’

Title Mood(s) Space for you to explain your
Give the image Decide on the word(s) which judgements. 
or music a title best matches the mood of 
(TIP: ‘If this was the image/music. If the 
in a film, what mood changes during the 
would the film experience – note that too.
be called)

Figure 4: Image/music mood analysis grid
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Feature: Filming poetry – an audiovisual approach to poetry appreciation

Making judgements about ‘mood’
Readers begin this stage by viewing images and
being asked to ascribe mood words to what they
see. Such images can be quickly downloaded from
‘Google’. Just be careful of copyright. I don’t think
you will have any problems about displaying
pictures you have found on the web – but you
should be cautious about reproducing them in
worksheets and so on. I suggest you seek guidance
from your head teacher. A great picture to start with
is Augustus Egg’s triptych of paintings portraying
the fall of a married woman. Go to: http://www.
tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/tatepapers/
07spring/images/rutherford_fig1large.jpg.
Anthony Browne de-constructs the first painting of
the series in his brilliant picture book, The Shape
Game (Corgi, 2004).

We encourage viewers to orientate their judgements
about a picture by giving them a simple viewing
frame (Figure 3). This simple device helps pupils
read a picture and select evidence; it also prepares
them for thinking about how they will guide the
viewer’s eye when they make films of their poems.
A simple recording/analysis grid enables responses
and judgements to be captured for discussion later
(Figure 4).

The same process is repeated with musical clips of
different pieces of music (each lasting about 20
seconds). iTunes is available free to download and
you can then upload music tracks from CDs to it
very easily. You can create a Playlist into which you
drag and drop the tracks you want to play to your
students. Play it by ear and when you think they
have heard enough, click on the next track to be
played. You could hand this role over to a student.
If iPods are allowed in school, then you only need a
lead with a mini-jack each and students can then
play their selections too. 

Filming the poem
The reader-annotated poem provides a production
plan for the film which can be transferred to a
storyboard frame. Pupils now compile a pool of
images from either Google (we suggest a ‘safe’ and
copyright-free site for this) or from digital
photographs they have taken. These are then
loaded as a project on to Apple’s iMovie where they
can be ordered to reflect the poem’s original
structure and transitions can be set up. Pupils can
use the image orienting grid they used earlier to
decide on how they want to lead the viewer across
and around each image. We use iMovie because it is
intuitive and hard to get wrong but you can also use
MovieMaker on PCs which have Windows XP.

Once the film has been created it can be exported
(‘shared’ in Applespeak) into Garageband where a
soundtrack can be created in about ten minutes.
The whole filming process can be accomplished in
one lesson. If you don’t have access to Garageband
then you can use Audacity on PCs – this is a free-
to-download, sound editing programme.

The key outcome of this work is not the finished
product of the film. By the time pupils are into the
filming process they have already learned much
about reading a poem closely and about trying to
get to grips with its layers of interpretation. If they
can discuss with insight and eloquence the effects
of a text on them and link these to a writer’s
purposes and methods they are well on the way to
becoming independent readers. n

Adrian Burke
Educational consultant

Tips to take this further
• Begin by using PowerPoint to compile ‘roughs’ of poetry films. With a little skill sound files can be incorporated into presentations. 

If there is access to media and ICT suites, then this could become a routine approach for dealing with the Poetry from Other
Cultures section in the AQA English specifications.

• Collect postcards of art work and use these when working on tone and sequence. Pupils could be invited to find one image to
match each of the ‘mood’ words on their sheet and then choose three as a basis for their own poetry writing. Structure is
determined here by mood shift and thus moves pupils away from narrative and rhyming concerns.

• This approach has a lot of potential for opening up poetry study at A Level. In this case areas of text that don’t lend themselves to
interpretation at image level can be homed in on for study. For example, students find many of Larkin’s poems quite approachable
for the first two thirds where the work is done through image. Larkin’s conclusions are where the going gets tough and ‘filming’ a
text like ‘An Arundel Tomb’ enables students to explore this. ‘Side by side, their faces blurred’ conjures images easily but what
exactly does Larkin mean by ‘Our almost instinct almost true:/What will survive of us is love.’? 

Practicalities and acknowledgements
• ICT training for this project was ably provided by Sarah Peacock and Julia Codman at South West CLC in Sheffield. You can see 

an exemplar film – made by Sarah and based on Edwin Morgan’s poem ‘Hyena’ on the SWCLC website front page at:
www.nwsclc.net.

• A CPD Learning Trail of this project will be available by early 2008 at http://www.englishspace.org/
• Craig Bradley’s website: http://www.craigbradley.com/
• Craig Bradley’s poetry collection ’56 Ways to look at a leek’ contains ‘Cold Tea’ and is published by Relish Books. 
• The site for copyright free images is: http://www.pics4learning.com/
• For information about free download of the Audacity editing software, go to

http://www.radiowaves.co.uk/radiohq/article.aspx?lngStoryID=10098
• Thanks to Gail Worrall at Bradfield School in Sheffield and her Year 8 group for trying out the ideas in this article.
• Looking for inspiring music/sounds? Go to www.globaltrancemission.co.uk/music.html. This is an extensive collection of electronic

music that pupils will find inspirational, combined with some lovely visual effects.
• www.hitsquad.com/simm/ provides an extensive collection of software for music composition, including many on a freeware and

shareware basis. Do you feel links to music and ICT coming on? Sit down, have a cup of tea and then march down those corridors!

Word Meaning Example

gloomy

pessimistic

cynical 

depressing 

dull 

melancholy 

hopeful 

positive 

cheerful 

frenzied 

unemotional 

languid 

distant 

icy 

intense 

ardent 

fervent 

stirring 

exhilarating

romantic 

intimate 

touching

Figure 1: annotated poem – Cold Tea

Figure 2: Sheet One – Mood in poetry: some vocabulary
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Figure 3: Viewing/evidence grid

Listeners, working in pairs, as asked to pay
attention to changes in mood; these might be
indicated by changes in volume, rhythm,
instrumentation and so on.

The aim of this stage is to achieve a confident
deployment of judgements about mood which is
rooted in a close reading. This approach seeks to
make the work purposeful and engaging. It can be
extended by asking pupils to select and present
images and musical clips of their own to challenge
their peers’ powers of discrimination. And yes, you
do get a lot of: ‘You don’t really like that, do you?’
Ride it out!

Close reading poems for mood shifts
Close reading is an ability which teachers at A Level
and beyond often say their students lack. In this
project, the need for close reading skills arises
because you need to unpack a poem’s images and
moods before you can ‘shoot’ the film.

We were lucky enough to have poet, Craig Bradley,
on board with the project (his details are included
at the end of this article). Readers take his poem
‘Cold Tea’ and annotate it in two ways (Figure 1).
They mark down its different ‘moods’ and link these
to trigger words. They also circle image words such
as ‘sky’ and ‘feathers’ and free associate images
which might communicate an abstract concept such
as ‘the colour of a memory’. This work takes them
to the heart of the poem and also to the heart of the
‘English-ness’ of the project 

‘…you do get a lot of: “You don’t
really like that, do you?” ’

Title Mood(s) Space for you to explain your
Give the image Decide on the word(s) which judgements. 
or music a title best matches the mood of 
(TIP: ‘If this was the image/music. If the 
in a film, what mood changes during the 
would the film experience – note that too.
be called)

Figure 4: Image/music mood analysis grid
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Feature: Language over time: Chaucer’s smale foweles

Changing language over time is a re-minted
currency in the National Curriculum economy.
We’d been doing it already, in the indirect
manner of reading Shakespeare plays and other
older literary texts and anyway, some schools
never stopped doing their old ‘Knowledge About
Language’ historical mini-surveys at Key Stage 3.
But in linguistic terms Shakespeare is modern,
and though we could easily spend several weeks
just looking at language change in the life of a
teenager, if we’re also trying to keep our eye on
literary heritage we might turn again to Chaucer.
Too hard? Well, as with anything, it ain’t what
you do, it’s the way that you do it, and that’s what
gets results (to quote Bananarama). So, here is a
much tested way into working directly with the
language of the opening section of Chaucer’s
General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales, to
go with ‘The Road Less Travelled’ companion
piece in this edition (page 26). 

Step 1: feel the fear and face it anyway
Try starting with these words from the opening
section of The General Prologue (lines 1–18). If
you save them in a PowerPoint version you can
print them off easily, six to a sheet, to use as a
card sort activity. You could ask students to sort
them into lists of:
a) those they are confident they know the

meaning of 
b) those they would hazard a guess at 
c) those they are mystified by.

Encourage students to say the words out loud as
well as reading them, comparing them with other
words they know. This activity gives you an
immediate ‘reading’ of who has the most/least
confidence with language if it’s a class you don’t
know well and even when you do, it can throw up
a few surprises about who your class code-
breakers are – often students with less
attachment to the baroque curlicues of schooled
literacy. A large class will usually manage to
figure out most of them. The ones they don’t get
are usually to do with vocabulary development
rather than language obstacles – have a
dictionary or six on hand to help with words like
‘sundry’, ‘foweles’ and ‘licour’. When you go
through the answers, pat them a lot and tell them
that they’ve just done it the hardest possible way,
without any context, and everything hereafter
will be easier!
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Step 2: the first 18 lines
The next step is to work with the meanings of the
words in context. You could start by listening to
the opening lines without the text, encouraging
students to listen for the general gist rather than
over-worrying about full comprehension. Audio
files are available here if you don’t fancy reading
it yourself http://academics.vmi.edu/english/
audio/Audio_Index.html. Part of the trick of
building confidence with other language forms is
to encourage flexibility, using what is known and
a large dose of ‘have a go’ intuition to bridge
across to what isn’t known yet. 

1 Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote 
2 The droghte of March hath perced to the roote,
3 And bathed every veine in swich licour
4 Of which vertu engendred is the flour;
5 Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth
6 Inspired hath in every holt and heeth
7 The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne
8 Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne,
9 And smale foweles maken melodye,
10 That slepen al the night with open ye
11 (So priketh hem Nature in hir corages),
12 Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,
13 And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes,
14 To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;
15 And specially from every shires ende
16 Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende,
17 The hooly blisful martir for to seke,
18 That hem hath holpen whan that they were

seeke.

Having discussed the general gist, and pieced it
together from the different ideas students have
picked up, you might then work on a detailed
translation of the opening lines. You might want
to introduce the meanings of words that are
tricky even in context: soote; swich; Zephirus;
the Ram; palmeres; strondes; ferne; halwes;
kowthe. I insist on precise word by word
translation first so that a more explicit
knowledge of language change is developed –
and to ensure they don’t just skip tricky bits. The
18 lines can be printed out with lots of space in
between, so students can write the modern words
directly underneath the Middle English ones.
Then the task is to produce a fluent modern
version to make sure they have really understood
the text, working the Middle English vocabulary
and syntax into Modern English. How far you
might take this is up to you: prose or poetry,
Modern standard English or Rap (for which, see
‘Baba Brinkman’s Rap Chaucer’ in the Spring 
09 edition of NATE’s English Drama Media
magazine).

‘…it can throw up a few surprises about
who your class code-breakers are…’

‘…a large dose
of ‘have a go’
intuition…’

Language over time:
Chaucer’s smale foweles
by Julie Blake

whan   shoures   droghte   hath   perced

roote   veine   licour   vertu   flour   sweete

breeth   heath   tender   croppes   yonge

sonne   cours   smale   foweles   maken

melodie   slepen   priketh   corages

thanne   longen   seken   straunge

sundry   londes   ende   hooly   blisful

martir   holpen

‘using what is known
and…intuition…’

‘I insist on precise
word by word
translation first so
that a more explicit
knowledge of
language change 
is developed…’
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Step 3: Chaucer’s English
Having praised them generously for their
linguistic prowess in translation, you might go a
little further and look explicitly at some of the
ways in which the language used by Chaucer has
changed over time. You could start with
discussion of all the things already learned about
it from the previous exercise, and there is a list
below which can be adjusted according to how
far you want to take things. The illustrative
examples are all taken from the first 18 lines.

Vocabulary
• Words with a function in Middle English that

we don’t need in Modern English [e.g. the
adverbial phrase ‘whan that’ where we would
only use ‘when’].

• Words that are still in use today but usually
mean something slightly different [e.g. licour,
vertu, inspired, foweles, corages].

• Words that mean the same today but might
seem elaborate in modern standard English
[e.g. engendred].

• Classical allusions that are less familiar to
modern readers [e.g. Zephirus, the Ram].

• Words that still exist but are rarely used or
used only in specialized contexts [e.g. holt,
heath, palmeres, strondes, wende].

• Words that have fallen out of use completely
[eek, ferne, halwes].

Spelling
• General slipperiness of vowels [e.g. every

other word!]. This variation is partly the
product of pre-standardisation spelling with its
closer affinity to pronunciation. It is also partly
to do with the Great Vowel Shift, a chain of
pronunciation changes that took place
between 1200 and 1600, but there is no need
to go into this or the activity may well become
turgid.

• Double consonants are sometimes used here
when we would use single ones, and single
ones where we would use double ones [e.g.
Aprill, croppes, sonne, yronne, thanne, blisful].
Remember this text was written about a
hundred years before printing came to England
and over two hundred before the first
dictionary of English. For further details you
could see the Dictionaries and Meanings 
in the British Library’s Texts in Context site:
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/
meanings.html.

• Pronouns beginning with th in Modern English
use h in Middle English [e.g. hem twice].
Surprisingly, hem is a traditional form which
survives most clearly in Modern English in the
colloquial and dialect form ‘ ’em’.

• Frequent use of e word ending where none
would be found in Modern English [too many
to list but e.g. roote, ende, seeke].

• Reversal of re/er as words became Anglicised
from the French [e.g. engendred, tendre].

• Where we would use ck only k is used [e.g.
priketh]. In his 1582 dictionary, Mulcaster
removed all uses of ck, for example spelling
‘stick’ <stik>, because he believed that this
restored traditional English spelling.

Grammar
• The infinitive form of the verb often ends in –n

[e.g. to goon, to seken].
• Although there is some variation, present tense

verbs commonly take endings such as in this
example for to find: I/ich finde, thou findest,
he/she/hit findeth, we/ye/they finden [e.g. hath,
maken, slepen, priketh, longen]. 

• Past tense forms of verbs often begin with –y
[e.g. yronne].

Step 4: Extreme sport
As an extension activity, give students one of the
shorter, more straightforward portraits from the
General Prologue – the Miller, the Cook, the
Plowman – to work through by themselves. What
can they add to their ideas about changing
language by doing so? Alternatively, set some the
task of investigating a medieval lyric with quite a
different use of language, such as ‘Sumer is
icumen in’. For a range of very good multimodal
resources including manuscript, audio files,
Middle English and modern English translations,
talk to Messrs Google, Wikipedia and You Tube.
Warning: farting reference – though this is
sometimes occluded in the translation.

Issa foreign language – innit?....
It’s the start of a new unit of work in English. The
teacher (who happens to be a woman) hands out
a copy of a short text in Middle English, smiling
to herself as she does so, knowing full well the
reaction it will get.

‘Like, Miss, what the – ?! Issa foreign language
innit!’

By the end of the unit the students are not exactly
rhapsodizing about the delights of Middle
English literature but they stand a tiny bit taller
for having met the challenge. And most of them
now know that although the past is another
country, and they certainly do things differently
there, we’re still speaking the same language. ■

Julie Blake
Visiting Research Associate, Department of
Education and Professional Studies, King’s College
London

Also see page 26 for ‘The Road Less Travelled’,
which addresses the characters and stories of 
The Canterbury Tales.

‘…they stand a tiny
bit taller for having
met the challenge.’

‘…we’re still
speaking the same
language.’

‘Warning:
farting
reference
…’

The Pardoner

The Cook



Feature: A poem a day: student teachers and poetry
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‘I can’t wait to get into the classroom and capture
that energy.’ These are the words of a student
teacher, at the end of her PGCE course, whilst
reflecting on the impact of a pilot project entitled
‘A Poem a Day’ carried out by the English
Education team at Roehampton University. 

Inspired by the findings of the exciting project
‘Teachers as Readers: building communities
of readers’ (by T. Cremin, F. Mottram, S. Collins,
K. Powell and K. Safford – see Literacy, 43,
2009), which has highlighted the significance of
teachers’ own knowledge of, and enthusiasm for,
children’s literature, we wanted to raise the
profile of poetry with our students. Work on
children’s literature has always been a rich seam
running through our courses but, somehow,
poetry has always lagged behind as the poor
relation; this probably reflects a wider, national
ambivalence about poetry. Over the years,
students have reported on negative experiences
of poetry in school (or no experience) and,
although it featured strongly in the 1997
National Literacy Strategy, the excessive
emphasis on form (over expression and purpose)
led to an approach that was often formulaic. 

With the Primary National Strategy (2007),
came the more enlightened Progression in
Poetry (DfES, 2006) paper but how far this was
given an airing (on the somewhat overwhelming
Primary National Strategy website) is
questionable. In 2006/7, Ofsted found that many
primary school teachers were not knowledgeable
about poetry and limited their pupils to a
restricted diet of poetry drawn from a small pool
of favourites (Kit Wright’s The Magic Box and
Spike Milligan’s On the Ning, Nang, Nong for
example). But this rather gloomy picture needs
to be set against a potentially flourishing context:
Michael Rosen’s spirited take on the Children’s
Laureate has done a huge amount to bring poetry
to life for many more children; Andrew Motion’s
Poetry Archive (www.poetryarchive.org)
offers enduring access to the voices of the poets
themselves and the new Poet Laureate
appointment of Carol Ann Duffy – an esteemed
writer for children as well as adults – bodes
extremely well for the future of children’s poetry. 

What do we want for our student teachers? We
want them to be enthusiastic and knowledgeable
readers and writers of poetry. The importance of

A poem a day: student
teachers and poetry
by Alison Kelly and Fiona Collins

reading aloud to children in order to tune them
into the rhythms and cadences of written
language has long been established; what we
want to ensure is that our students have similar
opportunities to experience and relish poetic
language for its own sake, rather than as a
vehicle for labelling and identifying figurative
language or other poetic features. Importantly,
we also want them to be conversant with the
many imaginative, active strategies that can be
called upon to bring poems to life for children.

And so A Poem a Day was born. Every single
English teaching session on our courses begins
with a poem projected on a PowerPoint slide that
we read and explore together. Not only do we
want the students to read a poem a day, but we
also want them to read a poem a day to their
classes whilst on school practice. And there are
poems everywhere: on the walls, doors and up
the staircase to the teaching rooms. We were
fortunate enough to be lent A3 posters of poems
in different languages (Poems for … one world
– see www.poemsfor.org); we have anthologies
of poetry and displays featuring children’s and
students’ work. 

Choosing the poems
A key criterion was brevity! Each poem had to be
no longer than two PowerPoint slides long –
ideally, it fitted on one. We wanted poems that
would be appropriate for children even if not
specifically written for them, ones that they could
easily appropriate. We wanted poems spanning a
range of emotions that would appeal to the
disaffected. Picking up on Ofsted’s concerns, we
wanted to be sure to include classic poetry as this
is often neglected in primary schools. 

Finally, we wanted to be sure that each poem
offered rich opportunities for engagement so that
chances for role play, picturing, discussion and
other tried and tested active strategies could be
used to unlock the poem. Alfred Lord Tennyson’s
poem ‘The Eagle’ met all these criteria (see
above). 

Evaluating the project
In our small-scale evaluation, we included a
questionnaire to be completed by students at the
beginning of the project, including questions
such as ‘What is poetry?’, ‘Do you like poetry?’

and ‘Why teach poetry?’ The students were asked
to name five poets and a poem for children. 
82% of the cohort asserted that they liked poetry
but 18% responded negatively: ‘Hated it –
analysis rather than the sounds’; ‘I always
struggled with poetry; I assumed it had to
rhyme.’ Identifying poets produced somewhat
predictable lists of favourites including Rosen,
Milligan and Zephaniah. Where students could
identify a poem (‘My mind has gone blank,’ said
one) those cited chimed with those identified by
Ofsted (e.g. The Owl and the Pussycat,
Jabberwocky, Ning, Nang, Nong). There are
clear lessons for us here about widening the
poetic scope for our students. 

When it came to naming poets, 48% were able to
name between three to five poets in September,
whereas 76% could do this in March. We are not
suggesting that just being able to name poets is
all that is needed, but certainly confident subject
knowledge does need to be part of the student
teacher’s repertoire.

The question ‘Why teach poetry?’ elicited ideas
focusing on creativity and self-expression:
‘Children can express themselves in a different,
creative way’, as well as enjoyment: ‘To play with
language and enjoy it’. And after the project, the
follow-up interviews revealed students who
themselves were more confident and raring to
go: ‘I was still stuck with my A level experience
but am now taking back poetry and enjoying it’;
‘ I feel much more confident’; ‘it’s better than
opening a book at home.’ 

What next? 
We have realised that just sharing poems is not
enough. Reading aloud – by lecturers and
students alike – was crucial but so too were the
activities that accompanied the poems. In the
interviews, students frequently referred to the
range of activities we used with them to lift
poetry off the page and the impact that such
activities had on their response to the poem. An
example of an activity would be reading
Tennyson’s ‘The Eagle’ (above) without being
shown its title and comparing the vivid images
the language evokes. So we now think that a
whole poetry package needs to be developed
which includes broadening the students’
knowledge of poets and poems as well as how to
bring poems and poetry to life for children. We
want to bring in other voices and will be making
more use of the Poetry Archive to this end. ■

To conclude, Roger McGough’s ‘New Poem’: 

‘So far, so good’.
(in The Oxford Book of Children’s Poetry,
OUP) 

Alison Kelly and Fiona Collins
Principal Lecturers, Roehampton University

‘…we want to ensure is that our students
have similar opportunities to experience and
relish poetic language for its own sake…’

‘Every single
English teaching
session on our
courses begins 
with a poem…’

‘I always
struggled
with
poetry; 
I assumed
it had to
rhyme.’

‘I was 
still stuck
with my 
A level
experience
but am
now taking
back
poetry and
enjoying
it.’

He clasps the crag with crooked hands; 
Close to the sun in lonely lands,
Ring’d with the azure world, he stands. 

The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;
He watches from his mountain walls,
And like a thunderbolt he falls. 

Alfred Lord Tennyson
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‘I can’t wait to get into the classroom and capture
that energy.’ These are the words of a student
teacher, at the end of her PGCE course, whilst
reflecting on the impact of a pilot project entitled
‘A Poem a Day’ carried out by the English
Education team at Roehampton University. 

Inspired by the findings of the exciting project
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of readers’ (by T. Cremin, F. Mottram, S. Collins,
K. Powell and K. Safford – see Literacy, 43,
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teachers’ own knowledge of, and enthusiasm for,
children’s literature, we wanted to raise the
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running through our courses but, somehow,
poetry has always lagged behind as the poor
relation; this probably reflects a wider, national
ambivalence about poetry. Over the years,
students have reported on negative experiences
of poetry in school (or no experience) and,
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came the more enlightened Progression in
Poetry (DfES, 2006) paper but how far this was
given an airing (on the somewhat overwhelming
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A poem a day: student
teachers and poetry
by Alison Kelly and Fiona Collins
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questionnaire to be completed by students at the
beginning of the project, including questions
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but 18% responded negatively: ‘Hated it –
analysis rather than the sounds’; ‘I always
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Milligan and Zephaniah. Where students could
identify a poem (‘My mind has gone blank,’ said
one) those cited chimed with those identified by
Ofsted (e.g. The Owl and the Pussycat,
Jabberwocky, Ning, Nang, Nong). There are
clear lessons for us here about widening the
poetic scope for our students. 

When it came to naming poets, 48% were able to
name between three to five poets in September,
whereas 76% could do this in March. We are not
suggesting that just being able to name poets is
all that is needed, but certainly confident subject
knowledge does need to be part of the student
teacher’s repertoire.

The question ‘Why teach poetry?’ elicited ideas
focusing on creativity and self-expression:
‘Children can express themselves in a different,
creative way’, as well as enjoyment: ‘To play with
language and enjoy it’. And after the project, the
follow-up interviews revealed students who
themselves were more confident and raring to
go: ‘I was still stuck with my A level experience
but am now taking back poetry and enjoying it’;
‘ I feel much more confident’; ‘it’s better than
opening a book at home.’ 

What next? 
We have realised that just sharing poems is not
enough. Reading aloud – by lecturers and
students alike – was crucial but so too were the
activities that accompanied the poems. In the
interviews, students frequently referred to the
range of activities we used with them to lift
poetry off the page and the impact that such
activities had on their response to the poem. An
example of an activity would be reading
Tennyson’s ‘The Eagle’ (above) without being
shown its title and comparing the vivid images
the language evokes. So we now think that a
whole poetry package needs to be developed
which includes broadening the students’
knowledge of poets and poems as well as how to
bring poems and poetry to life for children. We
want to bring in other voices and will be making
more use of the Poetry Archive to this end. ■

To conclude, Roger McGough’s ‘New Poem’: 

‘So far, so good’.
(in The Oxford Book of Children’s Poetry,
OUP) 

Alison Kelly and Fiona Collins
Principal Lecturers, Roehampton University
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Close to the sun in lonely lands,
Ring’d with the azure world, he stands. 
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He watches from his mountain walls,
And like a thunderbolt he falls. 
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SecondaryFeature: ‘The road less travelled’

MIGRATION SONGS
by Jean ‘Binta’ Breeze, George Szirtes, Fleur Adcock,
James Berry, Fred D’Aguiar and Michael Schmidt

Six poems about migration written by poets living and working in
Britain who were born elsewhere, in Jamaica, Hungary, New Zealand,
Guyana and Mexico – from ‘other cultures and traditions’. James Berry
and Fleur Adcock may be lurking in your departmental filing cabinet
somewhere, but this selection also includes poems by poets who may be
less familiar – a reminder that the National Curriculum lists of authors
are guidance, not diktat. 

‘The road less travelled’

‘…we have the
enormous advantage of
an art form that openly
invites us to walk in
someone else’s shoes…’From the Teachers section of www.poetryarchive.org.uk
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Intro blurb bit
One of the problems with any mention of
literature ‘from other cultures and traditions’ is
that it has become inextricably linked for many
with The [expletive deleted] Anthology. More
problematic is the divisive nature of the National
Curriculum orders related to it. Personally, I
think it only hygienic that the dead (‘English
literary heritage’) are separated from the living
(‘contemporary writers’), but the nicest thing
that could be said about the division between
‘contemporary writers’ and those ‘from other
cultures and traditions’ is that it is meaningless
under interrogation. Isabel Allende, a Chilean-
American writer in the largely Latin American
‘magic realist’ tradition isn’t counted as ‘Other’,
but Meera Syal, from Wolverhampton, writing a
semi-autobiographical novel set in 1960s Britain,
which the jacket quotation from Ben Elton
describes as ‘Tom Sawyer meets Cider with
Rosie’, somehow is. For all that, the National
Curriculum points us to the importance of
diversity in what we do, and to what gets
represented in the classroom as being of cultural
value. 

Why teach it?
This act of cultural valuing may be complex and
contested, but it is not about the notion that a
poem by a black writer is somehow more
‘relevant’ to black children we teach, when each
poem and writer and child is unique. The equally
spurious corollary of this is that we can largely
choose to ignore diverse literature if we teach 
in a predominately white, monocultural,
monolingual school. Quite the opposite: every
child we teach is growing up in a mixed,
multicultural, multilingual society. In recent-
enough statistics, ethnic minority pupils made up
21.9% of the primary school population, and
17.7% in secondary schools; 13.5% of pupils in
primary schools and 10.5% in secondary schools
have a first language that is not English. The
more homogeneous a school, the greater our
responsibility as teachers to help pupils prepare
for the opportunities and challenges this will
bring. And as teachers of literature, we have the
enormous advantage of an art form that openly
invites us to walk in someone else’s shoes for a
while and see how it feels, to explore identity and
question values and assumptions through
comparison and contrast

Class reading
All of the following poems can be found on the
Poetry Archive website www.poetryarchive.
org. The Poetry Archive is the world’s premier
online collection of recordings of poets reading
their own work. You can listen, free of charge, to
the voices of contemporary English-language
poets, and to poets from the past. This makes a
class reading of this selection of poems a joy if
you have an internet connected computer, some
speakers and (free) RealPlayer software. You
simply point and click and the poem comes to
vivid aural life. In the case of Fleur Adcock’s
poem, it ONLY works aurally, due to the
inflections of accent in the final line, and the
readings by the other poets are beyond anything
most of us could even begin to produce for
interest, vitality or beauty. 

Six 30-second guides
Jean ‘Binta’ Breeze – ‘The Arrival of
Brighteye’
‘The Arrival of Brighteye’ is the child’s-eye view of a
Caribbean girl who has been living with her
grandmother for three years while waiting for her
mother to send for her from England where she has
gone to live. In this sequence of the poem,
Brighteye tells of the dress her mother has sent as
part of the arrangements that culminate here in her
departure for England. Questions of family and
community cohesion, of place and identity, loss
and gain, swirl silently round Brighteye’s innocent
account and the grandmother’s choked back tears.
Knowledge or other reading about the experiences
of Windrush-era migrants to England adds a
piquant dramatic irony here.

George Szirtes – ‘Preston North End’
‘Preston North End’ starts with the speaker’s
childhood memory of being taken by his father to
his first football match since their arrival in England.
It as an adult reflection on the process of ‘being
bedded in’ to a new culture and society, here
through the mechanism of a shared love of football,
but also of being part of the creation of a new social
order in which coming from somewhere else is no
longer strange. The poem is autobiographical in its
nature, drawing on Szirtes’ experience of coming
to England with his family as refugees from
Hungary. 

Fleur Adcock – ‘Immigrant’
‘Immigrant’ is Adcock’s reflection on her arrival in
London and her sense of trying to fit in. The
speaker of the poem looks at the pelicans on the
lake in St James’s Park, identifying with their
strangeness and watching them ‘burying’ their
beaks in the water. The desirability of this for the
speaker is made clear at the end of the poem when
she tries out different accent variations in a bid to
get rid of her own ‘awkward beak’. Language –
specifically, tiny differences of pronunciation – is
experienced as a key issue of belonging. 

James Berry – ‘In-a Brixtan Markit’
‘In-A Brixtan Markit’ is autobiographical in nature,
drawing on Berry’s experience as a new migrant to
England, and specifically to his experience of being
subject to a police stop-and-search. Individual
voice is important as an antidote to the kind of
institutionalised racism this policy encoded. The
speaker’s dialect and his ability to take a wry look
at the absurdity of the situation – he is carrying
nothing more subversive than bananas and a Bob
Marley record – create a strong sense of a more
evolved humanity than the power he loses to. 

Fred D’Aguiar – ‘Bloodlines’
‘Bloodlines’ has a historical setting, in the Deep
South of America in the 1860s. This is different to
D’Aguiar’s personal experience of living in both
Guyana and Britain. It opens up ideas about culture
and memory, identity and history. The extract is
longer than students might be used to, its range
bigger, and its language less immediately
transparent, but if its rhythms and images can be
allowed just to wash over, it is a mesmerising poem
that works its effects and meanings in mysterious
and intriguing ways. 

Michael Schmidt – ‘His father was a baker’
‘His father was a baker’ is a tender poem, the
speaker respectfully describing what he knows of
another’s childhood in Mexico, and later migration.
The village life and family dynamics of this are
evoked simply and very visually, and without
judgement, and though we might want to weigh
beatings and parental alcoholism into the migration
equation, the speaker deliberately avoids this, and
focuses instead on the way love moves people
across continents – the ‘pull’ instead of the ‘push’.
The poem ends with the speaker’s gentle,
nurturing, responsible love for this other. 

Ideas towards a scheme of work
The puzzles
If you have an ICT suite or some laptops, and
headphones, try NOT telling the students that
these poems are about migration. Give them the
list and get them to figure it out. They will come
up with all sorts of ideas in addition to or instead
of this, providing much rich matter for
discussion and debate. As an extreme sport
curlicue, try asking them which is the odd one
out. There isn’t an answer to this: the best type
of question. For a visual version, ask students to
produce a six-item Venn chain, in which each
poem is compared with the next, the similarities
written into the overlapping area of the circles,
and each poem’s distinctive qualities in the main
part of the circle. 

The podcasts
Set students a scaled down version of a grown-up
task, such as producing a literary radio
programme on the theme of migration, to include
one, more, or none of these poems, and
enhanced by linking narrative, as well as other
poems, prose and drama, in English and perhaps
in other languages too, and music or song. 

The performances
Some of these poems might lend themselves well
to some improvised or scripted drama work.
What happens when Brighteye reaches England?
What does Berry’s speaker do next?
Alternatively, invite students to explore migration
experiences: their own, their parents’
experiences, or those of friends or other
relatives. Oral history interviews invite lots of
speaking and listening practice, and sharing and
comparing real stories could lead to other
improvisations or imaginative writing. 

A supporting cast of resources
The novel
Try adding some excerpts from Andrea Levy’s
Small Island. No time to make a selection? Try
these http://www.icons.org.uk/theicons/coll
ection/ss-windrush/features/small-island-1.
Also lots of useful material about Windrush if you
wanted to broaden the scope.

The non-fiction
http://www.movinghere.org.uk/stories/storie
s.asp for 104 (and rising) personal accounts of
the experience of migrating to Britain from a
wide range of other places. 

The pictures 
http://www.movinghere.org.uk/gallery/defau
lt.asp for a host of migration-related images that
could be used to illustrate or stimulate student
talking and writing. ■

Julie Blake
Visiting Research Associate, Department of
Education and Professional Studies, King’s College
London

‘This act of cultural
valuing may be
complex and
contested…’

‘…its rhythms and images can be
allowed just to wash over…’

‘Quite the
opposite
…’
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that it has become inextricably linked for many
with The [expletive deleted] Anthology. More
problematic is the divisive nature of the National
Curriculum orders related to it. Personally, I
think it only hygienic that the dead (‘English
literary heritage’) are separated from the living
(‘contemporary writers’), but the nicest thing
that could be said about the division between
‘contemporary writers’ and those ‘from other
cultures and traditions’ is that it is meaningless
under interrogation. Isabel Allende, a Chilean-
American writer in the largely Latin American
‘magic realist’ tradition isn’t counted as ‘Other’,
but Meera Syal, from Wolverhampton, writing a
semi-autobiographical novel set in 1960s Britain,
which the jacket quotation from Ben Elton
describes as ‘Tom Sawyer meets Cider with
Rosie’, somehow is. For all that, the National
Curriculum points us to the importance of
diversity in what we do, and to what gets
represented in the classroom as being of cultural
value. 

Why teach it?
This act of cultural valuing may be complex and
contested, but it is not about the notion that a
poem by a black writer is somehow more
‘relevant’ to black children we teach, when each
poem and writer and child is unique. The equally
spurious corollary of this is that we can largely
choose to ignore diverse literature if we teach 
in a predominately white, monocultural,
monolingual school. Quite the opposite: every
child we teach is growing up in a mixed,
multicultural, multilingual society. In recent-
enough statistics, ethnic minority pupils made up
21.9% of the primary school population, and
17.7% in secondary schools; 13.5% of pupils in
primary schools and 10.5% in secondary schools
have a first language that is not English. The
more homogeneous a school, the greater our
responsibility as teachers to help pupils prepare
for the opportunities and challenges this will
bring. And as teachers of literature, we have the
enormous advantage of an art form that openly
invites us to walk in someone else’s shoes for a
while and see how it feels, to explore identity and
question values and assumptions through
comparison and contrast

Class reading
All of the following poems can be found on the
Poetry Archive website www.poetryarchive.
org. The Poetry Archive is the world’s premier
online collection of recordings of poets reading
their own work. You can listen, free of charge, to
the voices of contemporary English-language
poets, and to poets from the past. This makes a
class reading of this selection of poems a joy if
you have an internet connected computer, some
speakers and (free) RealPlayer software. You
simply point and click and the poem comes to
vivid aural life. In the case of Fleur Adcock’s
poem, it ONLY works aurally, due to the
inflections of accent in the final line, and the
readings by the other poets are beyond anything
most of us could even begin to produce for
interest, vitality or beauty. 

Six 30-second guides
Jean ‘Binta’ Breeze – ‘The Arrival of
Brighteye’
‘The Arrival of Brighteye’ is the child’s-eye view of a
Caribbean girl who has been living with her
grandmother for three years while waiting for her
mother to send for her from England where she has
gone to live. In this sequence of the poem,
Brighteye tells of the dress her mother has sent as
part of the arrangements that culminate here in her
departure for England. Questions of family and
community cohesion, of place and identity, loss
and gain, swirl silently round Brighteye’s innocent
account and the grandmother’s choked back tears.
Knowledge or other reading about the experiences
of Windrush-era migrants to England adds a
piquant dramatic irony here.

George Szirtes – ‘Preston North End’
‘Preston North End’ starts with the speaker’s
childhood memory of being taken by his father to
his first football match since their arrival in England.
It as an adult reflection on the process of ‘being
bedded in’ to a new culture and society, here
through the mechanism of a shared love of football,
but also of being part of the creation of a new social
order in which coming from somewhere else is no
longer strange. The poem is autobiographical in its
nature, drawing on Szirtes’ experience of coming
to England with his family as refugees from
Hungary. 

Fleur Adcock – ‘Immigrant’
‘Immigrant’ is Adcock’s reflection on her arrival in
London and her sense of trying to fit in. The
speaker of the poem looks at the pelicans on the
lake in St James’s Park, identifying with their
strangeness and watching them ‘burying’ their
beaks in the water. The desirability of this for the
speaker is made clear at the end of the poem when
she tries out different accent variations in a bid to
get rid of her own ‘awkward beak’. Language –
specifically, tiny differences of pronunciation – is
experienced as a key issue of belonging. 

James Berry – ‘In-a Brixtan Markit’
‘In-A Brixtan Markit’ is autobiographical in nature,
drawing on Berry’s experience as a new migrant to
England, and specifically to his experience of being
subject to a police stop-and-search. Individual
voice is important as an antidote to the kind of
institutionalised racism this policy encoded. The
speaker’s dialect and his ability to take a wry look
at the absurdity of the situation – he is carrying
nothing more subversive than bananas and a Bob
Marley record – create a strong sense of a more
evolved humanity than the power he loses to. 

Fred D’Aguiar – ‘Bloodlines’
‘Bloodlines’ has a historical setting, in the Deep
South of America in the 1860s. This is different to
D’Aguiar’s personal experience of living in both
Guyana and Britain. It opens up ideas about culture
and memory, identity and history. The extract is
longer than students might be used to, its range
bigger, and its language less immediately
transparent, but if its rhythms and images can be
allowed just to wash over, it is a mesmerising poem
that works its effects and meanings in mysterious
and intriguing ways. 

Michael Schmidt – ‘His father was a baker’
‘His father was a baker’ is a tender poem, the
speaker respectfully describing what he knows of
another’s childhood in Mexico, and later migration.
The village life and family dynamics of this are
evoked simply and very visually, and without
judgement, and though we might want to weigh
beatings and parental alcoholism into the migration
equation, the speaker deliberately avoids this, and
focuses instead on the way love moves people
across continents – the ‘pull’ instead of the ‘push’.
The poem ends with the speaker’s gentle,
nurturing, responsible love for this other. 

Ideas towards a scheme of work
The puzzles
If you have an ICT suite or some laptops, and
headphones, try NOT telling the students that
these poems are about migration. Give them the
list and get them to figure it out. They will come
up with all sorts of ideas in addition to or instead
of this, providing much rich matter for
discussion and debate. As an extreme sport
curlicue, try asking them which is the odd one
out. There isn’t an answer to this: the best type
of question. For a visual version, ask students to
produce a six-item Venn chain, in which each
poem is compared with the next, the similarities
written into the overlapping area of the circles,
and each poem’s distinctive qualities in the main
part of the circle. 

The podcasts
Set students a scaled down version of a grown-up
task, such as producing a literary radio
programme on the theme of migration, to include
one, more, or none of these poems, and
enhanced by linking narrative, as well as other
poems, prose and drama, in English and perhaps
in other languages too, and music or song. 

The performances
Some of these poems might lend themselves well
to some improvised or scripted drama work.
What happens when Brighteye reaches England?
What does Berry’s speaker do next?
Alternatively, invite students to explore migration
experiences: their own, their parents’
experiences, or those of friends or other
relatives. Oral history interviews invite lots of
speaking and listening practice, and sharing and
comparing real stories could lead to other
improvisations or imaginative writing. 

A supporting cast of resources
The novel
Try adding some excerpts from Andrea Levy’s
Small Island. No time to make a selection? Try
these http://www.icons.org.uk/theicons/coll
ection/ss-windrush/features/small-island-1.
Also lots of useful material about Windrush if you
wanted to broaden the scope.

The non-fiction
http://www.movinghere.org.uk/stories/storie
s.asp for 104 (and rising) personal accounts of
the experience of migrating to Britain from a
wide range of other places. 

The pictures 
http://www.movinghere.org.uk/gallery/defau
lt.asp for a host of migration-related images that
could be used to illustrate or stimulate student
talking and writing. ■
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Visiting Research Associate, Department of
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The Young Poets Network
Angel Dahouk, the Poetry Society

The Poetry Society is 101 years old. It is one of the 
longest established poetry institutions in Britain 
which, from its very beginnings, has placed 
education at the heart of its work in promoting 
a ‘more general recognition and appreciation of 
poetry’.

Today, the Poetry Society works extensively with 
poetry in education: placing poets in the classroom 
and beyond, working with both qualified and 
trainee teachers through Poetryclass, and 
offering a range of competitions and mentoring 
for young people including the Foyle Young Poets 
of the Year Award and SLAMbassadors UK. 
The Poetry Society also runs bespoke projects 
such as the Look North More Often initiative, in 
partnership with the Royal Norwegian Embassy. 
Aimed at primary school children, this initiative 
takes the Trafalgar Square Christmas tree as 
inspiration for thinking and writing around 
themes of peace and friendship, as well as 
introducing children to the history of the annual 
gift and allowing them the opportunity to learn 
about a different culture through poetry.4

Poetry 
and 
young 
people
Four professionals from the 
literature sector look at how their 
interlinking projects aim to investigate 
and strengthen young people’s 
engagement with poetry through 
informal and digital opportunities.

Poetry Society project run by poet Ross Sutherland.
Photo by Hayley Madden

‘The Poetry Society is 101 years 
old. It… has placed education 
at the heart of its work…’
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to produce resources and toolkits, both written 
and audiovisual, to share their knowledge and 
insight, and to guide the development of young 
poets. These helpful hints and how to articles 
will be aimed at young people themselves, with a 
selection also targeted at parents, teachers, youth 
leaders, anyone associated with young poets.

During the second phase, if:book will work 
closely with the Poetry Society to curate a range 
of online experiments enabling young people to 
interact with poets directly. These experiments 
will trial different methods of engaging young 
people remotely, with close monitoring to 
evaluate the effectiveness of each experiment. 
For example, online mentoring sessions led by 
poets might be offered, or live poetry broadcasts 
on Skype. These experiments will fully utilise the 
potential of new media tools to see what best 
engages young people. 

Young people themselves are already using 
the internet in imaginative ways – to learn, to 
publicise and to connect. Most of this activity 
is peer-driven which is empowering for young 
people, but they also want an insight into the 
sector and a chance to influence it, as well as the 
capacity to receive feedback from professional 
poets directly. Both the Young Poets Network 
and NAWE’s Young Writers’ Hub (explored in 
the third section below) are two promising new 
and interlinked projects which will create a 
wide-reaching resource, allowing young poets to 
access professional opportunities and to digitally 
intermingle with real life poets.

The Young Poets Network and if:book
Chris Meade, Director, if:book

if:book explore digital possibilities for literature, 
and has produced a number of exciting online 
projects and interactive resources for the general 
public and for the education sector specifically. 
The Young Poets Network project is an amazing 
opportunity to think afresh with young people 
themselves about what skills and experience they 
need to develop their appreciation and creation 
of poetry, and to gain their ‘poetic licence’ using 
the best means available to them in the age of 
blogs, YouTube, iPads and Amazon. The idea is 
that members of the Network define and shape 
their own terms for improving their experience 
of poetry.
 
There are a huge number of questions surrounding 
young people and poetry, as touched on in the 
Motion Report. Which poets should young writers 
read? Who do they want to read their work, whose 
opinions do they trust and how could poetry be 
shared with them, which form of publication and 
presentation seems most appropriate, and how 
can writers group together most effectively using 
the web to connect them? These are some of the 
issues that will be tackled in the online toolkit and 
other resources. 

2011 is, of course, a very different world to 1909, 
and the cultural needs of young people are ever 
changing. In its former years, the Poetry Society 
printed and distributed a quarterly journal called 
The Voice of Youth – in one edition, Enid Blyton 
set a poetry writing challenge which took the 
rather fluffy theme of ‘kittens’. Today, the Society 
publishes an online ezine called YM, showcasing 
poems and articles written by our youth 
members, and taking the more elusive themes of 
‘crash’ and ‘beasts’. Once notorious for its verse 
speaking awards, today the Society stages spoken 
word competitions. The essence of poetry has not 
changed; it remains about language, exploration, 
self-expression and social commentary. But 
the way in which we read, write, connect and 
consume poetry has completely transformed as a 
result of the digital age. At the Poetry Society, the 
belief continues that new media can be a creative 
and empowering means by which young people 
can learn, network and develop. 

This belief forms the basis of the Young Poets 
Network which has received funding from the 
Poetry and Young People Project. Working in 
collaboration with digital literature organisation 
if:book, the Young Poets Network is a new 
initiative dedicated to developing young people’s 
informal engagement with poetry. A new 
interactive online resource will build a community 
base for both the poetry sector to publicise their 
activities, and for young people to search and 
access poetry opportunities available to them. 
The Young Poets Network recognises that, while 
young people may have the encouragement and 
support of parents and teachers, they are also 
engaging with literacy in creative ways beyond 
the realm of formal education. The website will 
also serve as a platform to experiment with new 
digital content enabling young people to connect 
directly with poets and professionals.

There are two main components to the Young 
Poets Network which will form two phases over 
the upcoming year.

The first phase will focus on increasing the 
visibility of existing poetry groups, organisations 
and opportunities available to young people 
wishing to develop their interest and creative 
talents in poetry – as readers, writers and as 
audiences. Beginning with a mapping exercise, 
which will consolidate all opportunities from 
after-school poetry clubs through to national 
competitions, information will be made readily 
available by means of a dedicated online 
database with searchable categories, so that 
young people are able to easily locate and 
access poetry opportunities for their specific 
age group, their region, etc. In addition, poets 
from across the spectrum will be commissioned 

Three winners of the 2010 Foyle 
Young Poets of the Year Award. 
Photo by Hayley Madden

Digital communications should be the death of 
vanity presses. Anyone can now publish their work 
for free on the global bookshelf of the Internet 
using formats such as blogs, and be sure it will 
receive challenging feedback. Meanwhile there 
are new kinds of poetic possibilities to explore, 
for instance making poems that use multimedia. 
Poet Jason Nelson makes flash poetry to be read 
on the web. His site is www.secrettechnology.
com. One of his pieces presents a poetic text in 
the form of a Rubrik’s cube so the lines can be 
twisted and turned into multiple combinations. 

Producing poems that work well in such a format 
can be as challenging as writing sonnets or haiku. 
Recently Channel 4 launched a site called ‘Twist’ 
featuring a bank of words which can be formed 
into sentences, like digital fridge magnet poetry. 
Hit a button and the words are ‘performed’ by 
a clutch of TV personalities speaking a word 
each. This is a fun way to see poetry spoken 
aloud. if:book’s homage to William Blake, www.
songsofimaginationanddigitisation.net and 
the HOTBOOK project for schools includes a 
host of poems ancient and modern illuminated 
and animated by digital artists. 

The Young Poets Network will encourage young 
writers to experiment with existing tools and 
work with them to design new ones. Young people 
don’t need to be ‘into computers’ to be able to 
make work like this. Poets can script their ideas 
and if:book and the Poetry Society will make 
finished products from the best. However more 
and more young people are adept at using video, 
sound recording and animation, and will naturally 
use these elements as they compose poetry to be 
experienced on screen.4 

‘…an online ezine 
called YM…’

‘Digital communications should 
be the death of vanity presses.’

‘…new media can be a creative 
and empowering means by 
which young people can learn, 
network and develop.’
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if:book recently created a collaborative poem 
for National Poetry Day with an initial line from 
Forward prize winner Daljit Nagra and including 
excerpts from the day’s Twitter flow. The result 
was recorded and put on the web using an audio 
blogging site called Audioboo.com. In another 
project with author Kate Pullinger, Spread the 
Word and the Society of Young Publishers, twenty 
authors wrote a novel over one weekend and 
launched it on the Monday afterwards. It was a 
fascinating experience which generated writing 
of quality and pointed to the possibilities of many 
other combinations, especially with young people. 

Poetry has always been at the forefront of 
experimentation with new technology. Some 
may remember Dial A Poem, which turned the 
humble answer phone into a means of publishing 
poetry out loud. Since then poets have used fax 
machines, mobile phones, the web and now apps 
for iPads and tablet PCs to bring their work to new 
audiences. Meanwhile print on demand services 
like Lulu.com, Bookleteer and the Newspaper 
Club make it easy to create and sell conventional 
books of paper too. 
 
One other interesting idea is exploring the 
possibility of designing an application for the 
iPhone incorporating the ideas and output of 
the Network’s community. It could include new 
poems, responses to classic poems and tools for 
readers to input their own writing in interesting 
formats. 
 
The Young Poets Network and the 
Young Writers’ Hub
Wes Brown, Young Writers Co-ordinator, NAWE

The internet provides a great variety of content. 
Not all of it is good. Not all of it is relevant. With 
more to choose from, people don’t abstain from 
judgement, they become more discriminating. 
Reputable outlets of curated links and critical 
opinion – be it from a talented blogger or an 
established reviewer, curators are as vital to 
inform our judgement as they ever were. 

‘…twenty authors wrote a novel 
over one weekend…’

A young performer 
at a Poetry Society 
SLAMbassadors Showcase. 
Photo by Hayley Madden

This is why the Young Writers’ Hub is publishing 
original news stories from writers, but also 
reproducing relevant articles and viewpoints from 
across the internet. The Hub will provide access 
to the critical mood and the know how of industry 
specialists, sifting through the data and creating 
more accessible routes to information. People 
don’t tend to read websites like newspapers or 
magazines; they won’t always spend half an hour 
on a site, so the Hub makes its news fluid, provides 
it regularly and enables users to Facebook and 
Tweet items, allowing the Hub to be an energetic 
contributor to the poetry scene. Curated data 
is currency in a digital age. The Hub can be as 
useful to national organisations as it can be to a 
pre-published author trying to get started.  

Whether people find out about the Hub via a 
tweet or a teacher, whether they enjoy interactive 
content like the Ask The Hub feature or a chat 
with the Young Writers’ Coordinator, the Hub is 
providing a new and vital resource for emerging 
writers in uncertain times. The writers of a new 
generation are writing, making networks and 
creating readerships and the Hub aims to offer 
continual support. In decades to come, the 
hope is that the Hub continues to grow and can 
carry the respect of the industry and develop a 
significant readership. The more readers the Hub 
has, the more exposure can be given to young 
writers, and the more can be done to support and 
sustain young people’s experience with poetry.

This is where signposters and information-
handlers like the Hub can connect with projects 
like the Young Poets Network and create wider, 
stronger co-independent links and networks. 
Making sure that young writers are fully aware 
of the diversity and choice they have when 
considering their progression is important to the 
Hub and the relationship with the Young Poets 
Network will continue to grow, ensuring that the 
projects dovetail together, providing support for 
young readers and writers of poetry from initial 
interest in the artform to the beginning of a 
career as a writer and beyond. 

The hope is that this kind of bridge-building 
– aided by social networking and grass-roots 
collaboration – can develop into an organic 
infrastructure for literature. A network of 
self-organising networks working together 
with regional agencies and national groups to 
facilitate access and creativity. The industry will 
face further shifts; but it will continue to grow, 
and networks like the one being developed by the 
Poetry Society and if:book can help provide new 
constants in an ever changing sector. n

The Poetry Society and if:book encourage all reading 
and writing groups across the UK to get in touch: 
education@poetrysociety.org.uk/020 7420 9880

For more information about NAWE’s Young Writer’s 
Hub, contact Wes Brown at w.brown@nawe.co.uk
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The Robert Burns 
Birthplace Museum
Learning is at the heart of the new Robert 
Burns Birthplace Museum: how Robert Burns 
learned, and how students visiting the site learn 
about Burns, shape the interpretation of one of 
Scotland’s Collections of National Significance. 

The museum complex offers schools the 
opportunity to explore the works of Burns in 
three key areas: 
• The historic landscape includes the 

unforgettable locations of Burns’s Tam o’ 
Shanter. Students can experience the ghostly 
atmosphere of Alloway’s auld and haunted 
Kirk, where witches and warlocks danced to 
the tune of the Devil’s pipes, as well as the 
auld Brig on which brave Meg pays the price 
of Tam’s licentiousness with her tail. 

• The birthplace cottage, where Burns came 
into this world on the 25th January 1759 
amid an unearthly storm, and which Burns 
forever associated with the birth of his poetic 
imagination. 

• A new museum building that explores the 
issues addressed in Burns’s poems, songs 
and letters. The exhibits and manuscripts, 
interpreted in Scots and English, encourage 
students to form their own responses to 
Burns, delve into areas that inspired the poet, 
and grapple with the contradictions inherent 
in his works, actions, and behaviour. 

‘What’s on for schools’ has been planned in 
consultation with primary and secondary school 
teachers. Teachers can choose to come for 
workshops led by our dedicated and experienced 
learning professionals, or for a self-led visit using 
our specially composed teacher’s notes. Either 
way, teachers are always welcome to make a pre-
visit inspection of our facilities. 

Primary aged children can take part in set 
workshops in the cottage and museum that have 
been planned to meet the learning outcomes of 
the school curriculum and use interdisciplinary 
learning approaches. For each age group there 
are two different workshops: 
• For early years, Kailyard Capers explores 

how Burns used the Scots language in a fun 
and engaging way, and Tim’rous Beasties 
includes a costumed performance of Burns’s 
‘To a Mouse’. 

• For ages 6–8, When Burns was a Bairn, 
looks at the lifestyle of the Burns family in 
the mid 18th century, and Auld Lang Syne 
explores how Burns’s famous song has been 
celebrated across the world through the theme 
of friendship. 

• For ages 8–12, Being Burns uses dramatic 
performances to explore how Burns learned 
in a time before compulsory education; and 
Hot Potatoes uses interactive technology 
and debating skills to encourage students 
to investigate some of the difficult issues 
explored in Burns’s poetry.

 
All of our workshops are supported by post-
visit activity packs that include: lesson plans, 
activities, student evaluation and teacher 

Poets’ places
Four places in the UK dedicated to the memory and legacy of famous poets

These houses, rooms, and museums are open to all visitors, but offer a 
special welcome and provision for groups of students and teachers. 

assessment materials which have been written in 
consultation with teaching professionals. These 
packs will be made available to download from 
our website in 2011. 
 
For secondary school students, we offer a 
bespoke workshop planning service. Teachers 
of English find a visit to the museum an 
excellent support to their classroom studies 
and workshops are planned to fit with what is 
being studied in the classroom. Recent examples 
include working with standard grade students in 
English from Grange Academy studying Tam o’ 
Shanter for their assessed folio piece and drama 
students from Queen Margaret Academy using 
historic locations to build dramatic monologues. 
Students from Grange Academy took part in a 
workshop that explored the poem through its 
narrative structure using story-board techniques, 
and Queen Margaret Academy worked with our 
learning staff to produce a costumed drama 
which was performed in the Auld Kirk as part of 
our Halloween Fire Festival. 

To support teachers in the classroom, we offer 
Continuous Professional Development sessions 
several times a year. These sessions are delivered 
by heritage education specialists and offer an 
insight into learning methods that can be used in 
the classroom. Additionally, we welcome teachers 
who would like to undertake a placement of one 
day to one week. Dawn Halliday (a teacher at 
Bothwell Primary) recently completed a three-
day placement, with the aim of developing an 
interdisciplinary approach to her teachings 
of Burns. At the end of her placement, Dawn 
commented ‘You have been a wonderful contact 
and you share my enthusiasm and vision. I really 
do appreciate this tie my school has with yourself 
and RBBM.’

All of our workshops take place in either our 
recently refurbished Education Pavilion (which 
includes three teaching rooms and a research 
library) or the new museum building (which 
includes state-of-the-art gallery and education 
spaces). Scottish schools can apply for Scottish 
Government funding to cover 75% of transport 
costs. n

Dr Alison Burke
Learning manager at the Robert Burns 
Birthplace Museum
If you would like to find out more about 
the new Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, 
please telephone 0844 493 2601 or 
email learningatRBBM@nts.org.uk 

…Burns came into 
this world … amid an 
unearthly storm…’

Clare Cottage 
One of the most renowned poets of the English 
countryside, John Clare was born in 1793, in 
the village of Helpston a few miles outside the 
culturally expanding city of Peterborough in 
Cambridgeshire. He was the son of illiterate 
parents who raised him as an agricultural 
labourer. A lean and meagre existence was all 
too common in the 18th and 19th century and 
Clare’s genius is all the more remarkable for 
fitting what scant education he could manage in 
between working the fields alongside his father. 
His synergy with nature and the environment 
alongside the simplicity and accessibility of his 
poetry make him an ideal starting point for those 
hoping to inspire pupils with a love of the written 
word.

Clare’s family home was recently acquired by the 
John Clare Trust and, with assistance from the 
Heritage Lottery Fund, has been transformed 
into a visitor’s centre with great emphasis on 
learning outside the classroom. During the 18 
months since opening, the cottage has welcomed 
school groups of all ages and learning abilities. In 
between running the workshops on site, the two 
education officers Nicola Day-Dempsey and Lynn 
Parker are available for outreach during term 
time and arrange children’s creative activities 
during half term and holidays.

Kay Marsden is the events manager at the centre 
and feels privileged to be part of the John Clare 
experience. Having taught English at a nearby 
adult education centre, she says, ‘I’ve always 
had a great passion for the works of Clare and 
I wanted to be part of a movement that portrays 
the fact that his works are as relevant to today’s 
environmental and social issues as they were in 
the 18th and 19th centuries.’4

‘…a bespoke workshop 
planning service…’

The Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, Alloway

The Robert Burns Birthplace 
Museum, Alloway

‘…an ideal 
starting 
point…to 
inspire…’

Clare Cottage, Helpston
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and you share my enthusiasm and vision. I really 
do appreciate this tie my school has with yourself 
and RBBM.’

All of our workshops take place in either our 
recently refurbished Education Pavilion (which 
includes three teaching rooms and a research 
library) or the new museum building (which 
includes state-of-the-art gallery and education 
spaces). Scottish schools can apply for Scottish 
Government funding to cover 75% of transport 
costs. n

Dr Alison Burke
Learning manager at the Robert Burns 
Birthplace Museum
If you would like to find out more about 
the new Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, 
please telephone 0844 493 2601 or 
email learningatRBBM@nts.org.uk 

…Burns came into 
this world … amid an 
unearthly storm…’

Clare Cottage 
One of the most renowned poets of the English 
countryside, John Clare was born in 1793, in 
the village of Helpston a few miles outside the 
culturally expanding city of Peterborough in 
Cambridgeshire. He was the son of illiterate 
parents who raised him as an agricultural 
labourer. A lean and meagre existence was all 
too common in the 18th and 19th century and 
Clare’s genius is all the more remarkable for 
fitting what scant education he could manage in 
between working the fields alongside his father. 
His synergy with nature and the environment 
alongside the simplicity and accessibility of his 
poetry make him an ideal starting point for those 
hoping to inspire pupils with a love of the written 
word.

Clare’s family home was recently acquired by the 
John Clare Trust and, with assistance from the 
Heritage Lottery Fund, has been transformed 
into a visitor’s centre with great emphasis on 
learning outside the classroom. During the 18 
months since opening, the cottage has welcomed 
school groups of all ages and learning abilities. In 
between running the workshops on site, the two 
education officers Nicola Day-Dempsey and Lynn 
Parker are available for outreach during term 
time and arrange children’s creative activities 
during half term and holidays.

Kay Marsden is the events manager at the centre 
and feels privileged to be part of the John Clare 
experience. Having taught English at a nearby 
adult education centre, she says, ‘I’ve always 
had a great passion for the works of Clare and 
I wanted to be part of a movement that portrays 
the fact that his works are as relevant to today’s 
environmental and social issues as they were in 
the 18th and 19th centuries.’4

‘…a bespoke workshop 
planning service…’

The Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, Alloway

The Robert Burns Birthplace 
Museum, Alloway

‘…an ideal 
starting 
point…to 
inspire…’

Clare Cottage, Helpston
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There is quite a wide variation in how much 
preparatory work has been done by teachers 
before a visit and none is particularly required, 
but we find that pupils with some (or even a 
lot) of prior knowledge seem to get the most 
out of the experience. If they have looked at our 
website, done some research, read some poetry, 
then their interest has already been piqued. If 
they know about some of the things they will see 
inside Dove Cottage then they are excited to see 
the ‘real thing’. They are also excited to share 
their knowledge with you and we are regularly 
impressed by how much they take in during a 
visit and will remember at the end. We also notice 
that if some of the class have been round before 
lunch, then those you are taking round after 
lunch will have been given some of the highlights 
over the tuna sandwiches.

Having said all that groups of older students will 
sometimes visit Dove Cottage as a prelude to 
their study of the poetry. This perhaps helps them 
to develop a sense of Wordsworth as a person 
rather than just as a dead poet whose poetry they 
have to write about to pass an exam.

Whatever the age of the group or the learning 
objectives of the teachers we hope to be able 
bring poetry to life. n

Catherine Kay
Education officer, The Wordsworth Trust

in front of the fire and in the window seats exactly 
as William and Dorothy Wordsworth must have 
done, using the cottage as inspiration for their 
own writing. Groups working in this way produce 
draft poems that are developed back in the 
classroom and we are always delighted to receive 
the finished articles. Teachers regularly tell us 
of the huge boost in creativity that comes from 
being outside the classroom. Many of the schools 
come back year after year to take advantage of 
the opportunity.

Alongside our work in Dove Cottage itself we 
offer a range of workshops across all key stages 
that look at individual Wordsworth poems and 
themes. We try to vary our approach to ‘classic’ 
poetry at Key Stage 2. For example our workshop 
based around Wordsworth’s narrative poem ‘Lucy 
Gray’ uses a storyboard of pictures to introduce 
children to the story followed by a gradual 
introduction of verses from the poem itself.

With groups of older children and students, we 
try to provide a sense of context for Wordsworth’s 
poetry, looking at some of its wider themes and the 
historical period that produced it. Our Museum 
houses a wealth of manuscript material and if 
groups have specific interests we welcome the 
opportunity to talk about parts of the collection 
not usually on public display. We often find that 
there is a thrill produced by seeing the real thing 
that cannot be replicated in the classroom – 
looking at somebody’s handwriting, for example, 
can give clues to mood and personality not 
transferable to the printed page.

In the summer months we use the landscape 
that inspired so much of Wordsworth’s poetry 
by taking groups on guided walks following 
in the Wordsworths’ footsteps; introducing 
them to short pieces of writing by Wordsworth 
and Dorothy and also encouraging their own 
responses to the landscape. Below is a poem by 
Dorothy Wordsworth, which we use in the cottage, 
in which she mentions Johnnie, who is William’s 
three-year-old son. After reading it, we discuss 
the atmosphere it invokes; or (for younger ones) 
which wild animal they would choose to imagine 
the wind as:

Hark! over the roof he makes a pause,
And growls as if he would fix his claws
Right in the slates, and with a huge rattle
Drive them down like men in a battle:

But let him range round; he does us no harm,
We build up the fire, we’re snug and warm.
Untouched by his breath see the candle shines bright,
And burns with a clear and steady light;

Come now we’ll to bed! and when we are there
He may work his own will and what will we care?
He may knock at the door, – we’ll not let him in;
May drive at the windows, – we’ll laugh at his din;
Let him seek his own home wherever it be;
Here’s a cosy warm house for Johnnie and me.

examine Clare’s individual style which flaunted all 
rules of spelling, grammar and punctuation. The 
outcome will engage and encourage delegates 
to develop an individual style of their own. The 
second workshop, led by Cheryl Moskowitz, 
a practising London poet, is Locating Clare: 
Sense of Space and Place. It will explore 
Clare’s relationship with the natural environment 
and encourage delegates to take inspiration from 
this important aspect of Clare’s work. 

Clare Cottage also has an annual ‘Poetry Prize’ 
competition and encourages and assists schools 
with entries. Last year with over 300 entrants, 
the lucky winners from each age group, with 
parents, were taken for a tour of the Houses of 
Parliament. This year, the subject is Celebration 
and the closing date coincides with the end of the 
school year – prizes are to be announced later in 
the year. n

Hero Sumner
For details or enquiries about school visits and 
outreach work contact Nicola Day-Dempsey or Lynn 
Parker; for information about the poetry competition, 
Literature in Context or forthcoming events contact 
Kay Marsden or Hero Sumner
Clare Cottage, Woodgate, Helpston, Peterborough, 
Cambs PE6 7ED
Telephone 01733 253330
www.clarecottage.org

Dove Cottage, the 
Wordsworth Museum 
and Art Gallery
At Dove Cottage, one of our major aims is to 
inspire children of various ages both to engage 
with poetry from the past and also to be creative 
themselves.

We feel very lucky to be able to combine the 
house where so much poetry was written with the 
landscape that inspired it. We are also fortunate 
in the wealth of writing about the house: not 
just Wordsworth writing about listening to the 
‘flapping of the flame’ in the first room of the 
house; but also his sister Dorothy in her evocative 
Grasmere journal describing the domestic life of 
the household, the beauty of the surrounding 
landscape and the people that formed the 
community on their doorstep.

Dove Cottage, with its atmospheric, firelit rooms 
and lingering sense of a house lived in provides 
an ideal focus. Groups can learn about the life and 
work of Wordsworth and his family, but are also 
encouraged to imagine their way into the past: 
firelight, flickering candles, slate floors, silence 
broken only by a ticking clock. In our quieter 
winter months groups can have the cottage 
almost to themselves and we have pupils sitting 

Clare’s ability to paint a picture in words by 
focusing on the tiniest detail is what made him 
the great poet he is. For the youngest to the 
oldest visitor to the centre there is a text which 
will always appeal. Clare’s poems such as ‘Little 
Trotty Wagtail’ and ‘The Hedgehog’ delight the 
younger pupils and those who have chosen 
to study Clare at ‘A’ level often find solace and 
movement in his later works such as ‘I am’.

‘Last year,’ said Kay, 
‘we hosted a number of 
schools of differing age 
categories and curriculum 
requirements. The 6- and 
7-year-olds were entranced 
by our tour of the cottage 
and the village telling the 
story of John Clare and the 
people of his time. This 
was followed by a poetry 
workshop and they took 
great delight in writing their 
own nature poems, which 
they proudly displayed in our 
dovecote.’ The cottage also 
offers dynamic, engaging 
sessions for Key Stage 2, 
3 and 5. The workshops 
cover key curriculum 
areas; literacy, history, art 
and science. Teachers of 
English can chose from a 
range of exciting workshops 
that bring Clare’s life and 
times alive for pupils of all 
ages, from ‘Pastoral Poetry 
Analysis’, ‘Storytelling and 

Performance’, and ‘Non Fiction Writing’. In the 
spring and summer, workshops will be available 
to enable pupils to access the local countryside 
that inspired Clare to write; pupils will be 
encouraged to create their own poetry inspired 
by these spaces.

During February and March, Clare Cottage, in 
conjunction with the British Library, is hosting two 
free workshops for teachers and students as part 
of the ‘Literature in Context’ programme. Both 
workshops will take the form of presentations as 
well as practical experience and exercises. The 
first workshop, led by Dr Sam Ward (University 
of Nottingham) is entitled ‘Ryhme’ or ‘Rhyme’: 
Can Poets Make their own Rules? This will 

Dove Cottage the 
Wordsworth Museum 
and Art Gallery, Grasmere 

‘…a sense of Wordsworth as a person 
rather than just as a dead poet…’

‘Clare’s style flaunted 
all rules of spelling, 
grammar and 
punctuation.’

Clare Cottage, Helpston
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There is quite a wide variation in how much 
preparatory work has been done by teachers 
before a visit and none is particularly required, 
but we find that pupils with some (or even a 
lot) of prior knowledge seem to get the most 
out of the experience. If they have looked at our 
website, done some research, read some poetry, 
then their interest has already been piqued. If 
they know about some of the things they will see 
inside Dove Cottage then they are excited to see 
the ‘real thing’. They are also excited to share 
their knowledge with you and we are regularly 
impressed by how much they take in during a 
visit and will remember at the end. We also notice 
that if some of the class have been round before 
lunch, then those you are taking round after 
lunch will have been given some of the highlights 
over the tuna sandwiches.

Having said all that groups of older students will 
sometimes visit Dove Cottage as a prelude to 
their study of the poetry. This perhaps helps them 
to develop a sense of Wordsworth as a person 
rather than just as a dead poet whose poetry they 
have to write about to pass an exam.

Whatever the age of the group or the learning 
objectives of the teachers we hope to be able 
bring poetry to life. n

Catherine Kay
Education officer, The Wordsworth Trust

in front of the fire and in the window seats exactly 
as William and Dorothy Wordsworth must have 
done, using the cottage as inspiration for their 
own writing. Groups working in this way produce 
draft poems that are developed back in the 
classroom and we are always delighted to receive 
the finished articles. Teachers regularly tell us 
of the huge boost in creativity that comes from 
being outside the classroom. Many of the schools 
come back year after year to take advantage of 
the opportunity.

Alongside our work in Dove Cottage itself we 
offer a range of workshops across all key stages 
that look at individual Wordsworth poems and 
themes. We try to vary our approach to ‘classic’ 
poetry at Key Stage 2. For example our workshop 
based around Wordsworth’s narrative poem ‘Lucy 
Gray’ uses a storyboard of pictures to introduce 
children to the story followed by a gradual 
introduction of verses from the poem itself.

With groups of older children and students, we 
try to provide a sense of context for Wordsworth’s 
poetry, looking at some of its wider themes and the 
historical period that produced it. Our Museum 
houses a wealth of manuscript material and if 
groups have specific interests we welcome the 
opportunity to talk about parts of the collection 
not usually on public display. We often find that 
there is a thrill produced by seeing the real thing 
that cannot be replicated in the classroom – 
looking at somebody’s handwriting, for example, 
can give clues to mood and personality not 
transferable to the printed page.

In the summer months we use the landscape 
that inspired so much of Wordsworth’s poetry 
by taking groups on guided walks following 
in the Wordsworths’ footsteps; introducing 
them to short pieces of writing by Wordsworth 
and Dorothy and also encouraging their own 
responses to the landscape. Below is a poem by 
Dorothy Wordsworth, which we use in the cottage, 
in which she mentions Johnnie, who is William’s 
three-year-old son. After reading it, we discuss 
the atmosphere it invokes; or (for younger ones) 
which wild animal they would choose to imagine 
the wind as:

Hark! over the roof he makes a pause,
And growls as if he would fix his claws
Right in the slates, and with a huge rattle
Drive them down like men in a battle:

But let him range round; he does us no harm,
We build up the fire, we’re snug and warm.
Untouched by his breath see the candle shines bright,
And burns with a clear and steady light;

Come now we’ll to bed! and when we are there
He may work his own will and what will we care?
He may knock at the door, – we’ll not let him in;
May drive at the windows, – we’ll laugh at his din;
Let him seek his own home wherever it be;
Here’s a cosy warm house for Johnnie and me.

examine Clare’s individual style which flaunted all 
rules of spelling, grammar and punctuation. The 
outcome will engage and encourage delegates 
to develop an individual style of their own. The 
second workshop, led by Cheryl Moskowitz, 
a practising London poet, is Locating Clare: 
Sense of Space and Place. It will explore 
Clare’s relationship with the natural environment 
and encourage delegates to take inspiration from 
this important aspect of Clare’s work. 

Clare Cottage also has an annual ‘Poetry Prize’ 
competition and encourages and assists schools 
with entries. Last year with over 300 entrants, 
the lucky winners from each age group, with 
parents, were taken for a tour of the Houses of 
Parliament. This year, the subject is Celebration 
and the closing date coincides with the end of the 
school year – prizes are to be announced later in 
the year. n

Hero Sumner
For details or enquiries about school visits and 
outreach work contact Nicola Day-Dempsey or Lynn 
Parker; for information about the poetry competition, 
Literature in Context or forthcoming events contact 
Kay Marsden or Hero Sumner
Clare Cottage, Woodgate, Helpston, Peterborough, 
Cambs PE6 7ED
Telephone 01733 253330
www.clarecottage.org

Dove Cottage, the 
Wordsworth Museum 
and Art Gallery
At Dove Cottage, one of our major aims is to 
inspire children of various ages both to engage 
with poetry from the past and also to be creative 
themselves.

We feel very lucky to be able to combine the 
house where so much poetry was written with the 
landscape that inspired it. We are also fortunate 
in the wealth of writing about the house: not 
just Wordsworth writing about listening to the 
‘flapping of the flame’ in the first room of the 
house; but also his sister Dorothy in her evocative 
Grasmere journal describing the domestic life of 
the household, the beauty of the surrounding 
landscape and the people that formed the 
community on their doorstep.

Dove Cottage, with its atmospheric, firelit rooms 
and lingering sense of a house lived in provides 
an ideal focus. Groups can learn about the life and 
work of Wordsworth and his family, but are also 
encouraged to imagine their way into the past: 
firelight, flickering candles, slate floors, silence 
broken only by a ticking clock. In our quieter 
winter months groups can have the cottage 
almost to themselves and we have pupils sitting 

Clare’s ability to paint a picture in words by 
focusing on the tiniest detail is what made him 
the great poet he is. For the youngest to the 
oldest visitor to the centre there is a text which 
will always appeal. Clare’s poems such as ‘Little 
Trotty Wagtail’ and ‘The Hedgehog’ delight the 
younger pupils and those who have chosen 
to study Clare at ‘A’ level often find solace and 
movement in his later works such as ‘I am’.

‘Last year,’ said Kay, 
‘we hosted a number of 
schools of differing age 
categories and curriculum 
requirements. The 6- and 
7-year-olds were entranced 
by our tour of the cottage 
and the village telling the 
story of John Clare and the 
people of his time. This 
was followed by a poetry 
workshop and they took 
great delight in writing their 
own nature poems, which 
they proudly displayed in our 
dovecote.’ The cottage also 
offers dynamic, engaging 
sessions for Key Stage 2, 
3 and 5. The workshops 
cover key curriculum 
areas; literacy, history, art 
and science. Teachers of 
English can chose from a 
range of exciting workshops 
that bring Clare’s life and 
times alive for pupils of all 
ages, from ‘Pastoral Poetry 
Analysis’, ‘Storytelling and 

Performance’, and ‘Non Fiction Writing’. In the 
spring and summer, workshops will be available 
to enable pupils to access the local countryside 
that inspired Clare to write; pupils will be 
encouraged to create their own poetry inspired 
by these spaces.

During February and March, Clare Cottage, in 
conjunction with the British Library, is hosting two 
free workshops for teachers and students as part 
of the ‘Literature in Context’ programme. Both 
workshops will take the form of presentations as 
well as practical experience and exercises. The 
first workshop, led by Dr Sam Ward (University 
of Nottingham) is entitled ‘Ryhme’ or ‘Rhyme’: 
Can Poets Make their own Rules? This will 

Dove Cottage the 
Wordsworth Museum 
and Art Gallery, Grasmere 
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world: an introductory yomp through the wolds, 
absorbing and recording, on paper or digitally, the 
sensual onslaught of that peculiarly Lincolnshire 
rural beauty. Secondly towards the end of the 
project, a selection of the huge variety of images 
inspired by Tennyson’s ‘Lady of Shalott’ both 
during the 19th century and now to see in the 
enduring appeal of the Arthurians (look at The 
Lady of Shalott on YouTube). 

The Writing Club (Years 7–10) didn’t really 
come for Tennyson’s poetry but for their own. 
They came to look at old books. They saw 
Tennyson’s first editions of Carroll’s Through the 
Looking Glass, Darwin’s Origin of the Species, 
the 15th century Nuremberg Bible, the gift books 
from Queen Victoria, the gorgeous book bindings. 
They looked at travellers’ tales with remarkable 
illustrations, medical dictionaries because there 
was no NHS, three volume pot-boilers because 
there were no soaps. This Year 9 writing club 
wrote their own poetry inspired by the room.

The Year 12 group who came to look at poetry 
of love, were more interested in the Victorian 
fascination with death and how that manifested 
itself as an expression of love. They saw the 
accessories of Tennyson’s final illness and 
celebrity death: the thermometer, medicine cup, 
the scissors(!), the handkerchief put over his face 
when he died, the board pinned up outside his 
house to announce his death. We talked about 
how there were photographs of family members 
on their death beds, showing how society was 
still working out what was an acceptable use 
of the new technology, the photograph. They 
looked at the manuscript of that most intimate 
and public grappling with grief about a lost love, 
‘In Memoriam’, and its famous phrase ‘It’s better 
to have loved and lost than never to have loved 
at all.’ 

Another Year 12 came to guess the order of 
the five significant drafts of ‘The Charge of 
the Light Brigade’ in Lincoln, which perfectly 
illustrate the importance of the drafting process 
and the difference a word makes. Much of 
Tennyson’s publishing history can be traced 
through correspondence, drafting and constant 
proof changes all in the research centre. They 
studied the originals, looked at the final version, 
discussed and argued and confidently came to 
a conclusion having covered, without realising, 
most aspects of manuscript editing.

The most ambitious use of the archive has been 
by Horncastle Grammar School. Thanks to the 
enthusiasm of the Head of English, the hard work 
and energy of the Deputy Head, a sympathetic 

The Tennyson Research Centre
In the dome of Lincoln Central Library lies the 
Tennyson Research Centre, a treasure trove of all 
things Tennysonian. Tennyson’s library lines the 
room alongside the libraries of his father, son and 
brother. Thousands of letters, proofs, manuscripts 
and photographs are carefully packed in boxes 
stacked on shelves. His furniture is dotted around 
the room; artefacts that graced Tennyson’s home 
are on window ledges and in cabinets. It smells of 
the 19th century: the books reek of coal fires and 
Tennyson’s indefatigable smoking. This is not 
Tennyson’s home but it has the contents: all the 
bits and pieces of his everyday life, his tobacco, 
pipes, quills, ink bottles, chair, desk, cloak, comb, 
locks of hair. It also has thousands of his and his 
family’s letters, boxes of proofs and manuscripts 
of poems, poems that every self-respecting, 
literate family in the 19th century knew and most 
of them loved.

Alfred Tennyson, the voice of the 19th century, 
was born 20 miles east of Lincoln, deep in the 
wolds of Lincolnshire in Somersby, 1809. His 
early poetry is informed by the landscape of 
the rolling countryside but, unlike Wordsworth 
and Clare, his poetry was very rarely located to 
a specific place. Tennyson sternly resisted the 
topographical associations of poetry and place 
that were all the rage during the 19th century; 
nevertheless, many books and essays, then 
and now, have speculated on the real identities 
of brooks, mills and gardens in his verse. The 
lovely walks around Somersby, Bag Enderby, 
Harrington and Stockwith Mill invite you to share 
Tennyson’s visual landscape: breathtaking views, 
prehistoric tracks and cosy, tiny villages. The 
breadth of the archive in Lincoln and the glory of 
the Lincolnshire countryside provide a range of 
unique experiences for students studying poetry 
and the context of poetry. 

Year 6 students came to the research centre for 
their preparation for work on Tennyson and his 
life and times. The story of the archive is the story 
of Tennyson’s childhood and family; the objects 
tell the story of life in the early 19th century. An 
audit of the variety of influences on 11-year-olds 
in this media-rich age compared starkly with 
the confines of 11-year-old Alfred Tennyson’s 
isolation in 1820. 

The students moved on to look at Tennyson’s 
workings and the drafts and redrafts of ‘The Lady 
of Shalott’ which gave them a unique insight into 
Tennyson’s creative process from start to some 
kind of finish. Tennyson’s tower-like childhood 
was discussed. Back at school they set off round 
their village with cameras to record their own 
Lady of Shalott images. They put together a new 
version using the images they had gathered on 
their walk and tableaux they worked on in drama. 
Two things would have been added in an ideal 

Headteacher and a staff full of good will, at least 
one member from each department came to visit 
the archive in one of two trips in the autumn 
to look at the books and papers in the libraries 
that were linked with their subject. The whole 
school was taken off timetable for two days in 
the summer term and each department offered 
an activity as closely related to Tennyson and 
19th century culture as possible. Walks, cookery, 
embroidery, drama in Lincolnshire dialect, art, 
making camera lenses, model making and digital 
filming, led to a documentary and exhibition in 
a wonderfully creative and ingenious tribute to 
how a poetry archive of such breadth can be 
exploited. n 

Grace Timmins
Collections Officer, Tennyson Research Centre

School Visits are available Monday to Friday,
group size: maximum 20, length of time: up to 
90 minutes. To book and plan a school visit, 
contact tennyson@lincolnshire.gov.uk 
Web: www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/tennyson 
‘Lincstothepast’ is due to launch May 2011, 
to include online exhibitions from Lincolnshire 
collections and learning resources.
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One of the many proofs of 
‘The Charge of the Light 
Brigade’ in the Tennyson 
Research Centre.

‘…Tennyson’s final illness 
and celebrity death…



Feature: Poets’ places

20 NATE Classroom Issue 13  NATE Classroom Issue 13 21

Primary and Secondary

world: an introductory yomp through the wolds, 
absorbing and recording, on paper or digitally, the 
sensual onslaught of that peculiarly Lincolnshire 
rural beauty. Secondly towards the end of the 
project, a selection of the huge variety of images 
inspired by Tennyson’s ‘Lady of Shalott’ both 
during the 19th century and now to see in the 
enduring appeal of the Arthurians (look at The 
Lady of Shalott on YouTube). 

The Writing Club (Years 7–10) didn’t really 
come for Tennyson’s poetry but for their own. 
They came to look at old books. They saw 
Tennyson’s first editions of Carroll’s Through the 
Looking Glass, Darwin’s Origin of the Species, 
the 15th century Nuremberg Bible, the gift books 
from Queen Victoria, the gorgeous book bindings. 
They looked at travellers’ tales with remarkable 
illustrations, medical dictionaries because there 
was no NHS, three volume pot-boilers because 
there were no soaps. This Year 9 writing club 
wrote their own poetry inspired by the room.

The Year 12 group who came to look at poetry 
of love, were more interested in the Victorian 
fascination with death and how that manifested 
itself as an expression of love. They saw the 
accessories of Tennyson’s final illness and 
celebrity death: the thermometer, medicine cup, 
the scissors(!), the handkerchief put over his face 
when he died, the board pinned up outside his 
house to announce his death. We talked about 
how there were photographs of family members 
on their death beds, showing how society was 
still working out what was an acceptable use 
of the new technology, the photograph. They 
looked at the manuscript of that most intimate 
and public grappling with grief about a lost love, 
‘In Memoriam’, and its famous phrase ‘It’s better 
to have loved and lost than never to have loved 
at all.’ 

Another Year 12 came to guess the order of 
the five significant drafts of ‘The Charge of 
the Light Brigade’ in Lincoln, which perfectly 
illustrate the importance of the drafting process 
and the difference a word makes. Much of 
Tennyson’s publishing history can be traced 
through correspondence, drafting and constant 
proof changes all in the research centre. They 
studied the originals, looked at the final version, 
discussed and argued and confidently came to 
a conclusion having covered, without realising, 
most aspects of manuscript editing.

The most ambitious use of the archive has been 
by Horncastle Grammar School. Thanks to the 
enthusiasm of the Head of English, the hard work 
and energy of the Deputy Head, a sympathetic 

The Tennyson Research Centre
In the dome of Lincoln Central Library lies the 
Tennyson Research Centre, a treasure trove of all 
things Tennysonian. Tennyson’s library lines the 
room alongside the libraries of his father, son and 
brother. Thousands of letters, proofs, manuscripts 
and photographs are carefully packed in boxes 
stacked on shelves. His furniture is dotted around 
the room; artefacts that graced Tennyson’s home 
are on window ledges and in cabinets. It smells of 
the 19th century: the books reek of coal fires and 
Tennyson’s indefatigable smoking. This is not 
Tennyson’s home but it has the contents: all the 
bits and pieces of his everyday life, his tobacco, 
pipes, quills, ink bottles, chair, desk, cloak, comb, 
locks of hair. It also has thousands of his and his 
family’s letters, boxes of proofs and manuscripts 
of poems, poems that every self-respecting, 
literate family in the 19th century knew and most 
of them loved.

Alfred Tennyson, the voice of the 19th century, 
was born 20 miles east of Lincoln, deep in the 
wolds of Lincolnshire in Somersby, 1809. His 
early poetry is informed by the landscape of 
the rolling countryside but, unlike Wordsworth 
and Clare, his poetry was very rarely located to 
a specific place. Tennyson sternly resisted the 
topographical associations of poetry and place 
that were all the rage during the 19th century; 
nevertheless, many books and essays, then 
and now, have speculated on the real identities 
of brooks, mills and gardens in his verse. The 
lovely walks around Somersby, Bag Enderby, 
Harrington and Stockwith Mill invite you to share 
Tennyson’s visual landscape: breathtaking views, 
prehistoric tracks and cosy, tiny villages. The 
breadth of the archive in Lincoln and the glory of 
the Lincolnshire countryside provide a range of 
unique experiences for students studying poetry 
and the context of poetry. 

Year 6 students came to the research centre for 
their preparation for work on Tennyson and his 
life and times. The story of the archive is the story 
of Tennyson’s childhood and family; the objects 
tell the story of life in the early 19th century. An 
audit of the variety of influences on 11-year-olds 
in this media-rich age compared starkly with 
the confines of 11-year-old Alfred Tennyson’s 
isolation in 1820. 

The students moved on to look at Tennyson’s 
workings and the drafts and redrafts of ‘The Lady 
of Shalott’ which gave them a unique insight into 
Tennyson’s creative process from start to some 
kind of finish. Tennyson’s tower-like childhood 
was discussed. Back at school they set off round 
their village with cameras to record their own 
Lady of Shalott images. They put together a new 
version using the images they had gathered on 
their walk and tableaux they worked on in drama. 
Two things would have been added in an ideal 

Headteacher and a staff full of good will, at least 
one member from each department came to visit 
the archive in one of two trips in the autumn 
to look at the books and papers in the libraries 
that were linked with their subject. The whole 
school was taken off timetable for two days in 
the summer term and each department offered 
an activity as closely related to Tennyson and 
19th century culture as possible. Walks, cookery, 
embroidery, drama in Lincolnshire dialect, art, 
making camera lenses, model making and digital 
filming, led to a documentary and exhibition in 
a wonderfully creative and ingenious tribute to 
how a poetry archive of such breadth can be 
exploited. n 

Grace Timmins
Collections Officer, Tennyson Research Centre

School Visits are available Monday to Friday,
group size: maximum 20, length of time: up to 
90 minutes. To book and plan a school visit, 
contact tennyson@lincolnshire.gov.uk 
Web: www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/tennyson 
‘Lincstothepast’ is due to launch May 2011, 
to include online exhibitions from Lincolnshire 
collections and learning resources.
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One of the many proofs of 
‘The Charge of the Light 
Brigade’ in the Tennyson 
Research Centre.

‘…Tennyson’s final illness 
and celebrity death…
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‘Miss, but what does it mean?’
Moving reluctant boys away from the ‘right answer’ approach 
to poetry

by Sarah Darragh

There’s a bit of a dichotomy at work in the 
world of secondary English. On the one hand 
the revised National Curriculum Orders demand 
‘creativity’ in the classroom. The perennial issue 
of ‘independent learning’ rears its head with 
alarming regularity at whole-school training 
meetings, performance management meetings, 
school improvement planning meetings… Ofsted, 
apparently, loves to see independent learning. 
Then, we’ve got the actual business of the poetry 
experience itself – by definition needing to be 
appreciated on an individual, personal level, 
drawing from each reader their own, unique, 
emotional response. ‘Engagement’ looms large in 
the top band descriptors for English Literature. 
The revised GCSE Assessment Objectives make no 
small mention of the requirement to demonstrate 
a text’s ‘significance to self’. Students have to 
present an ‘imaginative’ response. Furthermore, 
if we are going to do our jobs as English teachers 

properly we are surely morally bound to attempt 
to introduce a wider focus than the education 
end-game – the GCSE result – and convince at 
least some of the students we teach that poetry 
appreciation doesn’t have to be dusty, academic, 
and reserved for the educational elite. ‘Poetry 
can say things to all of us and we shouldn’t be so 
terrified of it’ is hopefully an intrinsic element of 
our Learning Objective – in an ideal world.

But. In the other corner, right outside the 
classroom door, is the person with the 
spreadsheet. The spreadsheet needs its fix – 
termly – so that our 3-4 levels progress can be 
plotted, mapped, measured, accounted for… 
proven… ‘Yes, but what about those C-D boys, 
Sarah? They’re our target group, after all. What 
are your department doing to ensure they achieve 
their potential grades? Can we have some revised 
predictions by Monday?’4

‘…we are surely 
morally bound 
to attempt to 
introduce a wider 
focus than the 
education end-
game – the GCSE 
result…’

Photographs with thanks 
to Year 11 students of 
Stocksbridge High School, 
Sheffield
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and stature in the English classroom as it might 
have with more content-driven subjects, but can 
actually impede them from accessing the highest 
attainment bands?

I suspect that I’m not alone in how I’ve chosen 
to deal with this tension between wanting my 
students to be independent thinkers and wanting 
them to get a decent grade at GCSE. I suspect 
that my own brief forays into independence (bit 
of group work, bit of targeted questions, bit of 
hot-seating) closely-followed by a scuttle back 
into something dressed as ‘plenary’ but in reality 
a ‘let’s all write down what miss thinks’ session, 
might be a description of quite a few GCSE 
poetry lessons across the country as it gets near 
to the exams. In fact I’m pretty sure this is what’s 
happening because I’ve been examining poetry 
for a long time and you tend to see the same ideas 
surfacing with quite predictable regularity after 
a while. This is partly due to the fact that the 
legacy specifications have been around for such 
a long time that we’re all very, very familiar with 
the poetry for GCSE English and Literature and, 
unfortunately therefore, those gorgeous little 
jewels of a moment, when a student presents you 
with an idea that is new and fresh, are becoming 
increasingly rare. But that’s not the only reason, 
I’m sure.

So, this year we have new specifications for 
GCSE English and Literature. Not only is the 
content (I’m talking purely poetry here) brand 
new, but we also have a new skill to develop – 
teaching students to respond with assurance to 
unseen poetry. If ever there was a time to tackle 
my residual terror of letting the students learn 

Never mind who or what is waiting outside the 
classroom door, the more pressing issue is the 
class in front of us. Pens poised, AQA Anthology 
pristine (apart from the ubiquitous use of 
orange highlighter to jazz up the scorpion and 
give the vultures a witty little speech-bubble), 
these students wait expectantly for that one 
droplet, that little nugget of brilliance, the stuff 
that defines their concept of the symbiotic 
relationship between teacher and student… The 
Right Answer. What The Poem Means. Which 
I will dutifully write on the board and they will 
dutifully copy down onto their lovely pristine 
Anthology. Preferably not in orange highlighter 
(it’s run out anyway, colouring in the Vietnamese 
field-workers’ hats).

Whilst aware that I’m in danger of submitting 
too much to cliché here, I am attempting to 
make a serious point. I am absolutely passionate 
about poetry. I am absolutely passionate about 
attainment as well, believe it or not; not in the 
‘attainment target’ sense as much as the sense 
that Joe, Jordan, Ross and Zak deserve to get a 
C because they’re clever. They’re much better at 
English than they think they are. But they’re up 
against it as well.

Like all of us, they’re up against an education 
culture of ‘the right answer’ – what Rhian 
Williams in her wonderful book The Poetry 
Toolkit (Continuum, 2009) calls ‘the education of 
usefulness’. Their expectation of this relationship 
between teacher and student is far more hard-
wired than ours. How do I get Joe, Jordan, Ross 
and Zak – all bright, funny, clever boys, left-
brain thinkers, goal-orientated – to let go of their 
need for ‘The Right Answer’ when it comes to 
studying poetry at GCSE? How do I not only get 
past their inherent attitudinal barriers to poetry, 
but encourage them to accept that not only does 
this concept not have the same sort of relevance 

not quite’. I’m discovering that ‘could’ is quite 
a useful word – Zak gets this word, he can see 
how it enables him to access the higher bands. 
Our AO2 material is coming on nicely. And I still 
haven’t ‘told’ the class anything about the poem. 
What I’m interested in is whether I can get across 
the nature/purpose/function of lyric poetry with a 
concrete example of poetry appreciation on the 
individual’s own terms.

After some readings, some dipping-into, some 
shorter activities (I know it’s naff but a sorting 
exercise, cutting the couplets into strips for 
students to re-order, does work well with this 
poem), some identification of the extended 
metaphors and how the imagery is working, 
I finally get to the big question: ‘What do you 
think this poem is about?’ In fact, I set this as a 
homework. Of course I dress it up with some ‘find 
some references to use, link your AO1 to AO2’ 
instructions, but actually what I’m asking for is 
their interpretation of the poem. 

What they come back with is fascinating:
• It’s about trust and friendship.
• She’s had an affair and feels like she has to win 

him back.
• He’s been hurt by relationships in the past and 

won’t let her in.
• He’s very vulnerable (this is the foetus 

reference) and she wants to make him more 
confident.

• It’s about a mother and son and he’s been a 
soldier.

And they can, independently, find supporting 
evidence for a great deal of their ‘imaginative 
interpretations’ (AO1). They can explain at 
length, exploring and analysing in detail (AO2). 
And they still don’t know the particular genesis 
of this poem.

When I eventually tell this class about the 
background to ‘The Manhunt’, the reaction is 
interesting. At first it’s almost as if they’re a little 
bit cross with me for withholding something 
useful. But after a bit of teasing out of the 
rationale behind the process, we do start to get 
somewhere. My final question on this poem is: ‘Is 
there always a Right Answer?’ 

Zak is definitely, palpably, much more confident 
and attuned to this concept now. He is starting 
to accept that while the poet might have been 
prompted to write the poem because of a specific 
set of circumstances, it is OK for a reader to allow 
the poem to mean what it wants to mean. There 
doesn’t have to be, always, one interpretation. 
‘It’s not a guessing game, it’s more like a puzzle 
to work out but there are lots of solutions’, is how 
he puts it – which is a lovely way of explaining 
what he’s learnt. n

Sarah Darragh

some independence, and let go of this ‘The Right 
Answer’ approach, this is it.

The Literature Assessment Objectives are quite a 
good starting-point, I decide:
• AO1 respond to texts critically and 

imaginatively; select and evaluate relevant 
textual detail to illustrate and support 
interpretations

• AO2 explain how language, structure and form 
contribute to writers’ presentation of ideas, 
themes and settings.

AO3 (comparison) and AO4 (context) have a 
part to play, but I want to focus primarily on AO1 
and AO2 first of all. And I’m also remembering 
a conversation I had with Zak earlier this year, 
when he asked ‘how I know’ that Armitage’s 
juxtaposition of ‘blue’ and ‘red’ in ‘Homecoming’ 
was deliberate and purposeful, designed to 
highlight the personality clash between the girl 
and her mother. ‘Couldn’t it have just been an 
accident?’ he asked. ‘How do you know that he 
meant to do it?’ This led to one of those interludes 
when you find yourself back at the start of some 
Mobius Strip conversation, explaining once again 
that poetry is like any art-form, the poet creates in 
order for their audience to experience the themes 
and ideas for themselves, independently…. then 
in desperation pulling out that horridly-flippant 
remark: ‘we can’t ring Shakespeare up and 
ask him, you know! There isn’t just one right 
answer…’

Zak (like a lot of the boys I teach) really struggles 
with this concept of the purpose of lyric poetry. 
He struggles even more when I explain that in 
fact, offering alternative interpretations actually 
means you are more likely to start accessing the 
higher mark ranges. This is potentially explosive 
stuff for someone imbued with the ‘education of 
usefulness’. He wants to do well and wants to 
know how and expects me to show him, but is 
finding it quite a challenge to accept the actual 
central tenet of lyric poetry: the fact that the 
relationship between reader and poet is mutually 
fluid. He’s actually struggling with something 
that I am coming to realise that I should have 
started with – a clear, workable explanation of 
what poetry is, why it is, and what it is for.

So to tackle this, I choose Armitage’s ‘The 
Manhunt’. This poem is an interesting one to 
use for my experiment into ‘The Right Answer’ 
as Armitage wrote it for a specific woman (Laura 
Beddoes) to read on a specific occasion (a 
Channel 4 documentary, Forgotten Heroes: The 
Not Dead) about a specific person (her husband, 
Eddie Beddoes, the UN peacekeeper traumatised 
by his experiences in Bosnia). Structurally it’s 
interesting – the couplets could be linked to the 
central theme. Armitage plays with sound in a 
nice way; his use of almost full-rhyme patterning 
could be linked to the feelings of ‘together but 

‘They’re 
much 
better at 
English 
than they 
think they 
are.’

‘…he can 
see how 
it enables 
him to 
access the 
higher 
bands.’

‘…it’s 
more like 
a puzzle 
to work 
out but 
there are 
lots of 
solutions.’

‘…you tend to see 
the same ideas…’
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jewels of a moment, when a student presents you 
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I’m sure.
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GCSE English and Literature. Not only is the 
content (I’m talking purely poetry here) brand 
new, but we also have a new skill to develop – 
teaching students to respond with assurance to 
unseen poetry. If ever there was a time to tackle 
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Right Answer. What The Poem Means. Which 
I will dutifully write on the board and they will 
dutifully copy down onto their lovely pristine 
Anthology. Preferably not in orange highlighter 
(it’s run out anyway, colouring in the Vietnamese 
field-workers’ hats).

Whilst aware that I’m in danger of submitting 
too much to cliché here, I am attempting to 
make a serious point. I am absolutely passionate 
about poetry. I am absolutely passionate about 
attainment as well, believe it or not; not in the 
‘attainment target’ sense as much as the sense 
that Joe, Jordan, Ross and Zak deserve to get a 
C because they’re clever. They’re much better at 
English than they think they are. But they’re up 
against it as well.

Like all of us, they’re up against an education 
culture of ‘the right answer’ – what Rhian 
Williams in her wonderful book The Poetry 
Toolkit (Continuum, 2009) calls ‘the education of 
usefulness’. Their expectation of this relationship 
between teacher and student is far more hard-
wired than ours. How do I get Joe, Jordan, Ross 
and Zak – all bright, funny, clever boys, left-
brain thinkers, goal-orientated – to let go of their 
need for ‘The Right Answer’ when it comes to 
studying poetry at GCSE? How do I not only get 
past their inherent attitudinal barriers to poetry, 
but encourage them to accept that not only does 
this concept not have the same sort of relevance 

not quite’. I’m discovering that ‘could’ is quite 
a useful word – Zak gets this word, he can see 
how it enables him to access the higher bands. 
Our AO2 material is coming on nicely. And I still 
haven’t ‘told’ the class anything about the poem. 
What I’m interested in is whether I can get across 
the nature/purpose/function of lyric poetry with a 
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• It’s about a mother and son and he’s been a 
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evidence for a great deal of their ‘imaginative 
interpretations’ (AO1). They can explain at 
length, exploring and analysing in detail (AO2). 
And they still don’t know the particular genesis 
of this poem.

When I eventually tell this class about the 
background to ‘The Manhunt’, the reaction is 
interesting. At first it’s almost as if they’re a little 
bit cross with me for withholding something 
useful. But after a bit of teasing out of the 
rationale behind the process, we do start to get 
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use for my experiment into ‘The Right Answer’ 
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interesting – the couplets could be linked to the 
central theme. Armitage plays with sound in a 
nice way; his use of almost full-rhyme patterning 
could be linked to the feelings of ‘together but 

‘They’re 
much 
better at 
English 
than they 
think they 
are.’

‘…he can 
see how 
it enables 
him to 
access the 
higher 
bands.’

‘…it’s 
more like 
a puzzle 
to work 
out but 
there are 
lots of 
solutions.’

‘…you tend to see 
the same ideas…’



Feature: A beginner’s guide to Walter de la Mare…

 NATE Classroom Issue 13 55

Secondary

A beginner’s guide to 
Walter de la Mare, 
literary forensics and 
poetic finger-printing by Adrian Burke

Winter 
 

Clouded with snow
The cold winds blow,

And shrill on leafless bough
The robin with its burning breast

Alone sings now.
 

The rayless sun,
Day’s journey done,

Sheds its last ebbing light
On fields in leagues of beauty spread

Unearthly white.
 

Thick draws the dark,
And spark by spark,

The frost-fires kindle, and soon
Over that sea of frozen foam

Floats the white moon.
 
Walter de la Mare
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Why fingerprint the poems of Walter de 
la Mare?
A friend of mine pointed out recently, the only 
poem of Walter’s most of us know is ‘The 
Listeners’. Start with a copy of his Selected 
Poems (the Faber paperback edition edited by 
Matthew Sweeney) and you will discover what 
Auden described as ‘the delicacy of his metrical 
fingering and the graceful architecture of his 
stanzas’. In other words, de la Mare’s ‘perfect 
ear and staggering technical assurance’ are the 
perfect place for pupils to hone their poetic 
fingerprinting skills because his poems – while 
never predictable – do offer consistent patterning.

Some suggestions
Poems by Walter de la Mare (all page references 
are to Matthew Sweeney’s edition published by 
Faber): ‘The Fly’ (p.4-5); ‘Haunted’ (p. 13-14); 
‘The Scarecrow’ (p.22-3); ‘An Epitaph’ (p.30); 
‘Silver’ (p. 48); ‘Please to Remember’ (p. 85-86); 
‘The Snowflake’ (p.97- 98).

Investigative challenges for further poetic 
forensics: 
‘Can you decide on an investigative framework 
for building a poet’s fingerprints?’ In other 
words, what are the different ways in which we 
can study a poem? 
‘Can you recognise Walter de la Mare’s poetic 
style by sorting out some of his poems from 
an anonymous collection which includes texts 
written by other poets?’ n

Adrian Burke

Application of the fingerprint to the problem
(Try the task before you read my account of how I 
proceeded with the task.)
a) I begin by counting up the syllables in each ‘bit’ of 

jumbled up text. These are useful building blocks 
because I know that the poet used a consistent 
pattern of syllables per line.

b) I drop in the word ‘sun’ which the fingerprint tells 
me is the end word of line 1.

c) I know that the end word of line 2 rhymes with 
‘sun’. I find the two-syllable phrase, ‘journey done’, 
which fits the bill.

d) Because line 2 contains four syllables and ‘journey 
done’ is three syllables long, I know I need only 
one more syllable to complete the line. My three 
options are: ‘sheds’, ‘the’ and ‘day’s’. 

e) The first word choice is ambiguous – is it a verb or 
a noun? I quite like ‘day’s’ because it could ‘own’ 
the journey – so I’ll pencil it in.

f) I need three more syllables for line 1. These 
cannot come from either ‘ebbing light’ or 
‘unearthly white’. Why? Because they rhyme so 
they must end lines 3 and 5.

g) Could it be ‘rayless’ because in verse 1 the snow-
clouds are making it dull while by verse 3 the sun 
has been replaced by the moon. So a sun which 
has no power to produce rays makes sense. 
I’ll try it.

h) I need one more syllable for line 1. What would
go well in front of the noun phrase, ‘rayless sun’? 
I’ll try the determiner, ‘the’. Line 1 is complete.

i) I read back what I’ve got. Two lines and no verb 
yet – lots of compacted noun phrasing. So line 
3 could do with a verb. I’ve only got ‘sheds’ and 
‘spread’.

j) I’ve just discovered a bit more fingerprinting. 
Verses 1 and 3 are written in the present tense. 
Applying that bit of knowledge, shows that the 
missing verb must be ‘sheds’. I’ll try it.

k) So, line 3 reads ‘sheds ……. ebbing light’. I still 
need two syllables to fill it. I’ve got two choices. 
I’ll guess ‘its last’ because… it fits!

l) If ‘ebbing light’ is right for line 3 then line 5 must 
contain ‘unearthly white’. That phrase is four 
syllables long – so I have the last line complete.

m) Only line 4 left, I will try the last three ‘bits’ for
best fit. 

n) I’ve finished, so I’ll see how close I got to the 
poet’s original verse!

Why use poetic fingerprinting?
This approach builds on ‘Ways into poems’ (Able, 
Gifted and Talented Learning in English by 
Frances Gregory and Bob Cox) which asks pupils 
to reflect on the strategies they use to help them 
interpret and give meaning to a poem when 
they first see it. To do this, they have to make a 
coherent poem from jumbled up words. It is an 
alternative to the familiar cloze passage where 
pupils have to suggest appropriate words deleted 
from a text. In my experience, while pupils enjoy 
solving the ‘problem’ of the missing words, they 
are less keen to articulate the strategies they used 
in finding the solution. Investigating the ‘bones’ 
of a poem to define its ‘fingerprint’ forces pupils 
to be much more up-front about its features. 
Then when they ‘clone’ the missing verse, they 
have to do something transformative with that 
knowledge; so it’s more likely to ‘stick’.

How to find the poem’s fingerprint through 
investigative methods

What rhyme scheme did the poet use?
I annotate each last word in a verse line, starting 
with ‘a’ and marking any rhymes at the end of 
other lines with ‘a’. So, verse 1 has a rhyme 
scheme of a, a, b, c, b. I then check this with 
verse 3 to make sure the poet used a consistent 
rhyme scheme pattern, which he did.

How many syllables per line?
Next I look to check if the poet is using a 
consistent pattern of syllables in each line. Does 
each verse contain the same number of lines? 
In ‘Winter’, de la Mare uses five lines per verse. 
Then I count the number of syllables in lines 1 to 
5 of verse 1. The pattern of syllables per line is 
4 – 4 – 6 – 4. Is this the same pattern he used in 
verse 3? It is. So I hypothesise that he used the 
same pattern in the missing middle verse.

Sentence length?
Now I look at how many sentences the poet 
packs into a verse. The first and final verses each 
contain only one, so – once again – I hypothesise 
that he will be consistent and confine himself to 
one sentence in the missing verse.

Other punctuation cues?
Are there any other punctuation marks? Yes. 
The poetic gets the reader to pause at the end 
of the second line in verse 1 by ending the line 
with a comma. He does the same for verse 3 so I 
hypothesise that he will do the same for the final 
verse. I am correct. So once more I hypothesise 
that he will do the same in the missing verse.

Does the poem contain meaning clusters where 
separate ‘cells’ share common elements? 
Again, I am looking for patterning, for predictable 
repetitions. In verse 1, I find ‘cells’ (words) to 
do with: the weather (‘clouded’, ‘snow’, ‘cold 
winds’); nature (‘bough’, ‘robin’, ‘breast) and 
light (‘burning’). Can I find matches for these 
meaning clusters in verse 3? Weather words: 
‘frost’, ‘frozen’. Nature words: ‘sea’, ‘foam’, 
‘moon’. Light words: ‘dark’, ‘spark’ (twice); 
‘fires’ ‘white’. So I hypothesise that verse 3 will 
contain those three meaning clusters because this 
poet is using consistent and therefore predictable 
patterns of meaning.

How to use a poetic fingerprint to re-create a 
missing verse 
I provide a copy of the incomplete poem. Where 
the poem has a ‘hole’, I drop in a results box and 
a thinking pad. I also provide the raw materials: 
the jumbled up text and the poetic fingerprint for 
‘Winter’. Figure 1 shows what my own working-
out looks like. Figure 2 shows these materials 
with my scribbled notes. I provided a clue as 
well to make sure the process heads in the right 
direction. I then proceed in a sudoku-like manner, 
using a combination of trial-and-error together 
with the information given to get as close as 
possible to the poet’s original.

Kids love codes breaking and making 
Take a look at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Pig_Latin for an introduction to the world 
of Pig Latin, Obby Dobby and other fun ways 
of obfuscating language codes! The popular 
imagination also loves the idea of forensic 
science; can you recreate an extinct dinosaur 
from a milligram of its dandruff? Add to this mix 
the fact that the only Walter de la Mare poem 
anyone has ever heard of is ‘The Listeners’ and 
you have the makings of a different take on a 
sadly-neglected poet.

What do I mean by poetic fingerprinting?
I am talking about investigating the formal 
elements of a poem such as: rhyme scheme, 
syllabic and lexical patterning. Once you have 
established a poetic fingerprint, you can invite 
pupils to use it to ‘clone’ a chunk of a text 
which you have deliberately withheld. Here is an 
example of one I made earlier:

A teacher’s guide to poetic fingerprinting 
Walter de la Mare’s poem: ‘Winter’
I begin by showing the prepared poem and 
discussing briefly the effects of the given words to 
tune them into the task. The task is to recreate the 
missing middle verse from the jumbled-up words 
and phrases. Then I show how to use investigative 
methods to arrive at a ‘poetic fingerprint’. The 
key concept is that poets work through setting 
up consistent patterns of language and meaning. 
We exploit this fact when we investigate a poem. 
We then make use of the fact that the poem is in 
a sense ‘predictable’.

 ‘…a 
different 
take on 
a sadly-
neglected 
poet.’

‘…the only poem of Walter’s most 
of us know is “The Listeners”.’

Figure 1

Figure 2
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Why fingerprint the poems of Walter de 
la Mare?
A friend of mine pointed out recently, the only 
poem of Walter’s most of us know is ‘The 
Listeners’. Start with a copy of his Selected 
Poems (the Faber paperback edition edited by 
Matthew Sweeney) and you will discover what 
Auden described as ‘the delicacy of his metrical 
fingering and the graceful architecture of his 
stanzas’. In other words, de la Mare’s ‘perfect 
ear and staggering technical assurance’ are the 
perfect place for pupils to hone their poetic 
fingerprinting skills because his poems – while 
never predictable – do offer consistent patterning.

Some suggestions
Poems by Walter de la Mare (all page references 
are to Matthew Sweeney’s edition published by 
Faber): ‘The Fly’ (p.4-5); ‘Haunted’ (p. 13-14); 
‘The Scarecrow’ (p.22-3); ‘An Epitaph’ (p.30); 
‘Silver’ (p. 48); ‘Please to Remember’ (p. 85-86); 
‘The Snowflake’ (p.97- 98).

Investigative challenges for further poetic 
forensics: 
‘Can you decide on an investigative framework 
for building a poet’s fingerprints?’ In other 
words, what are the different ways in which we 
can study a poem? 
‘Can you recognise Walter de la Mare’s poetic 
style by sorting out some of his poems from 
an anonymous collection which includes texts 
written by other poets?’ n

Adrian Burke

Application of the fingerprint to the problem
(Try the task before you read my account of how I 
proceeded with the task.)
a) I begin by counting up the syllables in each ‘bit’ of 

jumbled up text. These are useful building blocks 
because I know that the poet used a consistent 
pattern of syllables per line.

b) I drop in the word ‘sun’ which the fingerprint tells 
me is the end word of line 1.

c) I know that the end word of line 2 rhymes with 
‘sun’. I find the two-syllable phrase, ‘journey done’, 
which fits the bill.

d) Because line 2 contains four syllables and ‘journey 
done’ is three syllables long, I know I need only 
one more syllable to complete the line. My three 
options are: ‘sheds’, ‘the’ and ‘day’s’. 

e) The first word choice is ambiguous – is it a verb or 
a noun? I quite like ‘day’s’ because it could ‘own’ 
the journey – so I’ll pencil it in.

f) I need three more syllables for line 1. These 
cannot come from either ‘ebbing light’ or 
‘unearthly white’. Why? Because they rhyme so 
they must end lines 3 and 5.

g) Could it be ‘rayless’ because in verse 1 the snow-
clouds are making it dull while by verse 3 the sun 
has been replaced by the moon. So a sun which 
has no power to produce rays makes sense. 
I’ll try it.

h) I need one more syllable for line 1. What would
go well in front of the noun phrase, ‘rayless sun’? 
I’ll try the determiner, ‘the’. Line 1 is complete.

i) I read back what I’ve got. Two lines and no verb 
yet – lots of compacted noun phrasing. So line 
3 could do with a verb. I’ve only got ‘sheds’ and 
‘spread’.

j) I’ve just discovered a bit more fingerprinting. 
Verses 1 and 3 are written in the present tense. 
Applying that bit of knowledge, shows that the 
missing verb must be ‘sheds’. I’ll try it.

k) So, line 3 reads ‘sheds ……. ebbing light’. I still 
need two syllables to fill it. I’ve got two choices. 
I’ll guess ‘its last’ because… it fits!

l) If ‘ebbing light’ is right for line 3 then line 5 must 
contain ‘unearthly white’. That phrase is four 
syllables long – so I have the last line complete.

m) Only line 4 left, I will try the last three ‘bits’ for
best fit. 

n) I’ve finished, so I’ll see how close I got to the 
poet’s original verse!
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This approach builds on ‘Ways into poems’ (Able, 
Gifted and Talented Learning in English by 
Frances Gregory and Bob Cox) which asks pupils 
to reflect on the strategies they use to help them 
interpret and give meaning to a poem when 
they first see it. To do this, they have to make a 
coherent poem from jumbled up words. It is an 
alternative to the familiar cloze passage where 
pupils have to suggest appropriate words deleted 
from a text. In my experience, while pupils enjoy 
solving the ‘problem’ of the missing words, they 
are less keen to articulate the strategies they used 
in finding the solution. Investigating the ‘bones’ 
of a poem to define its ‘fingerprint’ forces pupils 
to be much more up-front about its features. 
Then when they ‘clone’ the missing verse, they 
have to do something transformative with that 
knowledge; so it’s more likely to ‘stick’.

How to find the poem’s fingerprint through 
investigative methods

What rhyme scheme did the poet use?
I annotate each last word in a verse line, starting 
with ‘a’ and marking any rhymes at the end of 
other lines with ‘a’. So, verse 1 has a rhyme 
scheme of a, a, b, c, b. I then check this with 
verse 3 to make sure the poet used a consistent 
rhyme scheme pattern, which he did.

How many syllables per line?
Next I look to check if the poet is using a 
consistent pattern of syllables in each line. Does 
each verse contain the same number of lines? 
In ‘Winter’, de la Mare uses five lines per verse. 
Then I count the number of syllables in lines 1 to 
5 of verse 1. The pattern of syllables per line is 
4 – 4 – 6 – 4. Is this the same pattern he used in 
verse 3? It is. So I hypothesise that he used the 
same pattern in the missing middle verse.

Sentence length?
Now I look at how many sentences the poet 
packs into a verse. The first and final verses each 
contain only one, so – once again – I hypothesise 
that he will be consistent and confine himself to 
one sentence in the missing verse.

Other punctuation cues?
Are there any other punctuation marks? Yes. 
The poetic gets the reader to pause at the end 
of the second line in verse 1 by ending the line 
with a comma. He does the same for verse 3 so I 
hypothesise that he will do the same for the final 
verse. I am correct. So once more I hypothesise 
that he will do the same in the missing verse.

Does the poem contain meaning clusters where 
separate ‘cells’ share common elements? 
Again, I am looking for patterning, for predictable 
repetitions. In verse 1, I find ‘cells’ (words) to 
do with: the weather (‘clouded’, ‘snow’, ‘cold 
winds’); nature (‘bough’, ‘robin’, ‘breast) and 
light (‘burning’). Can I find matches for these 
meaning clusters in verse 3? Weather words: 
‘frost’, ‘frozen’. Nature words: ‘sea’, ‘foam’, 
‘moon’. Light words: ‘dark’, ‘spark’ (twice); 
‘fires’ ‘white’. So I hypothesise that verse 3 will 
contain those three meaning clusters because this 
poet is using consistent and therefore predictable 
patterns of meaning.

How to use a poetic fingerprint to re-create a 
missing verse 
I provide a copy of the incomplete poem. Where 
the poem has a ‘hole’, I drop in a results box and 
a thinking pad. I also provide the raw materials: 
the jumbled up text and the poetic fingerprint for 
‘Winter’. Figure 1 shows what my own working-
out looks like. Figure 2 shows these materials 
with my scribbled notes. I provided a clue as 
well to make sure the process heads in the right 
direction. I then proceed in a sudoku-like manner, 
using a combination of trial-and-error together 
with the information given to get as close as 
possible to the poet’s original.

Kids love codes breaking and making 
Take a look at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Pig_Latin for an introduction to the world 
of Pig Latin, Obby Dobby and other fun ways 
of obfuscating language codes! The popular 
imagination also loves the idea of forensic 
science; can you recreate an extinct dinosaur 
from a milligram of its dandruff? Add to this mix 
the fact that the only Walter de la Mare poem 
anyone has ever heard of is ‘The Listeners’ and 
you have the makings of a different take on a 
sadly-neglected poet.

What do I mean by poetic fingerprinting?
I am talking about investigating the formal 
elements of a poem such as: rhyme scheme, 
syllabic and lexical patterning. Once you have 
established a poetic fingerprint, you can invite 
pupils to use it to ‘clone’ a chunk of a text 
which you have deliberately withheld. Here is an 
example of one I made earlier:

A teacher’s guide to poetic fingerprinting 
Walter de la Mare’s poem: ‘Winter’
I begin by showing the prepared poem and 
discussing briefly the effects of the given words to 
tune them into the task. The task is to recreate the 
missing middle verse from the jumbled-up words 
and phrases. Then I show how to use investigative 
methods to arrive at a ‘poetic fingerprint’. The 
key concept is that poets work through setting 
up consistent patterns of language and meaning. 
We exploit this fact when we investigate a poem. 
We then make use of the fact that the poem is in 
a sense ‘predictable’.
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At the end of each exercise students shared their 
work with the group and received much positive 
feedback, both from the workshop leaders, and 
from other students and adults present. Because 
the work was shared orally, students were 
not inhibited by difficulties with spelling and 
punctuation.

Teacher involvement was a very powerful 
factor; where teachers wrote with and alongside 
students, and shared what they produced, the 
sense of community among the groups was 
strengthened enormously and the students 
responded very positively to the altered dynamic. 
They were able to see their teachers as writers 
and to give the teachers feedback on their work; 
this increased their confidence in themselves as 
writers and readers – they were equal and active 
partners in the activities rather than ‘subjects’ of 
the workshops. 

Having a mixture of students of different ages, 
and abilities and from different schools working 
together, allowed some students to step away 
from perceived peer pressure to behave in a 
particular way and experience a different role 

in the learning environment. It also provided 
students with the opportunity to receive positive 
feedback, appreciation and praise from their 
peers – far more powerful an influence than any 
teacher’s comment! 

Within a very short space of time, students who 
had been identified by teachers as disaffected or 
reluctant or as having weak literacy skills were 
enthusiastically enjoying performing their own 
words. ‘One student, CW, actually prepared a full 
rap poem that he wanted to share with Kayo and 
this involved significantly more writing than he 
had ever done in the past. Another boy, SS, who 
is usually quite disengaged and disruptive, took a 
leading role in his group and produced some very 
humorous work. Student JH is a persistent truant 
and his full and punctual attendance on both days 
was a pleasant shock.’

On day two, many students reappeared having 
clearly spent much of the previous evening 
working on their poems – for many of them, 
choosing to go away and write in their own 
time, without compulsion from school, was a 
new experience. The performance workshops 

In the Autumn Term of 2010, Buckinghamshire 
School Improvement Service collaborated with 
The Poetry Society to bring SLAMbassadors UK 
to the county. A total of 19 schools, including 
Grammars, Uppers (Secondary Modern), a 
Primary, a Special School and a PRU were 
involved. Following teacher Inset, just over 
200 students participated in workshops led 
by the Poetry Society’s Joelle Taylor and Kayo 
Chingonyi. The resulting performances were 
videoed and entered into the SLAMbassadors 
UK competition and at the end of November, a 
County Showcase was held at the Wycombe Swan 
theatre, featuring outstanding young performers 
alongside Joelle, Kayo and Adisa the Verbaliser. 

Each workshop lasted for two days. On the first 
day, the focus was on stimulating and developing 
students’ responses to the theme of identity; 
the second day concentrated on preparation 
for performing and recording. By way of 
introduction, Joelle and Kayo performed their 
own work, often inviting students to contribute 
with their own skills, for example, by inviting a 
year 7 student to provide a rhythm as a ‘backing 
track’.

The writing exercises made use of a variety 
of stimuli: powerful images, opening lines 
from other people’s poems, music, individual 
words and phrases cut from newspaper 
headlines. Students were asked to write, often 
collaboratively, in an intense way but for a limited 
period of time, usually no more than ten minutes. 
Students weren’t expected to produce complete 
poems during the exercises, but the snippets 
often contained images and ideas which were 
at the heart of final poems. The fact that they 
weren’t expected to produce something polished 
removed pressure on the students, and writing in 
pairs and small groups increased the feeling of 
security. 

Wham, Bam, 
Thank You SLAM!
by Lindsey Thomas

‘…full and 
punctual 
attendance 
on both 
days was 
a pleasant 
shock.’

‘…teachers wrote 
with and alongside 
students, and 
shared what they 
produced…’

Student performers with 
Adisa The Verbaliser at 
the County Showcase event, 
Wycombe Swan Theatre.
Photos: Hayley Madden
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Teacher involvement was a very powerful 
factor; where teachers wrote with and alongside 
students, and shared what they produced, the 
sense of community among the groups was 
strengthened enormously and the students 
responded very positively to the altered dynamic. 
They were able to see their teachers as writers 
and to give the teachers feedback on their work; 
this increased their confidence in themselves as 
writers and readers – they were equal and active 
partners in the activities rather than ‘subjects’ of 
the workshops. 

Having a mixture of students of different ages, 
and abilities and from different schools working 
together, allowed some students to step away 
from perceived peer pressure to behave in a 
particular way and experience a different role 

in the learning environment. It also provided 
students with the opportunity to receive positive 
feedback, appreciation and praise from their 
peers – far more powerful an influence than any 
teacher’s comment! 

Within a very short space of time, students who 
had been identified by teachers as disaffected or 
reluctant or as having weak literacy skills were 
enthusiastically enjoying performing their own 
words. ‘One student, CW, actually prepared a full 
rap poem that he wanted to share with Kayo and 
this involved significantly more writing than he 
had ever done in the past. Another boy, SS, who 
is usually quite disengaged and disruptive, took a 
leading role in his group and produced some very 
humorous work. Student JH is a persistent truant 
and his full and punctual attendance on both days 
was a pleasant shock.’

On day two, many students reappeared having 
clearly spent much of the previous evening 
working on their poems – for many of them, 
choosing to go away and write in their own 
time, without compulsion from school, was a 
new experience. The performance workshops 
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to the county. A total of 19 schools, including 
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Primary, a Special School and a PRU were 
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200 students participated in workshops led 
by the Poetry Society’s Joelle Taylor and Kayo 
Chingonyi. The resulting performances were 
videoed and entered into the SLAMbassadors 
UK competition and at the end of November, a 
County Showcase was held at the Wycombe Swan 
theatre, featuring outstanding young performers 
alongside Joelle, Kayo and Adisa the Verbaliser. 

Each workshop lasted for two days. On the first 
day, the focus was on stimulating and developing 
students’ responses to the theme of identity; 
the second day concentrated on preparation 
for performing and recording. By way of 
introduction, Joelle and Kayo performed their 
own work, often inviting students to contribute 
with their own skills, for example, by inviting a 
year 7 student to provide a rhythm as a ‘backing 
track’.

The writing exercises made use of a variety 
of stimuli: powerful images, opening lines 
from other people’s poems, music, individual 
words and phrases cut from newspaper 
headlines. Students were asked to write, often 
collaboratively, in an intense way but for a limited 
period of time, usually no more than ten minutes. 
Students weren’t expected to produce complete 
poems during the exercises, but the snippets 
often contained images and ideas which were 
at the heart of final poems. The fact that they 
weren’t expected to produce something polished 
removed pressure on the students, and writing in 
pairs and small groups increased the feeling of 
security. 
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talks and for some, having others standing on the 
stage with them, just out of shot. Students were 
involved as camera operators and in organising 
other students, enabling the workshop leader 
to focus on giving the performer their complete 
attention; this level of supportive attention was, 
in a number of cases, a novelty. For quite a few, 
just getting through their poem to camera was an 
enormous achievement and hearing the applause 
and praise of their peers caused their self-esteem 
to grow, visibly, in front of us.

Evaluating the impact of Buckinghamshire 
SLAMbassadors in numbers is difficult. Students 
completed questionnaires before and after the 
workshops. The number rating their enjoyment 
of reading and writing poetry as 1 (the highest 
on a 4 point scale) rose from 36.5% before the 
workshop to 61% after, 97% rated their learning 
as good or excellent and 99.1% rated the 
workshops as good or excellent for enjoyment. 
Far more convincing evidence is to be found in 
the comments they and their teachers have made:

‘They consider themselves writers.’
‘All students have been more engaged in 
lessons and have shown an increased level of 
confidence. Previously the boys had all been 
very low in confidence in their abilities in 
English. The workshops have improved their 
self-esteem.’
‘They speak about how inspired they were 
and surprised at the quality of their writing. 
They are more focused and trying to up their 
results in both when writing and in speaking 
and listening activities.’
‘Student engagement and motivation was 
both surprising and impressive. The growth 
in confidence was astonishing!’

And from the students: their words are framed 
below. n

Lindsey Thomas

‘I used to hate it [poetry], now I feel as if I’d read it 
in my own time.’
‘I’m more confident now and I know that even my 
voice deserves to be heard.’
‘It makes me feel like I am somebody.’
‘I learned to speak up and not put my head down 
all the time.’
‘No one judged you, it was like one big family.’
‘I learned how to get more involved.’
‘I enjoyed most the help and support to find my 
inner voice and put it on paper.’
‘I want to read and write poetry more.’
‘I feel the sky is the limit for me!’
‘I think I’ve learned to use poetry as a door to 
where I want to be.’
‘I’ve gained a better understanding myself and a 
new way of expressing my feelings.’
‘I learned that poetry can be fun and it’s not just 
for English.’

started with a number of collaboration building 
games, for example, a shared counting exercise. 
Students stood in a large circle and were asked, 
collaboratively, to count to ten. They had to 
manage turn taking without planning and only 
one person was allowed to speak at a time – if two 
voices clashed, the count would return to one. 
These games cemented the sense of community, 
support and collaboration within the group and 
built the confidence of individuals to perform, 
knowing that their peers – the scariest audience 
imaginable, would respond supportively.

The workshop then moved on to rhythm and beat 
boxing. For many, this was the highlight of the 
two days. After teaching students the basics, how 
to make a variety of the key sounds, the group 
created a shared rhythm which was maintained 
while individuals were invited to make a variety 
of contributions. Some provided a melody by 
singing a ‘sample’, others voiced snippets of their 
poems, some clapped rhythms and one student 
used the side of a cupboard as a base drum.

This had a similar effect to choral singing in 
producing a shared and genuinely collaborative 
experience, but it enabled students to contribute in 
a very individual way, for example by stepping into 
the circle and dancing or freestyling, and allowed 
participation at a level that was comfortable to 
the student. Each student’s personal talents, 
skills and contributions were recognised and 
rewarded by the group. In many cases, these 
were skills that had not been seen in school 
before; often those who struggled academically 
were the ones to shine in this environment. One 
Polish year 7 boy who has limited English proved 
to have the most incredible vocal skills, able to 
provide a complex beat and a melody at the same 
time. Having been previously rather invisible, he 
was now in huge demand by his peers requesting 
his support for their performances. 

The students then set themselves to perfecting 
their poems and rehearsing in preparation for 
the videoing. The engagement and commitment 
demonstrated at this point was remarkable. One 
teacher commented, ‘One student has ADHD and 
he is reported, school-wide, as being difficult to 
engage and focus. He was exceptional; he was 
very proud of the work he produced and was 
eager to sit down and work until it was up to the 
standard he was pleased with.’

Students were supported by other students, by 
Joelle and Kayo and by other adults present in 
performing their pieces to camera. This involved 
sourcing very large pieces of paper on which to 
create an ‘autocue’ for performers, many pep 

‘…skills that had 
not been seen…’
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Live Poets, Live Poetry
Poetry Live!, the anthology, and poetry at GSCE

Simon Powell, the founder and director of Poetry Live!, reflects on the origins and impact of his
programme of poetry readings for GCSE students, and of the GCSE poetry anthology which inspired
them.

SSiimmoonn  PPoowweellll  is the
director of Poetry Live!

Poetry Live! has become a major cultural event as well as

a major educational event. From November 2008 to

March 2009 nearly 100,000 GCSE pupils will spend a day

seeing and hearing six of the poets they are studying for

their GCSEs. When I was fifteen I hadn’t seen or heard

any poet, let alone six. I wish I had.  Then I might have

seen poetry as something interesting and relevant to me,

rather than a complex intellectual paper exercise,

somewhere between a crossword puzzle and an IQ test.

As the person who started Poetry Live!, I’ve been asked

to write something about its development and its

educational and cultural impact. The fact that it has

grown into such a big thing is entirely because of you

English teachers. Every year thousands of you phone

through your bookings in June after the mailshot lands

on your desk and through a series of miracles you arrive

at a concert hall, theatre or town hall with coach loads of

pupils. Between 10.45 and 3.00 your pupils sit there,

listening to poems they know, and many they don’t, by

the poets who’ve written them: John Agard, Moniza Alvi,

Simon Armitage, Gillian Clarke, Imtiaz Dharker, Carol

Ann Duffy, Daljit Nagra and Grace Nichols. Most of you

come back year after year.  I don’t think you would do

this if it weren’t worthwhile. Why does it ‘work’?

Poetry beyond the page

Within poetry a big change has taken place.  Up until the

1960s, poetry’s place was on the page.  Okay, there were

occasional radio broadcasts but it wasn’t until Michael

Horovitz put together The Poetry Olympics that the

penny dropped.  He managed to fill the Albert Hall with

7000 people to see an amazing collection of British and

American poets, including Allen Ginsberg and Lawrence

Ferlinghetti. The message was clear: poems needed to be

heard as well as read. As Michael Glover pointed out in a

recent New Statesman review of In Person: Thirty Poets

(for your twelve pounds you get a gorgeous anthology

drawn from Bloodaxe’s impressively catholic poetry lists

and – this is the big thing - you get a DVD with the

poems being read by the poets):

People began to realize that poetry was not a single

puzzling thing. It was a chorus of many voices.  Poets came

out of their shells and began to show their poetry to be as

full of humanity as any other kind of art form. Reading out

loud was born anew – and has survived into our own day.

In fact live readings are one of the great keys to the present

survival of poetry, because when audiences hear poets, they

buy their books too.

In this spirit Poetry Live! – and your efforts to bring

your pupils – makes a significant contribution to the

cultural life of the nation. 100,000 people a year means

that a hefty percentage of the population get to see and

hear good quality live poetry. All the ‘Poetry Live! poets’

have noticed that when they do general poetry readings

around the country, an increasing proportion of the

audience is young people who have first seen them at a

Poetry Live! event. I asked Gillian Clarke to quantify this

and as an example she said that a recent reading at a

bookshop, half the audience had first seen her at Poetry

Live! 

Carol Ann Duffy
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Poetry Live! and the anthology

First of all, how did Poetry Live! come about? It has its

origins in A Level days I used to organize in the early

1990s when I was running Updates Conferences (it’s now

Philip Allan Updates, part of the Hodder group).  I used

to have academics giving talks about poets and poetry –

and very good they were too. Some of you may

remember Andrew Motion’s brilliant lectures on Larkin

and Keats. But things really took off when poets like Ted

Hughes, Tony Harrison, Seamus Heaney and Derek

Walcott started to give readings. Ted Hughes was

particularly keen and he would try to do two a year, one

in London, one in Manchester (at the Free Trade Hall).

He used to be bombarded with requests to read at

schools, invitations he could never fulfil, so he felt that if

he was available at a big event that everyone could

attend, it was `an efficient way of doing things’. We also

had a few bright young poets who’d just arrived on the

poetry scene – Simon Armitage, Carol Ann Duffy and

Glyn Maxwell.  

By the late 1990s the NEAB (as it was then) did a

radical thing and published an anthology to be given free

to all GCSE students. My plan was to do a ‘live’ version.

The first events in Liverpool, Leeds and Newcastle were

with hindsight a bit rough but they worked well enough

to make it clear that you could have six poets and an

experienced examiner and put together a vibrant day. 

At the time I think there was a general feeling that

teaching poetry at GCSE was ‘the hard bit’ and the board

deserves credit for helping by introducing the anthology.

Yes, in an ideal world school libraries and English

teaching rooms would be overflowing with collections

that everyone could choose from. In the real world it’s

not like that. For every young person to be given his or

her own anthology is a big shift in thinking. It’s almost a

‘my first LP’ thing. They read them, they make notes in

them, they take them into the exam and then they keep

them. I’ll bet that most are kept forever. Publishers talk

about getting poetry into people’s hands. This anthology,

with its total print run in the millions, has achieved this

with spectacular success.

The Poetry Live! experience

In the AQA anthologies (other boards soon followed suit)

the poets and their poems have changed from edition to

edition and so too have the Poetry Live! events. In the

early years Sujata Bhatt, Valerie Bloom, Fleur Adcock,

UA Fanthorpe, Adrian Henri, John Cooper Clarke,

Benjamin Zephaniah and Vernon Scannell were all in the

book and ‘on the road’. But the common core which

hasn’t changed includes John Agard, Moniza Alvi, Simon

Armitage, Gillian Clarke, Carol Ann Duffy and Grace

Nichols.  Recent editions of the anthology included

poems by Imtiaz Dharker so she become a new regular

to the team and then most years an ‘outsider’ is added:

the Kurdish poet Choman Hardi a few years ago and this

year Daljit Nagra.  

Why bother with this? From the point of view of those

who are paying, i.e. the pupils, it’s a hardly necessary to

have a new face every year – they are all new faces to

them. In practice many took a liking to the extra poet.

But the main beneficiaries are you teachers, who have

heard the same poets for several years. Let’s be careful

here. I’ve chaired hundreds of Poetry Live! days and, you

might say surprisingly, I’ve never got fed up with hearing

the same poets and poems.  I think this is because every

reading is different.  In the same way, actors are often

struck at how different every performance can be in a

long-running play.

Voices

So what about the benefits for teachers and learners of

English Literature? First of all they will see six poets in

one day. On the simplest level pupils see that poets are

alive, have a particular voice and accent, wear Doc

Marten shoes (well, not Moniza Alvi) and make jokes.  It

used to be a cliché that poets were white, male and

dead. The Poetry Live! team is living proof that this is

untrue on all counts.  This is the fundamental strength of

seeing poets live. 

The second crucial thing is hearing the poems being

read in the voice of the poet. Of course none of the

poets would insist that their reading is the only way to

read it. Once a poem is published and out in the open,

readers can do what they want with it. They should read

it with their own voice. But without any of the poets

being too precious about their reading, it is nevertheless

a significant reading and one that should be listened to

with respect. Sometimes I read a poem and then when I

hear it later being read by the poet, I’m surprised.

Next is the poets’ introductions to each poem.  You

don’t get these anywhere else except at a live reading

and I think they are invaluable.  First you hear the poet

speaking in an ordinary, non-poetic, non-performance

voice. Without this it would be much harder to make

sense of the poetic voice. Sometimes what is striking is

that there isn’t much difference between the two voices.

Gillian Clarke
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Either way, it reminds those listening that poets are

human. 

What the poet says about the poem about to be read is

very useful. The introduction invariably provides some

clues about what the poet hand in mind when writing

the poem. For example, to pick a controversial poem, it

is interesting to hear Carol Ann Duffy talk about the days

of high unemployment and homelessness is the late

1980s as the context for writing ‘Education for Leisure’.

Interpretations

Finally there is the chance to ask the poets questions.

This doesn’t necessarily happen when you go to a

regular poetry reading. At Poetry Live! I think it’s an

essential part of the day. Technologically it’s a crude

process (a student shouts out the question and the

chairperson repeats it, then the poet answers). We’ve

tried all the alternatives – from roving microphones to

written questions - and this simple system works best.

The questions vary from the predictable (but nevertheless

interesting), ‘Where do you get your inspiration from?’ to

the specific, ‘Why do some of your poems have little

stars rather than titles?’ to the pleasingly cheeky, ‘How

much do you make?’ and  ‘Have you ever used poetry to

pull?’ and, to Carol Ann Duffy – quite regularly – ‘Why

do you hate men?’.  They always get a straight answer.

The poets find these questions a thrilling part of the day

and its not unusual for a students to say something that

changes the way they see their own poem – as Gillian

Clarke points out below.  

Then there are the examiner sessions. I’ve always

wanted Poetry Live! to be at the other end of the

spectrum to ‘revision days’.  I don’t want to be snooty

about them and particularly at AS and A2 level they can

be useful.  But direct advice about examination success

isn’t the main point. Both Peter Buckroyd and Tony

Childs are skilled in talking about the experience of the

day and about students responding to poetry, without

spending much time mentioning assessment objectives.

The key objective involves writing about a poem (or

more usually a pair of poems) in a way that brings

together the way they relate to the poem as a reader –

what it means to them – and then to be able to use

evidence from the poem to support this.  This is a big

change from the old days when it was widely believed

that a poem had a meaning. It’s still the problem with a

lot of revision guides and internet ‘advice’. 

At Poetry Live! the examiners do give some practical

advice, always based around an example from the

previous year’s scripts. I’m sure that often all they are

doing is repeating what you say to your pupils in the

classroom but its not a bad thing to have this reinforced

by the chief examiner. But the main thing they do is

emphasize the idea that each pupil brings to the poems

his or her unique experience – and therefore that there is

no ‘right answer’ when it comes to writing about poetry

in an examination or as part of coursework.     

Responses

One of the interesting things I’ve discovered is that when

you do research on a particular event (and no, I don’t

believe in bombarding teachers and pupils with tick-box

questionnaires) you find that there is a very even spread

of poets who are ‘pupils’ favourites’. You might think that

the spectacular performance of, say, John Agard, would

automatically mean that he was favourite with most.  Of

course everyone loves John but a pupil is just as likely to

pick a less ‘performance’ oriented poet, say Moniza Alvi

or Carol Ann Duffy.  I think this supports the idea that

each individual in the audience relates to both poets and

particular poems in ways that can’t be predicted.  

It is striking how well these necessarily large audiences

concentrate. Often there is plenty of boisterous

conversation but as soon as the poet starts speaking,

there is silence and rapt attention from the overwhelming

majority.  This reflects well on you English teachers and

the thorough way you prepare your classes for the day.

I’d also credit the poets for this.  They have developed a

way of communicating very directly to each and every

John Agar

Simon Armitage
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member of the audience – and they’ve got better at it

over the years. And they not only have a huge amount of

respect for the young people before them but they don’t

patronize them.  They don’t try to adopt a Blue Peterish

way of speaking to them.

The examiner and the poet

I asked Peter Buckroyd, chief examiner for AQA GCSE

English since 1985, what he thought were the benefits,

first of the anthology itself (whatever the board).  He

explained that there were two key ideas behind its

introduction: in the first place to enable students to study

poems they could relate to and secondly so that they

could study poets who are still alive. Neither of these

things necessarily happened before. Furthermore the QCA

insisted that every examination question had to name a

poem (a major change in itself) and this meant that if

poetry was to be in the exam, set texts become essential.

Poems are ideal short texts and it was realistic to expect

students to be able to write about them effectively in

examinations.  I wondered whether the anthologies had

restricted what schools could choose to do but Peter

pointed out that many centres also study poetry that is

not in the anthology – and he added that schools don’t

have to study all the anthology poems.

Does he think that Poetry Live! has made a difference? 

The simple answer is ‘yes’. First of all there is the

fundamental point that there is now no doubt that a poem

is something which is constructed by a real person who has

made a series of choices in its creation.  Furthermore young

people in the audiences realize that poets are writing about

things that are real. By definition it becomes clear that

poetry is not a dead, archaic, cryptic form of

communication: poets write about things that are

contemporary and relevant. Finally, a Poetry Live! day shows

clearly that a poem does not have one simple, fixed

meaning.  An indicator of this is that at one time it was

common for a whole packet of scripts to contain very similar 

responses, i.e. the responses of the teacher rather than the

pupils.  Although this does still happen,  and my heart sinks

when it does, it’s a lot more unusual. Pupils have grasped 

that it’s their own response to a poem, backed up by 

evidence from the poem, that matters and which gets them

the higher grades. 

What do the poets think? What does it mean for them?

This is what Gillian Clarke said:

I love Poetry Live! Being away from home all and every week

for a few winter months is more than compensated for by

the company of poets and the buzz we get from the events.

The uproarious welcome from over a thousand teenagers

puts a spring in the step and raises our game. It is they who

make the difference. On an average day I am enriched by

their response and their questions – getting better with

every year. On the best days I feel elated. Some questions

change the way we poets understand our own poems.

Poems don’t stand still, but grow with every reader’s

response and with a changing world. The boy who saw my

unborn baby (‘Catrin’) as ‘the baby asking for one more

hour before being born’ gave me the poem’s best idea. I had

thought ‘may I skate in the dark for one more hour’ meant

no more than eleven-year old Catrin’s request to skate in the

dark street. That boy found more in the language than I

had. Sometimes magic happens, as it recently did when the

audience was told I’d been commissioned to write a poem

for Barack Obama. The joyful cheering raised the roof, as if

together we really might change the world for the better.

Yes, we can!

Collective poetry

To end with a comment about the broader cultural

benefits, I would suggest that in a world of bedroom

televisions, home videos, computer games, Facebook and

iPods, it is important to have contrasts to individualistic

pursuits and indeed there is a thirst for them. The school

classroom is one major counterbalance, of course. But it

is not unimportant that from time-to-time people get

together in a large hall for a common purpose. Until the

1960s town halls were the venues for political debates as

well as much else. In recent years going to music festivals

has become a major cultural phenomenon for young

people. I think it is valuable to spend a day with

thousands of others for a non-musical cultural event and

indeed one where there is nothing else to do but listen to

six poets and an examiner. There’s no music, no visual

‘effects’, no merchandise, just the simple business of

listening to poems being read. And if it helps pupils to

write well about poems in the examination, then it must

be a force for the good.

It is undeniably the case that if it wasn’t for you

English teachers, Poetry Live! wouldn’t exist. Through

your dogged determinism to get that coach load or two

together I’d say that you’ve not only given your pupils

the chance to understand poetry in a way that’s likely to

improve their examination results, you’ve given many of

them something that will stay with them for life. Now

that’s a thing to be proud of.

Imtiaz Dharker
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Drafting, Sharing, Hearing, Seeing
Teaching Poetry with ICT

Sue Dymoke explores ways in which ICT can enrich the teaching of poetry, focusing particularly on its
value in the drafting process, and in highlighting aural and visual aspects.

SSuuee  DDyymmookkee is a
senior lecturer in the
School of Education at
the University of
Leicester.

ICT can be a very powerful tool for poetry teaching.

Beyond the simple use of the word processor for

purposes of presentation, there are many ways in which

it can support students’ poetry writing and their

developing response to texts in the classroom. For

instance, the word processor is a valuable drafting tool as

well as a presentational advice, while the internet can

help students to share and discuss their work in poetry.

The multi-modal nature of ICT can also provide rich

opportunities to work with shape, sound and movement

in poetry. In this article, I examine these aspects of ICT

and poetry in detail, consider how published poets use

computers in drafting their poems, and survey a number

of websites, software packages and teaching strategies.

Drafting on screen

The computer is a vital tool in the drafting process for

many poets. In interviewing critically acclaimed published

poets about their drafting (Dymoke 2003) I asked how

and when they began to draft on screen and whether

they thought using a computer caused them to write

differently than on paper. Ian McMillan usually moves

from ‘drafting in [his] head’ to writing on screen without

drafting on the page. He feels (and I agree) that it is

important for students to be aware that all writers draft

differently. By gaining experience of a variety of drafting

methods students should be in a better position to decide

which are the most effective methods for their own work.

Debjani Chatterjee is another poet who moves straight on

to the PC although she prefers the untidiness of a first

handwritten draft. She writes: 

Drafting straight onto the computer – even the first draft –

makes the product appear very much neater. Instead of

words being crossed out, it’s so easy to delete them.

By contrast, Cliff Yates drafts in his head, working on two

or three poems at the same time and leaving poems on

his notebook page for weeks before typing them up:

When it’s typed, I work quickly and intuitively, coming back

to a poem again and again until it settles. The main thing I

do is cut - explanations, endings. I prefer poems that don’t

reach conclusions or ‘make a point’ so resist this in my own

work. As soon as I detect a lack of energy in the writing, I

stop, or change direction.’ 

New York poet Paul Violi begins to use the computer

when he senses ‘an idea is about to snowball’. He, and

many others, feel that the computer is an invaluable tool

- especially if they carry out numerous revisions on their

work. Most of the poets I interviewed begin work in

longhand. Moniza Alvi likes to start with a fountain pen

‘because of the fast flow of ink which can keep up with

thoughts’. Jackie Kay moves to the computer after two or

three drafts. She has noticed that working on a computer

makes her draft differently than on paper and she also

comments on the contrast between using a typewriter

and a pc:

I still think that the notebook and the typewriter were better

for poetry (not so good for fiction) because they force you

to write out the whole thing again. When you do that you

notice things that you might not with the computer and you

make fresh choices all over again. You ponder over every

word and you are decisive about punctuation and line

breaks. The computer allows you to look at your lines

differently and you might break the line just because it looks

symmetrical on the screen.

Poet and translator Clive Wilmer is very superstitious

about changing his writing processes. He is concerned

with the physicality of handwriting poems and the

objectivity which print can offer:

I think there must be some connection between the physical

energy of handwriting and the rhythms of verse. I couldn’t

begin writing on a machine, though oddly I do precisely that

with prose. I usually stick to handwriting until I have a full

draft of the poem -- or perhaps a draft of one section of it. 
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As soon as I’ve done that, I feel a need to see it objectified

by print. So I type it out and read it aloud to myself over

and over again. I then write corrections, emendations,

possible alternatives and so on in the margins. Sometimes, if

I’m working over a longish period, I will use pens of

different colours to be able to remember which stage an

emendation belongs to. Or I used to do that. When it feels

as if I’ve corrected everything I need or want to, I type the

whole thing out again in its new version. Then I leave it for

at least a day. If the poem has any complexity I shall revise it

slightly several more times.... the use of machine seems to

me to objectify what one has written -- helps one to see it

as an artefact, just like an artefact made by another person.

It also helps to see how well your layout represents what

you hear in your head.

Wilmer’s comments would be interesting to explore with

students when they are reflecting on themselves as

writers.

Presentation v. composition

In some schools it is still common for students to type up

final drafts of written work on the computer rather than

using them for the whole composing process. Poetry,

which can be short and word-processed in lesson-sized

bites, is a particular victim of this approach. Over-

emphasis on the presentational aspects (the fancy font in

different sizes, underlinings, centred text and so on) can

distract students from the real value of the word

processor as a drafting tool which enables writers to

make and unmake decisions about structure, line length,

word choice and word order in an instant. The

opportunity to print out

work immediately can

also prove too much of

a temptation for

students. This may

sound like a negative

introduction to drafting

‘on screen’. However it

is important to be

aware of these

potential pitfalls in

order to establish good

writing practices. 

If students are to see

the potential for using

the computer in

making meaning, rather

than just as a

presentational tool, it is

crucial that they are

able to make

connections between

reading and writing

and are aware of the

particular opportunities

which computers offer

them for interpretation and composition. They also need

to take time to read their drafts aloud and to hear other

read them. Both Rosenblatt (1978) and Dias and Hayhoe

(1988) have insightfully explored how readers of poetry

can make new meanings on their response journeys. For

Rosenblatt the poem itself is created in the space

between what the writer provides and what the reader

brings with them to the poem. In this way each reading

of a poem is a kind of rewriting. This blurring of the

boundaries between reader and writer can occur both

naturally and instantly when writing with a computer.

On screen, words do not immediately have to be fixed

in ink but can remain in a temporary state without

closure. Poets have the facility to save as many different

drafts as they wish, to replace and undo changes along

the way to the final draft. Vincent (2001) comments on

how the process of drafting on a word processor is much

more continuous, with the distinction between first and

later draft stages being lost. Sometimes it can be a good

idea to ask students to save all their drafts for one

specific poem under different file names. In this way they

can then reflect on the changes they have made and the

development of their poem. This activity is particularly

valuable for assessment for learning purposes and for

coursework assignments.

In drafting my own poetry on the computer I recognise

that the technology can make me pick away at the words

in a poem much more than when I used a typewriter. I

can be sucked in to the revising process almost without

thinking. The number of drafts I produce sometimes runs

into the twenties as the opportunity to experiment with

tiny shifts or changes is so much easier than writing

entirely in longhand. However, poems can become

overwritten as a result of this process. Overwritten and

left on file in limbo, their words are like earth which has

been sieved to a fine dust. Knowing when to stop

drafting as well as how to start can be a real challenge

for writers of all ages.

The vexed question of whether writers improve their

writing through using the word processor has been

explored by many researchers. At one stage Bereiter and

Scardamalia argued there was  ‘no indication that using a

word processor causes students to adopt more

sophisticated composing strategies’ (Bereiter and

Scardamalia 1987: 358). Subsequently, Scardamalia’s

research team has acknowledged the dramatic impact of

computer-assisted learning on the enhancement of pupils’

cognitive skills (Scardamalia et al 1994) whereas others,

including Snyder, are equivocal about the extent to which

word processors can improve the quality of writing. She

concludes:

Students tend to write longer texts with word processors

than with traditional tools. Students tend to revise more but

at a surface level rather than a meaning level.  (Snyder

1993: 63)

To address the issue of quality, and to ensure that

students are using their computer as something much
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more than a glorified typewriter, I think there is still a

need for teachers to make explicit use of certain

keyboard functions with their students. Twenty things to

do with a Word Processor, an eminently practical book

(Millum and Warren 2001), provides a number of starting

points which can be readily adapted for use in the

primary or secondary classroom. These activities include:

marking and reorganising to structure thinking about text;

using ‘insert’ and ‘underline’ to transform text from one

genre to another; using ‘find and replace’ to create found

poetry. Once students become fully familiar with these

functions they should begin to use them more

instinctively when drafting their own poems. The

technique of collapsing texts was also first developed by

Millum and Warren. Providing a word bank of all the

words from a collapsed poem is a useful stimulus for

exploring a poet’s linguistic choices and for students’ own

writing. They can use the words as a resource, selecting

from them, arranging them how they like and adding

their own punctuation. There are examples of collapsed

poem activities on Blake’s poetry in Bleiman and Webster

(2005) and a sequence of activities using a collapsed

version of ‘Children’s Song’ by R.S. Thomas in Dymoke et

al (2008).

Using hypertext and wikis

The potential for using the web in collaborative and

interactive ways extends far beyond publication of

students’ poems. Barrell and Hammett argue that

computer technology can provide a ‘disrupting influence’

to the narrow ways in which students have previously

been positioned in their reading of texts. Hypertext and

other forms of technology ‘foster textual resistance’ (1999:

23) by releasing and enabling students to rewrite text,

publish alternative opinions and challenge traditional

readings. The concept of drafting or response partners

can take on another dimension if those partners are

reading and writing in another classroom somewhere else

in the country or the world. It is now extremely easy for

students and teachers to link up with other institutions to

share and comment on work in progress and to explore a

range of interpretations of text (ensuring of course that

proper safe guards are in place first: For guidance on e-

safety visit http:/ / schools.becta.org.uk/index.

php?section=is). This approach can further develop

understanding of drafting processes and enable students

to participate in the writing of a number of texts through

synchronous conferencing (via a school’s VLE), hypertext

links to particular words or phrases within a draft on a

webpage or by using a wiki. 

User-friendly webwriting software such as

Dreamweaver has enabled those of us who are unfamiliar

with the complexities of HTML to write hypertexts. The

hypertext brings with it a raft of possibilities for writing

and reading poetry. Bolter (1991), Kress (2003) and

others contend that the computer screen challenges linear

approaches to reading and writing and our notions of

what constitutes a text. Once the reader of a webpage

has clicked on a word or phrase in a poem marked up in

hypertext she could be transported to: a dictionary

definition of that term; a range of critical interpretations; a

live performance; an image; another poem on the same

subject; a news article; a film clip; a historical footnote;

an advert and so on. On one level hypertext offers the

reader a series of concealed footnotes, accessed

according to need and at the moment the reader desires

(rather than by flicking to the end of the chapter or to

the bottom of the page).

On another level it can

offer access to a series of

unexpected links which

could send the reader in

many different directions

in order to make their

own route through the

text. Connections with

multiple authors and

texts, over which the

individual has no

personal control, can

present their own set of

difficulties for which

safeguards need to be

put in place in the

classroom. E-learning

methods may be

convenient and cost-

effective but they also

rely on individual

students feeling confident

enough to take an active

role in developing the

’text’ or discussion as

Publishing

Publications of students’ poems in class anthologies, magazines, school websites or in book form, are key means of ensuring poetry

reaches a wide audience. When publishing class texts it is essential that students are involved in all the various stages of the production

process (not just designing their page and typing in the poems). This should include making group decisions about overall design and

editorial content, the different ways the screen or the page could be read. A class publication could provide good opportunities for the

students to compare features of collections and to consider how single and anthology collections are arranged and titled. It also

presents an important opportunity to explore the rules regarding copyright. For further guidance on anthology production go to

http://www.poetryclass.net/lesindex.htm.
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Poetry Class 
www.poetryclass.net
A key site for teachers offering a huge range of authoritative lesson ideas,

resources, interviews etc.  Poetry Class is run by The Poetry Society

(www.poetrysociety.org.uk), whose site also offers a wide range of

resources.

The Poetry Archive 
www.poetryarchive,org
For further details of this rich and valuable resource see the feature article

about the Poetry Archive in this issue of EDM.

The Wilfred Owen Collection
www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/collections/owen - related. 
The Wilfred Owen Archive includes manuscripts from the British Library and

the Oxford English Faculty. The poems ‘Mental Cases’, ‘The Send Off’,

‘Strange Meeting’ and ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ (along with many others) can

be accessed in a number of draft stages and are linked with copies of the

poems in their final published form. The site also features  photographs,

interviews with veterans, Owen’s letters and ‘workings’ such as lists of

words from his notebooks. This is a fabulous resource which can be used by

teachers and students at many levels. (For example a word list might provide

a good starting point for exploring Owen’s diction or as stimulus for

students’ own poetry. Close reading of poems at different draft stages

should inform students’ developing understanding of Owen’s work and

would be particularly useful for those studying literature of the First World

War at post-16 level.)

Poetry International Web
www.uk.poetryinternationalweb.org
A brilliant site filled with poetry features, poems, podcasts, critical articles,

information about events and weblinks from over 30 countries around the

globe.

The Poetry House
www.thepoetryhouse.org/Petryrooms/rooms.html
Poetry rooms on poets from Africa, Asia, Australasia, North America and the

UK. A useful source of introductory critical material and weblinks.

The British Council Literature Site
www.britishcouncil.org/arts-literature.htm
Includes biographies, critical reviews, author perspectives and booklists for

over 500 UK and Commonwealth authors.

QCA Curriculum In Action Poetry Site
www.curriculum.qca.org.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/curriculum-in-
action/casestudieslibrary/case-studies/Cultural_understanding_through
_poetry.aspx?
This case study shows how Yr 8 students in one school developed their

cultural understanding and had their enthusiasm for poetry fired up by their

study of Ghanaian poetry.

Also mentioned in this article: 

Poetry Slam 
www.poetryslam.org.uk

PoetCasting
http://www.poetcasting.co.uk/

Some web resources for teaching poetry
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well as attentive tutors who can steer the group when

necessary. In my view, it is also important to recognise

the very public arena of the computer screen and the

web page and to provide additional, more private

opportunities for writing.

Wikis

In the last couple of years I have become interested in

using a wiki as a virtual space for developing student

teachers’ skills in writing poetry, and a location for

sharing their draft work with others together with their

reflections on/experiences of teaching poetry. First

developed in 1995, Wikis are types of blogs. Their name

is derived from ‘wiki-wiki’, a Hawaiian word meaning

‘quick’. They facilitate collaborative writing on-line in

ways which surpass what can be achieved in a blog. The

prime example of a wiki is Wikipedia – an online

encyclopedia containing over 2.2 million articles written

and rewritten by strangers all round the world. Setting up

a wiki can be done very quickly. For an example go to

www.pbwiki.com and follow the steps in the ‘educators’

section: you can be underway in 5 minutes. Individuals

within a wiki community can directly intervene in texts

written by others to edit, develop or even delete their

work. Membership of this community can be self-

selective, open-ended or (in our case) restricted to a

clearly defined group of users. Other readers outside a

community can browse the wiki. However, only the

participants can make postings or edit each other’s work. 

Two years ago, Janette Hughes, a colleague from the

Ontario Institute of Technology, and I established a

poetry wiki for use by a sample group of 56 English and

Language Arts postgraduate student teachers (age range

22 –42 years) who were based at Higher Education

Institutions in the UK and Canada.  Some student

teachers found the medium of the wiki gave them

confidence to write and share their own poetry for the

very first time. One wrote:

I must confess that this is the first poem I have ever

written… I will try and contribute more to this page and to

you, my fellow Haikus. I am in awe of We Danced Through

the Ashes [another poem posted on the site] and I think you

have a real talent.

Others began to experiment with the multimodality

offered by this ‘third space’ (Steinkuehler 2005): they

pasted images which inspired their writing and

hyperlinks to other poetry pages. After writing a haiku

sequence, one student created a very powerful film of

sounds and images inspired by his own work. Some, less

successful, work with web-cams was also tried.

Direct intervention into other participants’ draft poems

occurred rarely. Goodwin-Jones (2003 as cited in

Fountain 2005) identifies non-interference as a regular

feature of on-line collaborative creative work.

Nevertheless some teachers did make specific

suggestions. For example one said ‘I like the way you

slipped ‘wants’ in here. Very nice. Do you think it could

stand another?’ The extent to which these comments

were picked up on and/or acted on was limited with the

result that, for the most part, the wiki dialogue about the

writing lacks cohesion, appearing stilted and lacking

significant development. Some teachers did state an

intention to revise their drafts but only a small number

actually did this explicitly online and/or alerted others to

the changes they had made. One participant commented: 

Thank you so! I had not considered dropping the ‘like’

because it rhymed with ‘Dyke’ and I like the alliteration but

it certainly helps to drop it….Lemme know how the rewrite

works :-)’.

63 different poems were posted in total on the site over a

six month period. Some student teachers wrote 3 or more

poems while others chose not to contribute at all to the

pages. Many of the poems posted were works in

progress, linked to writing workshops held at university

or to poems discussed in course sessions. These included

sonnets, poems about paintings, haikus, limericks and

poems in other forms (i.e. a bullet – shaped poem which

was introduced by its author with reference to a course

discussion of Thomas Hardy’s ‘The Convergence of the

Twain’). Object poems, furniture poems, poems using

one-syllable words and those inspired by ‘I am’ were also

posted.

In evaluating the first year of the project we feel we

have some evidence to show that a wiki is potentially a

valuable tool for supporting professional learning in the

teaching of poetry writing at an early stage of teachers’

careers in that it appears to offer a supportive space in

which to take creative risks and to witness/try out

interventions into creative work. However, the

participants do need time

and opportunity to allow

their use of the space to

develop more organically

to suit their own needs

and desires as writers

and teachers of poetry. If

the conditions are right

perhaps they will take

greater ownership of

their work and feel able

to collaborate more freely

with others. (For more

details of this research

refer to Dymoke and

Hughes 2008, Dymoke

2009.)

Sound, shape, and
movement

In What is Poetry? Adisa

writes ‘Poetry is written

on paper, but poetry

doesn’t live there’

(Hoyles and Hoyles,
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2002:128). To leave poetry on the page in a classroom is

to sound its death knell: poetry is an organic, enriching

communication tool, which taps into all our senses and is

constantly renewing and reinventing itself to afford us

new ways to express ourselves. Writers are no longer tied

to print and their poems may in fact never appear on a

printed page, existing instead as podcasts, imovies or text

messages. 

Poetry’s multi-modal nature is particularly evident when

it is performed to live audiences at poetry slams or open

mike events or on the web. For information about poetry

slams and how to involve your own students in them go

to www.poetryslam.org.uk/slam.html or www.london

teenagepoetryslam.net.

For an insight into the world of poetry podcasting go

to http:/ /www.poetcasting.co.uk/ . The rapidly expanding

Poetry Archive (www.poetryarchive.org) along with other

web-based resources in North America, New Zealand and

elsewhere have ensured that the digitised voices of a

wide range of contemporary poets can be heard in

cyberspace. The Poetry Archive provides on-line access

to poetry readings and residences together with resources

for teachers. Students can listen to and devise personal or

thematic ‘tours’ of the site, modelled on the examples

provided by Jean Sprackland and Andrew Motion. The

site also contains historic recordings of Tennyson,

Sassoon and e e cummings together with lesson plans

and an excellent glossary.

Concrete poetry (otherwise known as Shape or Kinetic

poetry) is made for the screen. Although students may

have been introduced to the form in their primary

schools, I think its potential can be undervalued in the

secondary classroom. It can be revisited in a more

sophisticated way. Concrete poetry can provoke lively

debate about the nature of poetry as well as leading

pupils to experiment with customising fonts and blurring

those artificial boundaries between poetry and other art

forms for themselves. It is ideal for exploring connections

between form and meaning. Widely anthologised poems

such ‘A Weekend in the Country’ and ‘Easy Diver’ by

Robert Froman or ‘The Honey Pot’ by Alan Ridell are

appropriate models to use with KS3 and older students to

demonstrate what can be created using simple word-

processing and drawing programs. Stanley Cook’s work is

another point of reference here. He wonderfully blurs the

distinctions between visual art and literature in poems

such as ‘Kinetic Poem’ and  ‘People’. In ‘The Computer’s

First Christmas Card’, and elsewhere, Edwin Morgan

experiments with typography, language and form, often

creating seemingly random but highly crafted

juxtapositions of letters and words. This poem could be

used as stimulus for investigating the computer’s impact

on the creative process. Programs like Word Art can

provide opportunities for creating words and phrases in

different shapes, fonts and colours. Alternatively you

could provide shapes into which students can type their

poems. For this approach to work effectively (and for the

form to be more than a presentational device) students

need to choose their shapes at the initial drafting stage so

that they can structure their poems appropriately. 

Another means of capitalising on the multimodality of

the genre is to use or devise powerpoint or imovie

versions of poems. Using software, such as Flash and

Shockwave, students can create their own animated

poems with accompanying sound effects, music, moving

images and pictures. Writing is just one element in this

multilayered process. They could draw inspiration from

examples on 

• the Moving Words site at

http:/ /www.open.ac.uk/crete/movingwords/ index3.

html (a section of this site explores the poem

'Search for my Tongue' through DARTS activities, a

video clip of the poem in performance and a

Shockwave Flash presentation)

• or the DGAA Kinetic Poetry Project: Words on the

Move at http:/ /www.dgaaweb.net/  

• or YouTube at

http:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rdavs8Jbg7Q

Students could make a whole poem (or perhaps a trailer

for a long poem). Those in primary and secondary

schools could also devise presentations which make

cross-curricular links between poetry and science or

humanities work. Alternatively they could send poetry in

motion postcards to other readers (go to

www.poetrysociety.org/postcard.html ) or create and

send their own virtual poems. 

Other multimedia and authoring software, such as the

Kar2ouche materials produced by Immersive Education,

aims to bring drama and poetry texts off the page by

using games technology. Pupils can choose 3D

characters, backgrounds, props and effects, add sound

and spoken lines from texts as well as their own thought

bubbles to reinterpret texts for themselves. 

Found poetry is another form which readily lends itself

to ICT approaches. With Found poetry (or Spam poetry

as the web version is sometimes called), texts from

different genres, including newspaper reports, blogs,

brochures and adverts, can be imported and manipulated

on screen with few, if any, changes into poems. Students

can also create montage or collage poems, in the vein of

those produced by the Surrealists, by scanning in and/or

manipulating images and combining them with fragments

of their own or found texts.

Other software  

Much of the software currently available to specifically

support students’ poetry writing seems to be rather

limited in scope as, perhaps inevitably, it concentrates on

introducing the forms of poetry through a series of

writing frames. Unless adapted and used very skilfully, I

think these materials can reduce writing poetry to a

worksheet-based activity which does not allow for

children to experiment with drafting original work or to

focus on writers’ language choices. Clearly there are

exceptions to this rule. For example The Making of

Poetry (AVP), suitable for pupils aged 11 - 16, includes
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manuscripts of poems by Wordsworth, Keats, Hopkins

and Owen and explores the way in which their drafts

were altered. The CD accompanying James Carter’s ‘Rap

It Up’ (2000) includes rap backing tracks which students

can use for writing and recording their own rap poetry. 

Developing Tray was one of the first programs to

encourage pupils to use their own knowledge of

language in their reading of a text. It draws on some of

the principles of cloze and is available as a programme

for Interactive Whiteboards. (Another variation on this

activity is Millum and Warren’s ‘Code Breaking’ (2001:7),

in which text is coded using a symbol font.) In my

experience, Developing Tray works most successfully

with poetry. A text is set up on screen which had some

clues in place such as punctuation, some capital letters,

initial letters of some words and dashes to indicate

undeveloped letters. Students work collaboratively to

gradually develop the poem on the tray/screen. Like

many DARTs, the real value in any cloze activity is in the

group discussion of the emerging text. Students should

be encouraged to make brief notes or record ideas as

they develop. By using cloze as a screen based activity,

they can be encouraged to experiment more fully with

potential word choices and to gain a closer focus on the

writer’s craft. They can view their completed cloze poems

as ‘drafts’ for the original poem. A whole set of different

drafts can be saved and further opportunities for

comparison easily generated.

Text Message Poetry

With access to digital technology, the nature of text as

well as the processes of reading and writing are being

redefined. (For example, in discussing use of DTP in

schools, Goodwyn argues that students who are passive

readers and writers need to move towards an ‘active and

profoundly different role of manufacturing text’ (2000:

122)]. In the last ten years, with increasing global use of

mobile phones, a new sub genre has emerged. In 2001

The Guardian ran its first text message poetry

competition. The staggering number of entries received

(7500 – many texted by people who claimed never to

have written a poem before) underlined how new

technology could revitalise writing in an age-old genre.

Although students’ text messages could occupy too much

time in a classroom for all the wrong reasons, it is worth

legitimatising them for once: the art of texting is, as

Crystal (2008) has indicated, an immediate example both

of how the English language is constantly evolving and

of children’s high levels of literacy awareness). Writing

text message poetry can make students think about being

economical with language. Use of rhyme and rhythm in

the poems are also notable features of this form as can

be seen in the following example:

2 the quick

txtin is keepin

yr i on the lttrs

txtin is keepin

yr i on the nmbrs

txtin is keepin

yr i on the screen

txtin is shavin

yr words 2 the bne

txtin is cuttin

Guidelines for Text Message Poetry

• Students can only have a maximum of 160

characters in their poems (including spaces).

Therefore stress the importance of economic use of

words. (They could also explore how this is

different from the restrictions imposed by such

forms as cinquains or sonnets.);

• they should avoid trying to tell a complicated story;

• text poems can be jokey but they don’t have to be.

‘A text poem has to find one truthful moment and

describe it’ (Wilson 2001). If students are familiar

with haiku poetry, and the way it captures a tiny

event or moment, this would be a useful point of

comparison;

• mobile phones all have different layouts so it is

difficult to predict how someone will receive/read

the poem. This means students should focus on

how their word and punctuation choices can drive

the rhythm and pace of their poems;

• experiment with internal rhymes (U A Fanthorpe,

one of competition’s judges, commented that many

entries seemed to experiment with rhyme as a

substitute for imagery);

• make use of abbreviations where appropriate but

be aware of their impact on the reader and the

tone of the poem. (For those unfamiliar with

texting abbreviations, consult your students!);

• ask students to experiment with writing straight

onto screen and drafting on paper and talk about

the 

differences. How is the process of texting a poem 

different from writing one with pen and paper or a

word processor? 

(Adapted from advice offered to competition

entrants by text message poet Andrew Wilson,

Guardian Unlimited,  29/3/01.)

For more examples of text poems refer to:

http:/ /books.guardian.co.uk/games/mobilepoems/0,9405,4

50649,00.html or http:/ /www.theregister.co.uk/2007/

05/03/txt_laureate/

And finally…

In this article, I hope to have shown how ICT can both
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support and enliven students’ creation of and responses

to poetry in the classroom by giving them greater access

and insight in to the dynamic multimodal nature of the

form. Use of a word processor alone can transform

students’ approaches to writing poetry. By using ICT in its

various forms, the relationship between reading, writing,

speaking and listening to poetry is brought ever closer.

Furthermore, students can be given opportunities to

experiment with poetic language in many, increasingly

multi-layered, collaborative ways.

(This article is a revised and abridged version of the

chapter ‘Poetry and ICT’, first published in Drafting and

Assessing Poetry (2003) Paul Chapman Publishing.)
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EDM Poetry Bite: A My Last Duchess Computer Game

James Durran, at the Parkside Federation in Cambridge, has created a
computer game based on My Last Duchess, for introducing the poem to
students, using Immersive Education’s MissionMaker software. Children
playing the game find themselves in a castle, piecing together clues about a
crime from scraps of confessionary notes, fragments of letters, pictures and
maps. In doing so, they effectively read and decode much of the text of the
poem.

Upon encountering a clue, the player can photograph it and write notes on
what it seems to imply - all within the game. These snapshots and jottings can
later be saved as a Word document - a record of the player’s journey and
thoughts. The game can be played by children in pairs or on their own, or it
can be played with a whole class on an interactive whiteboard. The latter is
more economical in time, and can often be more entertaining.

It isn’t necessary to have the MissionMaker software to play the game. You
only need the free application MissionPlayer, which can be downloaded from
Immersive’s website, at www.immersiveeducation.com/missionmaker/player.

You can download James’s game from www.parksidemedia.net, where you
can also find his contact details. You can view a Teachers’ TV programme
about the game at http://www.teachers.tv/video/12123
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Poetry Online
Teaching Poetry through the Poetry Archive

Jean Sprackland and Julie Blake introduce the rich resources of the online Poetry Archive and suggest
ways of using it in English teaching.

The Ear is the Best Reader
Jean Sprackland introduces the Poetry Archive and reflects on the power of the poet’s voice as
represented in the collection.

The Poetry Archive – the world’s premier online

collection of recordings of poets reading their own work

– recently celebrated its third birthday. To aficionados it

seems to have been around forever. How did we manage

without it? Live readings have always provided

marvellous opportunities to hear the voices of poets, but

to listen to a poem whenever you like, as many times as

you like, and to explore voices of the past as well as the

present: it’s hard to believe that until November 2005

there was no easy way to do this. There were recordings

in the British Library, of course, and in the Poetry Library

on the South Bank; on trips to London I would try and

wangle an hour or two in there, headphones on, working

my way through the cassette collection. And maybe you

had one of those old Argo records – The Poet Speaks –

with John Betjeman or T S Eliot, perhaps.

The poet speaks

Today, you can listen to the voices of 170 poets (and

counting), free of charge, at www.poetryarchive.org.

They span 120 years, from the dawn of the age of

recording right up to the present day. You may already

have heard about the wax cylinder recording of

Tennyson’s The Charge of the Light Brigade, a poem

brilliantly explored and contextualised by Julie Blake here

and on our website. In fact we have an even earlier

recording. It was made in 1889 and preserves a unique

occasion, a dinner party given by the artist Rudolf

Lehmann. Colonel Gouraud had brought with him a

phonograph and each of the guests was invited to speak

into it. Another guest – the great poet Robert Browning,

no less – is initially reluctant, but eventually relents and

can be heard reciting from his poem How They Brought

the Good News from Ghent to Aix. Unfortunately, he

forgets the words after a few lines, tries again and then

gives up, but can be heard expressing his astonishment

at this ‘wonderful invention’. Listening to this fragment is,

in Julie Blake’s words, ‘a voice-from-the-grave moment’.

It’s a powerful reminder that they were like us: they went

to parties, got excited about new technology, forgot their

lines. This realisation goes way beyond the English

classroom; it feeds our sense of what it is to be human.

The historic dimension to the Poetry Archive is crucial,

as it’s here that all these treasures of the past are

collected together, set in context and made available to

everyone who wants to hear them. Equally important is

the Archive’s role in capturing the voices of living poets.

Some key figures from the first half of the twentieth

century were never recorded, for one reason or another,

and now their voices are lost forever; as long as funding

permits, the Archive will ensure that this does not

happen again. A continuous programme of recording

significant contemporary poets means that the Archive

goes on growing and developing, extending its range to

include work in all styles and from every part of the

English-speaking world. We are currently working in

partnership with the Poetry Foundation in Chicago to add

100 American poets to the Archive, and there is scope for

similar collaborative projects with other organisations in

the future. The Archive has made a strong start, but there

is much more to do (and we welcome suggestions – so

please let us know if there’s a poet you would specially

like to see included).

Jean Sprackland is a
poet, and Education
Manager for the Poetry
Archive.
www.jeansprackland.
com

Photo by Caroline
Forbes



22 February 2009

Sound-sense

In his introduction to the Archive, Poet Laureate Andrew

Motion reminds us that ‘the sound of a poem is as

important to its existence as whatever the words might

mean when we read them on the page’. This is the basic

principle behind the Archive, and it’s a principle which

can all too easily be forgotten. If students encounter

poems almost exclusively in books, they are missing out.

It’s a bit like looking at a sculpture you’re not allowed to

touch. When we read a poem on the page, we get only

half of it. The other half is the ‘sound-sense’: the music.

Poetry began as a spoken artform, long before most

people could read or write, and its internal music was

vital. It was how a poem was memorised, and it was the

thing that gave it colour and life. In the age of near-

universal literacy, this aural dimension has lost some of

its status. On more than one school visit I’ve seen a

whole lesson examining the ‘meaning’ of a poem, using

only the text on the page, and just a cursory bit about

‘sound-effects’ tacked on the end, often consisting of a

few minutes’ feature-spotting for alliteration and

onomatopoeia. Meaning resides in the sound as well as

the look of a poem, and as a poet I find it very odd to

witness discussions which relegate the sound to a sort of

decorative extra.

The aural tradition

Now the buzzword is ‘multimodal’, and with wonderful

synchronicity the Poetry Archive is a project whose time

has come, because the power of the internet – our

defining contemporary technology – is making it possible

to revive the aural tradition and restore to us the

imaginative joys of listening. Real, concentrated listening

is a creative as well as an interpretive experience. As

Andrew Motion puts it:

When Frost said ‘the ear is the best reader’ he didn't mean

to say that he preferred the fleeting voice to the substantial

page, but to give them both equal value, and to remind us

how they depended on one another.

Seamus Heaney has spoken of that same equal valuing,

of the twin pleasures of ‘reading out’ and ‘reading into

yourself’. The two do not compete but complement one

another.

The Poetry Archive project is driven by a conviction

that there is something special about hearing a poem

read by the poet. Not every poet has a great reputation

for giving readings – indeed, one or two are well-known

for all the wrong reasons – and we are sometimes asked

why we don’t get actors to read the work instead. While

there are examples of stunning readings of poems by

actors, they do not and can not offer the same experience

as readings by the poets themselves. An actor is trained

to interpret and to dramatise, and will always add

something extra. The poet, on the other hand, has a

unique right to his or her own words, and will let the

poem speak for itself. Choices of phrasing, emphasis,

tone and pace can be the source of powerful insight into

the poet’s own intentions as a writer. I’ve had many a

‘lightbulb moment’ listening to an Archive recording and

thinking “Ah, now I get it!”

Supporting teachers and students

The Poetry Archive website is home to a wealth of

supporting material, including biographical information,

lesson plans and classroom activities, filmed interviews

with poets, and browsers which you can use to search by

theme and by poetic form. In 2008 we added a unique

glossary of ‘poetry vocabulary’; it contains definitions of

useful terms (like ambiguity, metaphor and stanza),

sound files which demonstrate the way the words are

pronounced, and links to real-life examples in poems. We
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Jackie Kay – Old Tongue
Kay’s combination of dramatic intensity and
musicality lends itself brilliantly to performance.
In this recording, her Glaswegian lilt is still to
the fore, at home in the 'Old Tongue' even as
she describes her fear of losing it.

Seamus Heaney – Mossbawn Sunlight
In his intimate reading style, Heaney balances a
sense of natural speech with his commitment to
what he has described as "a musically satisfying
order of sounds". This grants full weight to the
formal skill that shapes the poems, yet gives the
impression that we are being confided in by the
man whose poetry, according to the Swedish
Academy, is distinguished by "lyrical beauty and
ethical depth".

Sylvia Plath – The Applicant
In this devastating satire on the conventional marriage, Plath
uses the sales-speak of modern commerce to expose society's
de-humanising expectations. Her reading style is cool and
controlled, but this only emphasises the driven energy of
these extraordinary testaments, sent from the edge of
experience.

Theodore Roethke – My Papa’s Waltz
An American poet of the 40s and 50s, Roethke has a
wonderfully clear and natural voice. The father in this famous
poem is an exciting and yet terrifying force that scoops the
young Roethke up like a whirlwind.

Jenny Joseph – Cutting off one's ears for
someone else is wrong
Joseph’s reading style is unusual in that it
emphasises the many voices of her work -
melancholy, anguished, humorous. Her own
tones bring her different narrators to life so
that the listener feels directly engaged in her
poems, which have been described as
"strange in what they say but plain in the way
they say it".

Dylan Thomas - In My Craft or Sullen Art
Thomas is well-known for his deep, honeyed
baritone which he used to great dramatic
effect. Here the intimacy of the studio setting
allows him to turn the volume down, ending
this great poem to the vocation of the poet on
a beautifully judged, quiet note.

Six of the best ...
As I return and return to the Archive, my favourites swap places and jostle for position. I
follow trails and guided tours, and make new discoveries which win my heart for a while
before being superseded by others. This afternoon, my top six recordings are as follows:

are keen to go on developing new resources which are

genuinely useful to students and teachers. But the

Archive is fundamentally about the listening experience,

which is truly educational in itself. Its mission is to

encourage people to listen more widely, more

adventurously and with greater enjoyment. It sounds

simple, but I think it could make a real difference in

schools.
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The new National Curriculum for English is now under

way and in the furnace of classroom practice there will

be much hammering out of the shape English teachers

think creativity, multimodality and the like should take.

Although we still have a top-down curriculum, and

although the National Curriculum orders still fall short of

some ideals, and we have yet to see how the GCSE

awarding bodies will interpret them, there is at least the

prospect of an environment in which more interesting

work in English might flourish.

Creative opportunities

To my mind, there are three particular areas of interest.

First, there is the attention to creativity, at richer levels of

specification than before. There is explicit reference to

working with multimodal texts and although the sacred

cow of English literature is inoculated from this, in

practice most teachers routinely use some multimodal

representations anyway – Luhrman or Zeffirelli’s Romeo

and Juliet, say. There is also a heightened regard for

speaking and listening, and in this I would agree with

Joy Alexander’s recent argument (Alexander 2008) that

‘speakin’n’listnin’ needs uncoupling as a curriculum

entity, aesthetic listening valued, and the pedagogic case

understood for re-coupling speaking with writing, and

listening with reading. Given longstanding anxiety about

teaching poetry, and the timely availability of the Poetry

Archive’s (free) creative, multimodal, aesthetic listening

resource, this piece considers how pedagogic design

might work with these dynamics.

The other perspective I want to bring to bear comes

from Ben Rampton’s ethnographic study of Key Stage 3

pupils in a working class London school (Rampton 2006).

In this, pupils frequently brought song into classroom

talk, including the all-too-recognisable example of Hanif

bursting into a Bee Gees falsetto when another pupil

wonders what might have happened had Romeo and

Juliet stayed alive. Rampton contrasts the pupils’

experience of ‘expressively depleted’ classroom talk with

the semiotic richness of song, with its scope for

interpretative freedom, youth-determined authority of

judgement, personal significance, and varied modes of

participation, including just listening (Rampton,

2006:120–1). The pedagogic design outlined below is

thinking about expressive repletion.

Using the Poetry Archive: Teaching ‘The
Charge of the Light Brigade’

The Poetry Archive is keen that its recordings should be

used in schools, and to that end it has commissioned

teachers to produce classroom resources, including lesson

plans on individual poems and more extended “resource

bank” units. These are available in the ‘For Teachers’

section of the website. Invited to write some extended

resources, I experimented with pedagogic design to see

how far a multimodal approach to a literary text could

extend beyond just the typewritten text with audio

overlay, and into the kinds of semiotic richness students

(and teachers) might find more engaging.

What follows is a discussion of the Poetry Archive’s

‘resource bank’ item called ‘Related or Contrasting Texts’.

This can be downloaded from the site. (It will soon be

reframed in relation to the new framework objectives). It

aims to develop a textured, historically contextualised

understanding of Tennyson’s ‘The Charge of the Light

Brigade’. This understanding is developed by working

with several related texts and images from the time, in

facsimile, multimodal and traditional forms. It uses an

astonishing recording from the Poetry Archive website –

Tennyson’s voice captured with early wax cylinder

recording technology - and additional supporting notes

available there.

Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori

The sequence starts with this image of the Crimean war,

from the collection of Crimean War material available at

http:/ / lcweb2.loc.gov/pp/pphome.html. (Enter ‘The Fall

of Sebastopol’ in the search box on that page, which will

take you straight to the image.) It gains a striking

immediacy when projected in a much larger format in the

classroom, an easy job with a digital copy of the image

and a data projector. With an interactive whiteboard it

can also be a focus for collective annotation. The

development of ideas about the image might proceed

along lines like these:

• Invite short descriptive responses, starting with one

word and adding layers of detail. In your

imagination, what can you see, smell, hear, taste,

touch? When looking at this image, what do you

think? What do you feel? What do you want to

do? Annotate the image or list responses. Move

Using The Poetry Archive in the English
Classroom

Focusing on a sequence of lessons on ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, Julie Blake reflects on creative
and critical ways into the teaching of poetry, using the resources of the Poetry Archive as part of a
multi-modal approach.

Julie Blake is an
educational writer,
researcher and
consultant



25February 2009

outwards from a creative response to a more

speculative analytical one: what do you think is

happening here? Who is involved? When and

where do you think this event took place? Why?

• Give relevant contextual details: the Crimean War

1853-1856. This image is called ‘The fall of

Sebastopol / Capture of the Malakoff Tower’. It

shows French and Russian soldiers engaged in

hand-to-hand combat at the Malakoff Tower. In

the Victorian era in which this war took place, the

idea that it was sweet and fitting to die for your

country had some currency. What attitude to this

idea does this picture suggest? How do you think

this attitude is suggested?

Read all about it

The next stage is to develop a richer contextual framing

of the events that led to the poem, and a more

sophisticated appreciation of ideas, values and emotions,

especially in response to war. The key questions are:

what ideas about war do you hold? What do you value

most in life? What emotion do you feel about war? To

stimulate and support focused discussion, a worksheet is

provided in the resource with key word prompts about

each question. The variation that will undoubtedly be

evident in the class can be linked to the idea that readers

respond differently to texts according to their own ideas,

values and emotions about the themes.

The next task is to read aloud (more than once) the

broadside or broadsheet ballad ‘The Sufferings of the

British Army in the Camp before Sebastopol’ (see next

page) available in facsimile form from the Bodleian

Library collection at http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/ballads/

ballads.htm. (On the menu on the left hand side, click

'Some images', then click again on the bottom right hand

image -Harding B 15(322). Click on the image again to

see the text in full.) This is described thus:

Although the soldiers themselves are praised as "England's

gallant soldiers" this is a song attacking the political and

military leadership of the war

You could provide students with a context for

understanding ballads as popular songs, performed in

taverns and markets, and as an early form of news

transmission. Students could highlight the ideas, values

and emotions in this text, and compare these with their

own; they could perhaps go on to develop and perform

a musical version which conveys their understanding.

By way of contrast, in terms of political orientation and
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formality, the next reading is an article from the London

Times dispatch (November 14, 1854) from the front of the

Crimean War, written by William Howard Russell (see

next page). This is the article that immediately inspired

Alfred Tennyson to write his poem. (It is available in

word-processed form on Wikisource at http:/ /en.wiki

source.org/wiki, although a facsimile copy from Historic

Newspapers or the British Library newspapers collection

would be better). Again, the ideas, values and emotions

can be explored, and similarities and differences

identified, in straightforward group discussion, or perhaps

through drama work with students in role as Russell, the

news editor of the London Times and Tennyson at his

breakfast table. The ballad and the broadsheet work

together here to support the first creativity objective,

‘making fresh connections between ideas, experiences,

texts and word, drawing on a rich experience of

language and literature’.

‘The Charge Of The Light Brigade’

There is now a rich contextual frame through which to

view the poem. The idea that Tennyson wrote this poem

minutes after reading the Times article can be given a

heightened sense of immediacy by looking at a facsimile

of the manuscript copy of the poem (see page 28),

available here: http:/ /etext.virginia.edu/britpo/ tennyson/

TenChar.html. You could also provide the summary of

the battle given in the notes to the poem on the Poetry

Archive webpage. Then, some aesthetic listening:

playing the Poetry Archive recording of Tennyson reading

the poem, and inviting responses. Further readings – by

you, Tennyson, students, anyone else – will give time for

students to absorb the poem aurally, and perhaps also to

jot thoughts. You could use Venn diagrams as a creative

method for developing comparative ideas about the

different texts, perhaps starting with the poem and one

other text of choice, and building up to 4 overlapping

circles for those who dare. And if a four item Venn

diagram is too easy, or you want an extra multimodal

dimension, try adding the trailer for the 1936 film The

Charge of the Light Brigade starring Errol Flynn, available

via the Internet Movie Database website at

www.imdb.com.

This could be extended to include discussion of what

difference is made by the presentation of this war in the

various media we have considered: painting, facsimile

broadsheet ballad, broadsheet news article, poem in

facsimile manuscript form, Tennyson’s recording and

regular published form. Key questions might include:

how do we respond to each form? What longevity does

each form have? Who is the intended audience of each?

What is the purpose of each? What sort of influence

does each have on the ideas about war, values and

emotions of their audience?

Wrapping it up

Tennyson’s poem frequently appears in anthologies and

in surveys of people’s favourite poems. Explore why

THE SUFFERINGS OF THE

British Army
INTHECAMP BEFORE

SEBASTOPOL
All you who live at home in ease, and sleep on beds of down
Pray think of our brave soldiers who lie frozen on the ground
In the camp before Sebastopol, in mud up to their knees,
The flower of our Army there, has perished by disease.

For England’s gallant soldiers you will sympathise I’m sure
No pen can write or tongue can tell the hardships they endure

From the camp to Balaklava like horses they do work,
Up to their knees in mud and snow, with neither shoes or shirt
Then slaving in the trenches and guarding of the ground,

Crushed with fatigue and hunger they in death’s cold arms are found.

Fathers cry my dearest son then weep in grief and woe,
Mothers cry my darling boy has perished in the snow,

Wives in agony lament in sorrow and dispair
While the pretty little children cry where is my father dear.

I heard a maid lamenting, in grief she scarce could stand,
Saying my father died at Alma and my love at Inkermas
My brother dear was wounded by the cursed enemy,
And now lies in the hospital in the town of Scrutari

The glory of Britannia, England’s gallant soldiers bold,
Endured the greatest misery before Sebastopol.

Crushed with fatigue and hunger they braved danger with a smile
No nation in the world can match the sons of Britain’s Isle.

In filth and dirt without a shirt to shield them form the cold
A wet blanket wrapped around them, how dreadful to behold
\Without a bed to lie their head but are compelled alas -

To lie fatigued and hungry upon the frozen grass.

The French are well provided for, their wants into are seen,
They have a friend, a Bonaparte, and not a Aberdeen,

But Britons are neglected, and doomed in youth and bloom
To die an early death and lay within the silent tomb.

Oh God protect our soldiers with thy almighty hand,
Grant them a victory and guide them to their native land

Befriend their wives and children since war caused them to part
Protect their aged parents and ease their aching heart.

Come sympathise with me my friends, refuse you’ll not I’m sure,
For our gallant British soldiers who such hardships do endure,
Who bears it all with patience and meets danger with a smile
May God protect our soldiers bold, the sons of Britain’s Isle.

John Morgan
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TTHHEE  CCHHAARRGGEE  OOFF
TTHHEE  LLIIGGHHTT
BBRRIIGGAADDEE

WWiilllliiaamm  HHoowwaarrdd  RRuusssseellll

HEIGHTS BEFORE
SEBASTOPOL,
OCTOBER 25 

If the exhibition of the most
brilliant valor, of the excess of
courage, and of a daring which
would have reflected luster on
the best days of chivalry can
afford full consolation for the
disaster of today, we can have no
reason to regret the melancholy
loss which we sustained in a
contest with a savage and
barbarian enemy.
I shall proceed to describe, to

the best of my power, what
occurred under my own eyes, and
to state the facts which I have
heard from men whose veracity is
unimpeachible, reserving to
myself the right of private
judgement in making public and
in surpressing the details of what
occurred on this memorable
day...
[After losing ground to a

British force half its size, the
Russians retreated to the heights
above Sebastopol, a port town on
the Black sea] .
At 11:00 our Light Cavalry

Brigade rushed to the front...
The Russians opened on them
with guns from the redoubts on
the right, with volleys of
musketry and rifles.
They swept proudly past,

glittering in the morning sun in
all the pride and splendor of war.
We could hardly believe the
evidence of our senses. Surely 

that handful of men were not
going to charge an army in
position? Alas! It was but too
true -- their desperate 
valor knew no bounds, and far
indeed was it removed from its
so-called better part -- discretion.
They advanced in two lines,
quickening the pace as they
closed towards the enemy. A
more fearful spectacle was never
witnessed than by those who,
without the power to aid, beheld
their heroic countrymen rushing
to the arms of sudden death. At
the distance of 1200 yards the
whole line of the enemy belched
forth, from thirty iron mouths, a
flood of smoke and flame through
which they never halted or
checked their speed an instant.
With diminished ranks, thinned
by those thirty guns, which the
Russians had laid with the most
deadly accuracy, with a halo of
flashing steel above their heads,
and with a cheer which was many
a noble fellow's death cry, they
flew into the smoke of the
batteries; but ere they were lost
from view, the plain was strewed
with their bodies and with the
carcasses of horses. They were
exposed to an oblique fire from
the batteries on the hills on both
sides, as well as to a direct fire of
musketry.
Through the clouds of smoke

we could see their sabers flashing
as they rode up to the guns and
dashed between them, cutting
down the gunners as they stood.
The blaze of their steel, like an
officer standing near me said,
"was like the turn of a shoal of
mackerel." We saw them riding
through the guns, as I have 
said; to our delight, we saw them
returning, after breaking through 

a column of Russian infantry and 
scattering them like chaff, when
the flank fire of the battery on the
hill swept them down, scattered 
and broken as they were.
Wounded men and dismounted
troopers flying towards us told
the sad tale -- demigods could not
have done what they had failed to
do. At the very moment when
they were about to retreat, a
regiment of lancers was hurled
upon their flank. Colonel
Shewell, of the 8th Hussars, saw
the danger and rode his men
straight at them, cutting his way
through with fearful loss. The
other regiments turned and
engaged in a desperate
encounter. With courage too
great almost for credence, they
were breaking their way through
the columns which enveloped
them, where there took place an
act of atrocity without parallel in
modern warfare of civilized
nations. The Russian gunners,
when the storm of cavalry passed,
returned to their guns. They saw
their own cavalry mingled with
the troopers who had just ridden
over them, and to the eternal
disgrace of the Russian name, the
miscreants poured a murderous
volley of grape and canister on
the mass of struggling men and
horses, mingling friend and foe in
one common ruin. It was as
much as our Heavy Cavalry
Brigade could do to cover the
retreat of the miserable remnants
of that band of band of heroes as
they returned to the place they
had so lately quitted in all the
pride of life. 
At 11:35 not a British soldier,

except the dead and dying, was
left in front of those bloody
Muscovite guns...

students think this might be, before reading a BBC article

commemorating the 150th anniversary of the Crimean

War, available here: http:/ /news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/

magazine/3944699.stm. This will help to develop ideas

about the enduring appeal of Tennyson’s poem – but to

what extent do students find these ideas convincing?

You could conduct this kind of evaluation as a ‘Room

101’ style discussion with one person advocating

expunging the poem from all records, and another

defending it.

A pedagogy for creativity, multimodality and
aesthetic listening 

This sequence is clearly planned to happen over a

couple of weeks, with many different types of activity, a
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holistic approach to reading, writing, speaking and

listening, and with slower approaches to the

development of ideas than is often found in schemes of

work.  Some will raise eyebrows at the prospect of

spending a couple of weeks on one poem, and declare it

impossible.  But if we turn it on its head, in the manner

of a creative thinker, we might better ask: why not spend

a couple of weeks on one poem and a range of contexts

for understanding it?  How else are we to develop an

engaged enjoyment and appreciation of poetry, an

understanding of why this poem might be considered

culturally valuable, and creative and critical thinking of

any depth or meaning to young people?  And this is not

just the study of one poem, but also of contrasting media

texts, an image and a film trailer, an exploration of the

relationship between high and low culture, the nature

and function of war reporting and art, drama, discussion,

analysis, comparison and evaluation.  After which,

students might be in a better position to write essays

about any of these texts, or to move more confidently

into an anthology of other war poems.    

Of course, it takes time to develop the resources

needed for creativity, multimodality and aesthetic

listening, and also, adopting Gunther Kress’s argument

(NATE 2007), slow thinking.  So much of what we do

happens in an environment dominated by discourses and

practices of speed and pressure that it can be difficult to

give ourselves the space to do the interesting thing.  To

this end, however, the Poetry Archive is a beacon of

hope.  In its domain, poetry is not something for the eye

and the examination, but for the ear and the imagination,

and for enjoyment of many different kinds, including the

puzzlement of hearing something you can’t be sure of

and enjoying it anyway.  The power of hearing a poet

speak, sometimes in a tangible voice-from-the-grave

moment, is a high-octane, first-hand listening experience

in its own right.  The Poetry Archive does not tell us how

to teach, though there are resources there for anyone

who wants them; instead, it quietly teaches us, if we

attend carefully, to value listening, to respect

multimodality, and to treasure creativity.    

The image of the Fall of Sebastopol is used courtesy of The
Library of Congress.
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EDM Poetry Bite: Moving Words and Animated Poetry

The Open University’s Moving Words website  (http://www.open.ac.uk/crete/
movingwords) provides a variety of approaches to teaching Literature from Different
Cultures using ICT and exploiting multimedia techniques. There are sections on ‘I Have a
Dream’, on Macbeth, and on the poem ‘Search for My Tongue’, and others.

Moving Words is part of the Schools-On-Line project based at the Centre For Research
and Development in Teacher Education at the Open University.  Each Activity is supported
by a two hour departmental INSET plan, classroom ideas, and an online resource section
containing: editable texts files of other source material, relevant web site links and links to
the software needed to access the multimedia elements of the website. There is also a
research section of the site.

One of the approaches involves using basic animation software – such as Shockwave
Flash  – to create animated poetry. A discussion of the potential of this technique by
Esther Menon, along with further examples, may be found at the OU’s Learning Space
Education site (http://openlearn.open.ac.uk), and activities on Text Mapping and Kinetic
Poetry at the OU’s Learning Schools Programme English site.
(http://www.lsp.open.ac.uk/english/teaching).
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From Chaucer to Eminem
Rap and the Oral Tradition in Poetry Teaching

This article explores some of the ways in which the oral tradition in poetry can inform poetry teaching in
schools. Julie Hooper and Baba Brinkman write about the potential of hip-hop in the poetry classroom,
whilst Gary Snapper reviews Brinkman’s ‘Rap Canterbury Tales’ and suggests other ways in which
elements of medieval verse can be introduced to students.

Innocence, Experience and Hip Hop
Teaching Poetry through Rap

Julie Hooper gives an account of an innovative GCSE poetry course which takes Hip Hop as a starting
point for exploring poetic language and genre, taking in Blake and Heaney along the way.

Progressive teachers of English in the USA who have

been the main driving force behind the use of Hip Hop

styled creative writing programmes in urban communities

are eagerly anticipating a new wave of teenage interest in

Hip Hop lyrics.

The Hip Hop President

‘Barack Obama is the ‘Hip Hop president’ to many young

African Americans’, says renowned historian, Glenn

Gamboa. Obama, who claims to have Hip Hop giants Jay

Z and Kanye West on his iPod, hopes to be able to

inspire young wannabe Hip Hop artists to attempt themes

they have never tackled before. In a recent interview he

commented, "What I'm starting to see is [for rappers] to

stretch out more to think about social responsibility and

how they could impact the culture in a positive way and

I hope that continues."

Although Obama’s presidency has not yet led to a

major hip hop album, the campaign inspired numerous

mixtapes and gatherings of high profile rappers, including

DJ Green Lantern’s ‘Yes We Can’ compilation of artists

from Akon to Jay Z. Global icons such as Nas, Jay Z and

Kanye West are working on new albums that are likely to

at least have some focus upon the new administration,

the recession, the environment and the global political

scene.

Learning and Motivation

Over the years a number of teachers in England and

Wales have also been keen to celebrate the verbal

gymnastics, poetic style and the more positive aspects of

Hip Hop in their English classrooms, including a group at

the Sheffield College, where English teachers receive

students into their GCSE English classes who have failed

to get the grade they need at school. They are often less

than enthusiastic about the subject, and poetry in

particular seems to turn them off. Inspired by a young

English teacher who believed that his interest in English

Literature was influenced by the years he spent as a

teenager listening to Hip Hop, a small English team got

together to explore the use of Hip Hop lyrics to teach

poetic style and figurative language.

We were quickly convinced that students are able to

grasp the linguistic features – for instance the use of

imagery, assonance and alliteration, and rhythmic and

rhyme patterns – that used to bemuse or bore them in

canonical poetry if they are applied first to Hip Hop

lyrics. So we put together a short course called ‘ Rap and

Poetry’, designed to introduce poetry.

Hip Hop is a global cultural phenomenon, and many

young people grow up understanding a good deal about

the themes and style of the genre. How context, purpose

and audience inform language and syntax makes sense to

them in the context of Hip Hop. Cross-cultural

comparison can also be made between Hip Hop

compositions and canonical texts - and these are the

aspects of the Rap and Poetry course that this article will

mainly focus upon.

Heaney and Eminem

The course begins with the study of a newspaper

Julie Hooper is a
lecturer in
e-Communications at
the Sheffield College
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interview with poet Seamus Heaney who extols the

verbal skills of rap artiste, Eminem. When asked if there

was an artiste today who informed young people's

thinking about lyrics in the way that Bob Dylan and John

Lennon did in the sixties and seventies Heaney answered:

There is this guy Eminem. He has created a sense of what is

possible. He has sent a voltage around a generation. He has

done this not just through his subversive attitude but also his

verbal energy.

Infant Sorrow

We focus on the language Heaney uses to describe

Eminem, then introduce the work of black American

rapper, Nas. A composition by Nas, called ‘Fetus’ (sic)

introduces our Rap & Poetry topic theme of Birth and

Parenthood. In his ‘Fetus’ lyrics, Nas imagines himself in

the womb, communicating through the viewpoint of the

soon-to-be-born baby. Two hundred years before,

William Blake did something very similar in his poem

‘Infant Sorrow’ from Songs of Innocence and Experience.

There are many stylistic, thematic and cross socio-

cultural points of contrast and comparison to be made

between the Hip Hop composition and the poem. and

between 21st century urban America and 18th century

urban London. Nas presents a gritty picture of being born

into an impoverished environment and so did Blake.

However, abortion was a possibility discussed and

abandoned by Nas’s parents in ‘Fetus,’ and students are

often surprised to discover through ‘Infant Sorrow’ that

such a subject would have been a taboo to poetry until

the 1970s in the UK. The Hip Hop composition is studied

first so that students can apply learned skills and

knowledge to the canonical text.

Infant Joy

As a contrast to ‘Fetus’, a lyrical composition by Hip Hop

artist Talib Kweli is introduced. Kweli wrote a piece

called ‘Joy’, which is essentially a celebration of being a

father. He begins with:

‘I’m about to be a father

The sights and sounds seem brighter around me.’

Like Nas, Kweli also explores some of the decisions that

are sometimes made in relation to birth. He and his

partner were totally disillusioned at the poor quality of

birth care available to her when she gave birth to her first

child in a Chicago hospital. Kweli says:

‘You know them hospitals all trying to get paid, no

questions

Here come the doctors with they drugs, trying to do C

sections.’

The lyrics explain how they consequently took the

decision to have their second child at home and the

differences between hospital and home birth, and

between the American health system and the NHS, makes

for an interesting classroom discussion.
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Making comparisons

‘Fetus’ and ‘Joy’ by the Hip Hop artists are then

positioned thematically as a kind of modern equivalent of

‘Infant Joy’ and ‘Infant Sorrow’ by William Blake, whose

life and times are introduced at this point. They are

analysed thematically and stylistically as modern ‘poems’

or raps that present mirror images of the Blake poems.

For example, the way Talib Kweli ends his ‘Joy’

composition with the words:

‘I’m so blessed to have a boy and a girl,

Everyday they bring joy into my world’

would be compared with the words of the parent to the

infant in Blake’s ‘Infant Joy’:

‘Sweet joy, but two days old.

Sweet Joy I call thee

Thou dost smile

I sing all the while’

Another interesting angle is to explore Kweli’s choice

of words, which can appear rather ‘old fashioned’ to the

students, and not unlike those Blake uses, such as ‘ joy’, ‘

blessed’ and ‘precious’ - while at the same time

recognising that Hip Hop is currently introducing new

words as rapidly into the English language as

Shakespeare once did. (Students enjoy writing lists of

new words and phrases they think older people would

not understand the meaning of. Hip Hop lyrics can

present some linguistic and cultural challenges for the

tutor and interesting juxtapositions of roles and authority

can occur in the classroom when students and tutors

bring their knowledge and expertise together on equal

terms.)

Genre and style

We then introduce an informative text about the history

and styles of rap music. Our main purpose here is to

teach the concept of genre through discussion of the

different genres found in rap, particularly Party Rap,

Message Rap, News Rap, Boast Rap and Gangsta Rap.

Interesting discussions can also happen about the music

industry's exploitation of ‘gangsta’ imagery; students

acknowledge thinking that 'gangsta’ and 'bling' is all that

Hip Hop is about.

The unit moves on to explore the 'boast' genre through

'Partytime', where American rapper E Attack 'boasts'

about his verbal skills. 'Boasting' and exaggerating are

presented as a stylistic convention in literature and oracy

that has ancient and cross-cultural roots; translated

extracts of Beowulf are used for comparison. Beowulf

boasts that he can kill the monster Grendel single-

handed, where whole armies have failed.

The unit then moves on to Message Rap, looking, for
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instance at the message about literacy in Nas's

international chart hit, 'I Can':

Young boys, you can use a lot of help, you know

You thinkin' life's all about smokin' weed and ice

You don't wanna be my age and can't read and write

Begging different women for a place to sleep at night

The lyrics of Eminem

The unit now builds upon the language features it

introduced earlier, through a study of Eminem lyrics. In

'Sing for the Moment' from the 'Eminem Show', Eminem

describes the reaction that some American parents have

when they discover their sons listening to his music.

These ideas are nightmares for white parents

Whose worst fear is a child with dyed hair and who likes

earrings

Like whatever they say has no bearing

It's so scary in a house that allows no swearing

To see him walking around with his headphones blaring

Alone in his own zone, cold and he don't care

We use the text to stimulate discussion about adult

perceptions of youth culture. The extract is excellent for

demonstrating sound effects in language, especially

assonance. Imagery is later introduced through Eminem's

words:

And I just know that I grow colder the older I grow.

This boulder on my shoulder gets heavy and harder to hold,

And this load is like the weight of the world,

And I think my neck is breaking

For centuries, western poets have found inspiration in

the classical tradition; our students are given the story of

Atlas and contemplate whether or not Eminem is

consciously drawing inspiration from the myth.

Creative writing

Although teachers encourage students to write creatively

in rap form whenever the opportunity arises, the Rap/

Poetry unit concludes with an exercise that gets the

students writing rap in a genre of their choice and

including stylistic techniques they have learned - imagery

assonance, etc.

And finally – does it work?

We don’t have hard evidence to support a claim that

young people get better GCSE English grades if they

study Hip Hop before poetry. But most of the students

taking the Rap and Poetry course became more

enthusiastic and more skilled at exploring emotive, aural

and figurative effects in language. We claim no less, no

more than this.

Mainstream Hip Hop has been notoriously

misogynistic, homophobic and associated with gun crime

and violence. Putting together our Rap and Poetry course

required a lot of careful selection and editing. But Hip

Hop is changing. The iconic 50 Cent is busily funding

projects raising from children’s health initiatives to relief

for the Gulf coast in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. Jay

Z and Sean John are writing about the value of shared

wealth and Hip Hoppers like Common and Talib Kweli

are holding huge music events to encourage young black

people to model themselves on Obama and work

towards real change in their communities and country.

In the next few months, selecting Hip Hop lyrics for use

in the English classroom may become a lot easier as the

Hip Hop generation shakes off its hate image and rises to

the ‘We Can’ challenge.

The Sheffield College offers an online e-

Communications degree course for those who are

interested in exploring ICT, technology and popular

culture in English or Media. Contact

julie.hooper@sheffcol.ac.uk
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From a quick listen or a cursory glance it would seem

that rap music and education are ill suited for one

another. This is certainly the prevailing attitude among

rap's detractors, many of whom are members of the

baby-boomer generation as alarmed about their kids'

music as their own parents were about rock in the sixties.

Rappers for the most part have done little to dispel this

view, and in fact they often address it directly in their

lyrics, reinforcing stereotypes about themselves by

reacting defiantly to criticism. A few examples that spring

to mind are the words of the late Notorious B.I.G:

considered a fool

'cause I dropped out of high school

stereotypes of black male misunderstood

and it's still all good

or the more direct words of Redman:

I skipped college

for the big wallet.

What these rappers fail to mention is that millionaire

drop-outs are a rare breed, and the vast majority of kids

who try to skip college for the big wallet end up working

menial jobs for life. Looking more closely, however, there

emerges in Hip Hop culture a counter-narrative to the

prevailing school-negative ones above. Back in 1987 KRS-

One adopted the acronym and slogan: "knowledge reins

supreme over nearly everyone!" and this became a calling

card of Hip Hop's conscious underground, which has

forged its identity around criticising the ignorance and

materialism of mainstream commercial rap.

This push towards consciousness has recently been

bolstered by the emergence of a number of educated

rappers. J-Live was a Brooklyn public school teacher for

years while he polished his style before finally making

the leap to a full-time rap artist, touring and recording.

He takes the opposite approach of B.I.G. both in word

and deed, not only encouraging young people to get

educated but also linking that push to the question of

authenticity:

The illest weapon you can load ain't your nine, boy; load

your brain

you can ask a real live gangster and he'll tell you the same.

Examples abound in support of both the positive and

negative view of education, but more than anything else

this proves that Hip Hop has become a truly diverse

genre, representing as many perspectives as there are

artists to voice them.

Ultimately, the degree to which any young person is

influenced by the attitudes of rappers towards education,

positive or negative, will depend on their own affinity for

it. The greatest contribution rap has made to education is

not limited to what rappers say, but rather is found in the

way the culture spreads as a whole. All you need to do

to get started as a rap artist is pick up a pen and begin

writing rhymes and performing them. Anyone who takes

this first easy step will soon encounter a series of

challenges. The first will be an awareness that there are

millions of other young people out there doing the exact

same thing, all competing for the same space on stage or

in the stereo. The second will be an awareness that the

only way to distinguish yourself in this mob is by

polishing your skills to the point where you stand out,

which means building your vocabulary and your narrative

powers, pushing the boundaries of your creativity, and

generally increasing your language skills. However far

you progress in the rap game, whether it becomes a

career or just a diversion, these language skills can be

applied to any other career or challenge.

Whatever else can be said about the influences of Hip

Hop culture, it has arguably been responsible for

inspiring more young people to pick up that pen and

The Rhyme Renaissance
On Rap, Education and Creativity

Baba Brinkman is a
rap artist and medieval
scholar: see end of
article for further
details

Baba Brinkman, author of The Rap Canterbury Tales, argues that we must acknowledge the potential
of Hip Hop in developing literacy and creativity
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start writing on their own initiative than any other written

or musical genre in the past few decades. Now rap has

spread into every urban centre around the world and has

been adapted to every culture and every language on the

planet, sparking a new renaissance of verbal creativity

with its roots in oral storytelling traditions. The least we

can ask of educators in the liberal arts is that they

acknowledge and nurture the positive effects of this

global movement.

Baba Brinkman is a rap artist and medieval scholar

who has toured the world with his Hip Hop theatre show

The Rap Canterbury Tales. He regularly performs in

schools and conducts rap lyrics writing workshops for

students of English Composition. His most recent project

is ‘The Rap Guide to Evolution’, funded by the British

Science Research Council to increase the public

appreciation of biosciences for the 2009 Charles Darwin

Bicentennial. Baba can be contacted via email at

info@babasword.com or through his website at

www.babasword.com.

Meting Out the Metre
Rap Chaucer and other approaches to metre and the medieval

Gary Snapper, EDM Editor, reviews Baba Brinkman’s The Rap Canterbury Tales and suggests some other valuable
ways of making connections between the oral tradition and medieval and modern poetry.

The Rap Canterbury Tales
(Talon Books, Vancouver, 2006)

One of the most intriguing books to have come to my attention recently

has been Baba Brinkman’s The Rap Canterbury Tales. (See previous page

for Brinkman’s reflections on rap and education.) Brinkman, from

Vancouver, is a rap artist with a Masters degree in Medieval Literature.

This book is the result of a merging of those interests which took place

in 1999 –– in two forms: the writing of a thesis entitled ‘Competitive

Poetics: A Comparison of Speaker / Audience Relationships in Hip Hop

Lyrics and The Canterbury Tales’; and the writing of a rap version of The

Canterbury Tales for performance at the Canterbury Festival in 2000, the

year of the six-hundredth anniversary of Chaucer’s death (an event which

he describes as his own Chaucerian pilgrimage.)

Since then, Brinkman has been performing the Tales around the world,

including highly acclaimed runs in the Edinburgh Festival Fringe.

Brinkman’s work was spotted by Dr Sarah James of the English Faculty at

Cambridge University, who brought him over to England as part of a

project to revive interest in Medieval Literature in schools; he has since

performed frequently in primary and secondary schools, and universities

and colleges, around the UK. Whether Brinkman is performing at

Edinburgh or in schools or colleges, the rave reviews all agree that this is

far from being the kind of embarrassment that such attempts to merge

the popular and the scholarly can sometimes be (embarrassing to both

the targeted young and the fuddy-duddy adults): Brinkman is, by all

accounts, both an intelligent writer and scholar who does not patronise

his audience or Chaucer, and a fine, dynamic performer who brings the

Tales to life in a highly convincing and energetic rap mode: the various

video clips to be found on the internet bear this out.

2006 saw the publication of this print version of the work. The Tales

themselves (The Knight’s Tale, The Miller’s Tale, The Pardoner’s Tale and

the Wife of Bath’s Tale) are well written in rap mode, though reading

them is no substitute for seeing or hearing them performed: Brinkman

describes them as a ‘representation of a live oral event’ and a ‘blueprint

for recitation out loud.’ For the reader with an interest in poetics,

however - and for the teacher with an interest in the teaching of poetic

form and history – the chief interest of the book is perhaps Brinkman’s

extended account of the genesis of the work, and the theory behind it,

which he publishes under the heading ‘General Prologue.’

In the Introduction to the book, Brinkman explains his motivation.

Suggesting (with some justification) that ‘today, Chaucer’s poetry is only

generally accessible to scholars and students of Middle English’, and that,

‘the rhyming verse in The Canterbury Tales is explicitly designed for oral

recitation, as was most poetry in the Middle Ages, but the language is

too different from our own to retain its original impact’, he wanted to

‘resurrect Chaucer’s brilliant stories from their vellum mausoleum by

giving them a new form that would once again delight and edify live

listening audiences, while at the same time redeeming hip-hop in the

eyes of my parents’ generation.’ He continues:
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Since Chaucer is an unassailable icon of literary culture and the old

guard, I saw his poetry as a valuable tool to dismantle the widespread

prejudice against hip-hop culture, which gave birth to the art form I

love. Also, since hip-hop is an unassailable icon of contemporary cool,

I saw it as the perfect medium to deliver Chaucer’s message to a

younger generation growing indifferent to the delights of archaic

literature.

The ‘General Prologue’ goes on to explore in some depth the parallels

between medieval poetry and rap by means of an account of the

relationship of both to the oral tradition. Brinkman writes of the parallel

between Chaucer’s representation of a storytelling competition in The

Canterbury Tales, and the phenomenon of the ‘freestyle battle’ in Hip

Hop performance. There are fascinating discussions of the literary cultures

both of rap and of the minstrels and poets of Chaucer’s day, as well as of

the continuities in the oral tradition between pre-Caxton oral culture and

the popular culture of today, and the discontinuities between the oral

tradition and post-Caxton literary culture (culminating in modernism) –

discussions which also recognise and reflect on the complexity of the

medieval relationship between oral and manuscript culture. Brinkman

also gives an account of ‘rhyme theory’ and the history of polysyllabic

rhyme, grounded in an exploration of the four functions of rhyme in

storytelling – mnemonic, schematic, melodic and semantic – which unite

medieval and hip-hop verse. In doing so, he argues strongly for

recognition of the sophistication of the language and structures of Hip

Hop, as well as for greater attention to be given to Chaucerian verse as a

product and manifestation of a dynamic – and continuing – oral culture.

What, then, are the implications of Brinkman’s work for the poetry

classroom? In an article in The Times last year (http://entertainment.

timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainmarticle4869819.ece), Brinkman

gives an account of a discussion of his work by academics at a New

Chaucer Society conference in Swansea at which he was to perform, in

which opinions were divided as to the value of his approach to the text as

a teaching tool. Although the delegates did not know that he was in the

room during the discussion, the chair spotted him and asked him to

respond – prompting ‘150 bespectacled professors’ heads’ to ‘swivel

round and stare directly at [him] like a flock of owls.’

This is what he said:

“It’s pretty surreal for me to hear you all debating the merits of my

rap adaptation as a pedagogical tool, especially since that’s definitely

not the purpose I wrote it for. I’m happy that it’s found a home in the

classroom and that some teachers have found it useful, but my

original motivation when writing The Rap Canterbury Tales wasn’t to

help you to teach Chaucer; it was to wrest Chaucer away from you

people and bring him to a wider audience outside the classroom.

That’s why I brought the show to the Edinburgh Festival and to

dozens of other festivals around the world. I thought it was a tragedy

that The Canterbury Tales was only being enjoyed by people with a

medieval studies education, when the Tales have a universal appeal

and deserve to have a universal audience. So, use the rap version at

your own risk, and keep in mind that from performing this show to

tens of thousands of people around the world over the past five

years, I am now the face of Chaucer, not you all. I think the tales

should be studied because they are loved, not loved because they are

studied, and I’m trying to make people love the Tales again. So come

see the show tonight and you’ll see how I do that.”

It’s clear from this and from his account in his ‘General Prologue’ that

one of Brinkman’s interests is in, in some sense, restoring the complex

traditions of rhyme and rhythm in poetry which he sees as having been

eroded by print culture and in particular by the twin edifices of academia

and twentieth century modernism, and reclaiming it ‘for entertainment

and communal play’. He is concerned with the tension that exists

between poetry as, on the one hand, elitist art form and academic

pursuit, and on the other hand as popular culture and entertainment –

and the expression of this tension certainly resonates with the

ambivalence that many young people feel for the print-culture, literary

poetry that is so often presented to them in school, and the huge cultural

division that exists for most of our students between poetry as object of

study in school and poetry as everyday cultural consumption through

music and the oral tradition.

The oral and the literary tradition

Brinkman’s work certainly affirms the value of the well-established

traditions of teaching poetry in the main school through performance and

creative writing – and the publication of his text provides a resource

which could be used in a number of ways with English classes, both to

introduce Chaucer and medieval literature, and to develop knowledge

about and skills in poetic language and performance. But it also suggests

that it is crucial to foreground with our students the socio-cultural

contexts of poetry – its purposes and audiences – and to continually

emphasise the primary life that poetry has, and has had throughout

history, outside the classroom. Ideas about the history and origins of

poetry, about the purposes of rhyme and metre, about the oral tradition

and the relationship between oral/popular and print/literary culture in

poetry, and about the particular ways in which poetry functions in the

classroom and outside the classroom, can help to contextualise and

demystify the study of poetry for students at all levels.

These things may seem obvious to us, but they are often not discussed

in classrooms, Instead, what students often experience is de-

contextualised close readings of single poems which miraculously appear

from nowhere onto their desks, and, more often than not, eventually

have to be translated into exam performance. Of course, there is

tremendous value in such close readings. But if students don’t understand

Illustration from The Rap Canterbury Tales
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the rules of the game of poetry – the broader contexts – they are less

likely to make headway with it. Poetry is a minority interest – even

amongst English teachers. Many students have another, different set of

questions that they want to discuss too: why do we study poetry? who

reads it and why? who writes it and why? what is it for? why is it like

this? where does it come from? And these questions can lead to the

investigation of some revelatory ideas.

Making links with history

One of the most important things for students to understand is the fact

that the origins of poetry lie in the oral tradition, and that for many

centuries verse was the most important medium for storytelling and

drama as well as song. Rhyme and metre and alliteration originate in the

oral tradition, and have been adapted for use in literary poetry, providing

an essential toolbox which modern poets can draw on. It’s also important

for them to understand that poetry has largely been superseded by prose

fiction and visual media as the main channels for storytelling in society,

and is now a rather specialised and usually lyrical art form. And, without

patronising them, we must be completely unequivocal with our students:

rap and the lyrics of pop songs are poetry, using many of the same

techniques as literary poetry, and many of these can be traced back to

the older song and storytelling traditions.

The Rap Canterbury Tales shows us one way of approaching this issue,

but there are plenty of others. Medieval poetry has an important place

throughout the curriculum, in primary and secondary English, and in the

sixth form. Much medieval poetry is very beautiful and (give or take a

few odd words here and there) very accessible. (Think of ‘Sumer is

icumen in’ and other simple medieval lyrics, for instance). Even the less

accessible can be an enjoyable focus for classroom discussion.

It’s my belief, for instance, that every student of literature – certainly at

A Level, but why not before? - has the right to be introduced to Old

English (Anglo-Saxon) poetry (and I did not study Old English at

university, by the way!) Here’s one way of doing it:

• Get hold of a couple of riddles from the Old English Exeter Riddle

Book (Google it to find texts easily)

• Ask the students whether they think Shakespeare is Old English,

Middle English or Modern English. (They will probably say Old

English).

• Show them the original Anglo-Saxon text and tell them it’s Old

English. Ask them again what kind of English they think

Shakespeare is. (They will get the point about Shakespeare being

Modern.)

• Get them to try and read the Anglo-Saxon. What does it sound

like? Does it remind them of anything? (Scandinavians and Lord of

the Rings fans could be helpful here…) Do they recognise any

words? What are the funny letters?

• What do they notice about the way it’s set out? Why is there a

visible caesura in the middle of every line? Did any of them pick

up on any alliteration? Is there a beat to the poetry?

• Tell them about alliterative verse, accentual metre (see Keith

Davidson’s article in this EDM for more on this), the oral tradition,

and the mnemonic function of rhyme and metre. Discuss the

difference in the way that Anglo-Saxon used alliteration and the

way that modernist writers tend to use it.

• Show them the modern English translations. Ask them to solve

the riddles. Get them to compare the Anglo-Saxon and the

modern English. What similarities can they see in the words?

• Talk about the origins of English. Where did English come from?

What was here before English? Draw or use some maps on the

board. Talk about language change: why is Old English so

different?

I have never done this with a class that didn’t enjoy it. And there are

plenty of ways to develop the Anglo-Saxon theme: go to the British

Library online Beowulf manuscript. Do some work with Kennings. Follow

up the alliteration idea by showing them the stanza from Sir Gawain and

the Green Knight where the Green Knight gets his head chopped off by

Gawain, and everyone kicks it around like a football: enjoyable, and they

get to see how Middle English marked a half-way point between

medieval and modern.

The work on Anglo-Saxon is also good preparation, especially with

sixth formers, for developing their understanding of the Iambic

Pentameter. Comparing some Chaucer with Sir Gawain introduces the

idea of the Southern European / Classical traditions of metre which

replaced the Anglo-Saxon tradition after the Norman invasion. Chaucer’s

rhyming and regular iambics also provides a useful contrast with

Shakespeare’s blank verse with its metrical variations.

And of course both metrical traditions – the Northern and the

Southern European – open the way for thinking about the great epic

storytelling and dramatic traditions – from Homer to Beowulf, from

Greek Tragedy to Medieval Mysteries and Shakespeare – as well as

modern day forms of oral and performance culture, such as rap, which in

so many ways continue that tradition.

Further details of Baba Brinkman’s work can be found at his website

www.babasword.com, and at the University of Cambridge ‘Chaucer4All’

website (http://aspirations.english.cam.ac.uk/converse/chaucer/

chaucer.acds) which also contains a range of other ideas for introducing

Chaucer to the English classroom. Chaucer4All is part of Converse, the

University’s literature site for schools.
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Owning Up
Changing attitudes to school work through poetry

Jude Brigley explores approaches to poetry which aim to develop students’ individual voices and foster a
sense of engagement with both homework and class work.

JJuuddee  BBrriigglleeyy  iiss
DDiirreeccttoorr  ooff  LLeeaarrnniinngg
aanndd  TTeeaacchhiinngg  aatt
CCaarrddiiffff  HHiigghh  SScchhooooll

‘Own Work’

Cardiff High School is a high-achieving comprehensive

school which has had success in encouraging poetry

writing at Key Stage 3. English teachers have complained,

however, that they have not always had opportunities to

encourage this interest in the Key Stage 4 curriculum,

because of the demands of examination syllabi. The

school has recently reviewed its homework policy and re-

launched it under a new title of ‘Own work’, in order to

put an emphasis on all the different connotations of the

word own, including possessing, personal, individual

and accepting. ‘Own work’ refers to all work created by

the student, not just that done at home, so as to eliminate

the idea of ‘homework’ as something separate to work

done in school.

The new policy opened up the possibilities of being

more inventive with the Key Stage 4 curriculum in

English. There are a large number of students who are

gifted and talented in the school. Creating a challenging

programme in English was extremely important so as to

develop such skills as creative thinking and problem

solving as well as preparation for examinations.

Creative Writing at KS4

One of the ways in which English teachers at Cardiff

High School have tried to give students a sense of pride

in their work is by setting tasks which bring the message

and the medium together. With creative writing in

particular, we have been successful in giving students

scope to develop narratives at length and to create

imaginative worlds of their own. We extend writing tasks

so that they include presentational skills which are also

part of the narrative and continue that playfulness which

enthralled them in the games of childhood and which is

recaptured in the reading of books.

We ask the students to use blue sky thinking and to

imagine their text presented in the most professional or

wacky way or perhaps on a bigger a scale. Students can

be extremely bold in their choices. Some have talked of

writing words in sand or snow, growing chapters on

uncurling leaves or writing the words on a skyscraper’s

windows. Others see their work as an ancient document;

a scroll or secret book or as a newspaper. From this

wildness comes forward-basing, so that they think of their

work as something they can actually make and develop.

They are encouraged to enter into the genre of their

narrative or the world of their poem and to develop it as

a labour of love, making it their own work indeed.

Jamie produced a story in the form of a historical

document (see page 39) and took the trouble to write a

contents page, use photographs and generally make the

artefact as near to a real document as possible, including

writing a message in pencil in the flyleaf ‘With love at

Xmas 1947’. The project has given him a sense of self-

esteem and made him feel capable and confident with his

piece of writing. Poor presentational skills have been

banished as he has perfected the booklet. Ben has

created a doomsday book for presenting his horror story,

complete with inscriptions in Latin and the title ‘This is

the nightmare of Ivan Isaacs.’ The journal format, with its

drawings and typed sheets printed in handwriting style,

has inspired Ben to reach further with his narrative

powers and to use his imagination to project himself into

the mind of his protagonist. 

With the success of this approach in presenting

narrative, it was decided to develop presentation and

ownership through work on poetry with Year 10. Two of

the top classes in English were taught a programme of

poetry writing and another two, used as control groups,

followed the usual curriculum. The results of this

experiment are to be written up later this year.

Poetry and the Visual: Haiku

The interest in giving poetry a visual dimension started

when a group of students were taken to the Writing

Centre at Ty Newydd in North Wales. They spent an

afternoon on the beach, writing poems on the sand or

creating them with pebbles and flotsam. Their efforts

were photographed but only as a record of the event.

The words on the beach existed for that moment in time

and part of the meaning was that the poems were
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ephemeral. As in a ‘happening’, this writing exercise

made most meaning only if you were there. They created

their short poems for each other and anyone else who

was on the beach. Working with words in this way gave

the students a sense of how words, visuals and in this

case tactile objects come together to make meaning. As a

corollary, students also learnt a lesson about time, change

and holding the moment.

Back in the classroom students were given a pebble

each and asked to think of the stone’s history and what it

could represent for them. This was fitting, as writing has

traditionally been associated with meditation and

heightened awareness. Once the students were settled

and ready to write, the haiku form was presented to

them, with examples from Basho  to help them

understand the sequence of sounds. This was an

occasion when students worked in silence and, to give

an illusion of specialness, a small bell was used to

indicate time passing.

Students were asked to work with images in a 5/7/5

syllable pattern and produced short poems such as:

Small pebble by large

Drown’d on the ocean seabed

Ruthlessly scattered.

As well as using the correct syllables, Alex has meditated

on the stones and personified them. His poem has

suggestions of a life metaphor. Sam gives an almost

mystical account with:

Ancient and cracked

They rise from dark, icy depths

To grit the beaches.

His thought captures the age of the stones and makes

them seem predatory. At the end of the lesson, students

were allowed to take their pebble home and told that it

was a symbol of their power as writers, which could be

seen as a cheap teacher’s trick, but at the end of the term

Sam wrote:

One of the best moments this term was when I wrote a

poem about a pebble and I still have the pebble.

On further questioning, he explained that he certainly did

not believe in the pebble’s power, but that the idea

appealed to his imagination. It enchanted him, so that he

did keep the pebble safe and took it with him into

examinations, because it made him feel happy. In that

way, it really had become a trigger for writing.

How to Eat an Orange

Other exercises which helped students develop a more

visual sense included presenting each student with a

tangerine, with the instruction not to touch it. Instead, to

focus the mind, the classes sketched drawings of

individual fruit on the understanding that this was not the

tangerine but a tangerine. They were then asked to

imagine the object as huge and to then shrink it in their

imaginations. They were asked to make associations and

descriptive phases and write in note form. At last they

were asked to peel the fruit, separate the pieces and

describe them, place a segment in the mouth and not

bite or chew. Finally, they were allowed to eat the fruit

making sure that they were thinking consciously of the

process. Apart from a written commentary, the process

was not unlike a meditative exercise of Kabat-Zinn (2001)

in its insistence on mindfulness through the whole

process.

Lastly, students were asked to write up their notes in

any style they wished in their own time. They all wrote

poetry and typical titles included ‘Five ways to eat an

orange’, ‘How to eat an orange’ and ‘Definition of a

Clementine.’ The images used were fresh and original as

the orange was described ‘like a second tongue’ and its

segments became ‘mirrored crescents’, or in a more

abstract metaphor, ‘The segments, no longer slaves,

break free’. As Waldman (2001: 35) has commented

‘Objects are wonderful “presences” to focus writing

upon’. In the case of the tangerines, the classes were

able to make their descriptions more concrete and

accurate because of the sensual experience which was

immediate rather than a memory. One boy in the class

had never tasted the fruit before and many of the

students admitted that as Rhys commented, ‘I never

thought about it before but it is quite wonderful. I

understand now when my father says he used to get one

in his Christmas stocking.’ If nothing else, the exercise

Carolyn’s police story document
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taught students to use their senses and look freshly at a

subject.

Animal Alter Ego

In John Boorman’s film The Emerald Forest (1985) the

chief of an Amazonian tribe known as the Invisible

People confronts ‘Dada’, the American who has come in

search of his child. He tells Dada that every person has

an animal guide who displays an aspect of his

personality. The classes were shown this and asked to

write as though they were their animal self. 

Sophie chose the owl as her talisman and her imagery

evokes darkness and ‘otherness’:

The night beckons with its crooked finger

As the sun gives out the last of its rays.

When Sophie describes an oak tree as ‘hollow’, the word

resonates with ‘my lonely days’ to give connotations of

isolation. This sense of lonely watchfulness continues

throughout the poem:

Sometimes I pretend otherwise

But there is nothing I cannot hear.

Bearing in mind the task of representing one’s

personality through an animal ‘spirit-guide’, it is tempting

to see Sophie’s poem as a useful objective correlative for

an intelligent and high-achieving girl. While Sophie’s

poem thoughtfully described a particular personality,

other students wrote more self-consciously about

projecting their own identity via metaphor. 

Catherine revealed a sophisticated understanding of the

exercise when she writes that:

The cat is my shadow, the shadow inside my head.

Sauntering, independent yet easily led.

Catherine has clearly understood that the animal is a

metaphor and that in seeing herself as the animal she is

making links between herself and ‘the other’. She brings

to the writing a surreal dream-like state in which she

evokes startling imagery:

I am the chipped onyx sculpture, on exhibit under the stars,

The mysterious black cat, wandering with motionless cars.

Catherine’s and Sophie’s choices of animals may be

nocturnal, but they are never predatory, in contrast to

many of the boys’ poems. Barnaby states that:

I have a panther inside me

Similarly, Tom sees himself as a violent creation in his

description of:

The nostrils I was handed

Breathe out fiery, hot air

Tom’s use of the word ‘handed’ suggest a process of

constructing an identity through metaphor in a similar,

but contrasting style to Catherine. 

Objective Correlative

Surprisingly, the exercise was described by 25 per cent of

the students as their favourite task because, as Daniel

commented, ‘You could write about yourself without

writing about yourself.’ On being introduced to the idea

of ‘objective correlative’, the classes were interested in

how writers can disguise themselves for, as Rhys

commented, ‘You can be whoever you like when you are

writing.’ In recognising this truth, Rhys points out that

such  disorientating exercises achieve  a playful

acceptance that when we write we are creating fictions,

turning things inside out to find a more valuable truth.

Hughes (2008: 149) suggests something similar when she

states that ‘Poetry is more than a vehicle for expression; it

is also a way of knowing.’ In Sue Dymoke’s (2008:117)

poem ‘How does a poem mean?’ she lists a series of

typical ‘googled’ questions before ending with:

How does a poem mean?

No matches found.

Poetry and Positive Attitudes

These lessons were designed to strengthen students’

mindfulness of the world around them and of themselves

in the world and to stimulate an interest outside the

classroom so that students continued to redraft and write

in their own time. The approach tried to foster habits

which would be useful in both creative and critical work

in the future. Those habits of mind are not unlike those

advocated by Costa (2000) and Kallick, particularly in the

managing of impulsivity. This impulsivity was controlled

through meditative process and as the students

responded with awe and wonder to the challenges

provided this was in turn maintained through a sense of

fun and play.  Most importantly, the process of

disorientation brought stimulation and interest to the

classroom so that teachers delivering the programme

Jamie’s story as historical document
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were often told at the end of lessons ‘That was fun’, ‘That

was a great lesson’ and ‘I loved that.’ Thinking outside

the box helped students to think of themselves, as Tomos

commented, ‘as good at poetry’ and this encouraged a

positive attitude to English  and to set work despite

behaviour problems in other lessons. As one of the

teachers involved in delivery noted ‘There was a real

“buzz” in the classroom, an anticipation in students about

the lesson: there was a raised expectation.’ The lessons

helped students develop positive attitudes towards their

own writing and to focus in such a way that, as Galwey

(see ‘websites’ in references) writes: 

It is only when we are giving our full attention to what we

are doing that we can bring all of our resources to bear

effectively. 

Poetry and Ownership

A challenging exercise for making work their own was to

give each student a poetry book, using an idea advocated

by J.D. McClatchy (2005: 155). He suggests copying out a

poem of about ten lines but leaving gaps between those

lines. Students, then, fill in the gaps and in his version of

the exercise; the poet would then erase the lines of the

original poem and work with the lines that were left. This

was adapted for use by the class. Students wrote every

other line of the poem and wrote their thoughts in the

empty lines. Finally, students were permitted to keep

lines, change them or tweak the lexis to suit their own

purposes. The exercise provided frameworks of logic and

rhythm and enabled students to think about how words

looked on the page, when specific line breaks were

made. Students were not encouraged to be plagiarists,

but instead acknowledged their ‘theft’ by including in

their title  the word ‘after’ and the name of the author, or

by using the phrase ‘in homage to’. They were

encouraged to work further on their words and weld the

poem into something new so as to make it their own. 

Daniel’s poem in homage to Vernon Watkins’ ‘The Heron’

(1967:53) seems so seamless: it is hard to see where

Watkins’ poem ends and Daniel’s writing begins: 

The cloud backed heron will not move

Or abandon his icy stare

As he stands unfaltering

While the gulls wheel and caw.

There is a grand and sweeping vision created which helps to

shape the poem within the poem. 

Sometimes, the writer’s ‘take’ on the ‘found’ lines changes

the whole meaning of the poem, as with Eliot’s

urbanisation of R.S Thomas’s (1992) rural, ‘Coming

Home’:

Coming home was to this:

My small apartment within the building’s heights,

Cast in the shadow, with a bright patch

Illuminated by advertisement lights,

And smoke growing above the roof.

Floating in the smog of the night sky,

The futuristic stars can not be seen,

And play a distant dream on the naked eye.

In using the Thomas poem, Eliot attempts to bring

structure to the poem through the use of rhyme and by

keeping the original poet’s structure while transposing

urban for rural iconography. 

Living Poets Reply

Another approach which encouraged ownership of

poems and engagement in poetic debate was an exercise

exemplified in Carol Ann Duffy’s (2007) book, ‘Answering

Back: Living Poets Reply to Poets of the Past’ where

poets enter into poetic debate or response to older

poems. Students search for a poem which speaks to them

and then they can reply to that poem, taking the theme,

style and form of the original into account. 

Ethan chose A.E. Housman’s ‘The Oracle’ (1988:124))

and tried to write in a similar vein and rhythm:

And finally in the echo, a priestess screams to cease the 

preaching

Stop your whining, you must make your final slit.

He attempts to capture the rhythm and archaic language

of Houseman’s evocation of a muse-like figure. The use

of the word ‘slit’ suggests violence and pain. 

Daniel, on the other hand took a cue from William

Carlos William’s ‘This is just to say’ giving it a humorous

twist:

This is just to say

I’m sorry

I ran over Mr. Tibbs.’

Alex was outraged by reading ‘Foreign Children’ by

R.L.Stevenson from ‘A  Child’s Garland of Verse’. He

described the poem as ‘sly and unfair’. The poem,

originally written for children, compares the lives of

Catherine’s poetry video
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children from other countries with that of the speaker,

but it is clear that British nationality is prized as being the

best state of affairs:

Little Indian, Sioux or Crow,

Little frosty Eskimo,

Little Turk or Japanee,

Oh! don't you wish that you were me?

The poem is very dated and patronising and in

response to it, Alex creates a poem called ‘Is it fair?’

where he tries to give a more realistic picture:

Under the sadistic sun of Africa

Countless beings toil.

Unable to exist as they want to exist:

Their lives ruled by but one desire

A bitter thirst for survival.

Alex’s poem is shaped by his indignation and by his

need to put a counter-view, expressing his own opinion.

The sun is personified as a slave–driver and the thirst

associated with such heat is actually the ‘thirst for

survival’. Alex rejects the jingling rhyming of the original

poem for a free verse in which rhyme would detract from

its stately logic. 

Pick a Card

In further attempts to engage and challenge, students

were asked to pick a card from a pack, which was

prepared earlier by staff. Upon each card was written an

abstract noun, such as summer, war or hunger. Using an

idea from science fiction, it was explained how

sometimes in narratives, creatures appear which are

invisible monsters mirroring aspects of ourselves. In

Forbidden Planet (1956), a film based on Shakespeare’s

The Tempest, Dr. Morbius and his daughter are stranded

on a distant planet when they are visited unexpectedly

by a ship from earth. The visiting crew are attacked by

an invisible monster which in the end turns out to be the

embodiment of the sub-conscious wishes of Dr. Morbius.

The invisible monster when caught by the blasters can be

seen in all its ugliness. Such film references are useful

stimulus for students helping them to visualise abstract

ideas

Students were asked to interrogate the abstract noun

chosen from the pack and think of its weapons, physical

characteristics, enemies, habitat and feeding preferences.

In writing this, students were being encouraged to extend

metaphor through use of personification. 

Dan evokes summer by seeing the season as a young

woman:

She smells of fresh, lush grass

And moves to the swish of tennis rackets.

Her hair is an assortment

Of pink, blue and purple blooms

And she leaves footprints

Of ripe Summer fruits as she walks.

He uses an array of iconic images and creates a nymph-

like image capturing the season as someone young and

beautiful. 

Jack’s description of Mother Nature on the other hand

is extremely powerful with its punning title ‘Tear’. He

also uses a female image but his presentation is more

ambiguous:

Hold her close and she will protect you,

Abuse her and she will destroy you. 

Jack uses the poem to express his strongly held beliefs

and having created a strong image of a beautiful and

powerful lady, his poem ends with a striking set of

images:

The lady is alive.

She is pleading

Not to be killed slowly.

The tears of the green lady,

Enough to make a man cry.

Jack’s use of the word ‘lady’ reveals his respect for nature

and his last two lines contrasting male and female both

reduced to tears is provocative and thought provoking.

Using personification allowed students to experiment and

try a technique which Jack described as ‘quite liberating’.

Building sustained images was a stage in developing

students’ confidence to use material in ways which suited

them and find their own habits of creating images.

Poetry and  Protest

In encouraging students to see poetry as their own work

it was important to allow opportunities for them to write

about things which really mattered to them. One of the

important elements in the course was to enable students

to use poetry as a means of expression on subjects that

worried them. Poetry can be another tool in argument or

a vehicle for expressing emotions. Adrienne Rich has

written that:

Walt Whitman never separated his poetry from his vision of

American democracy. Late in life he called “poetic lore…..a

conversation overheard in the dusk, from speakers far or

hid, of which we get only a few broken murmurs” – the

obscurity, we might think now, of democracy itself. But also

of those “dark times” in and about which Bertolt Brecht

assured us there would be songs.

Young people are often disillusioned by politics and

issues, but poetry can offer a means of expressing deep

feelings about the things that matter: an alternative to

inertia and indifference.  As part of the course, students

looked at a range of poetry which dealt with protests

against injustice such as the lyrics of Bob Dylan and the

poetry of Ratashinskya and Maya Angelou. It was

important to give students opportunities to use poetry as



42 February 2009

a means of protest in order to show its importance to

them in a personal way. 

e.e. cummings (2000: 552-53)  outlined the difficulties

for a poet trying to be heard over the noise and

attention-seeking antics of the rest of the world:

It is with roses and locomotives (not to mention acrobats

Spring electricity Coney Island the 4th of July the eyes of

mice and Niagara Falls) that my “poems” are competing.

They are also competing with each other, with elephants

and with El Greco. (cummings 2000: 52-53)

cummings’ sense of being crowded out by distractions is

reflected by his play with language and punctuation as

the bracketed amusements (unseparated by commas)

squeeze into the sentence.  Alongside acrobats, Coney

Island and El Greco, the mobile phone, the i-pod,

computer downloads and text messaging could now be

added to the list. A key question in the teaching of

poetry is how to compete with and use all the disparate

voices of media and technology and encourage that

watchfulness and mindfulness which poetry demands.

To give a sense of poetry’s power to comment on

world events, students read eye-witness accounts of the

conflict in Darfur. They were permitted to write in any

form they wished, using imagination, as well as the

reports studied. The idea was to express an opinion or

evoke emotion in the reader.  

Some students tried to think themselves into the

situation and use empathy as Tomos does:

I lay him to rest and shut his eyes.

Another man gone who sees no more.

Tomos has imagined the situation and the effect it would

have on him and he ends with dramatic atmosphere:

Screams sound high as day approaches

But the smell of death remains.

Ben sees the drama and pain of the situation in his

almost narrative account:

The barren desert was filled

With the echoing cries

Of crickets and the alarm

Of regular screams.

There is a power in the matter-of-fact tone adopted and

Ben gives us a vivid picture through carefully chosen

icons of desert, crickets.. The use of the word ‘alarm’

suggests both the effect on the hearer and the warning

that the sound triggers. This is a sophisticated use of

language showing conscious thought.

Other students used different approaches and

employed an examination of media coverage, as a

vehicle for encouraging audiences to think about the

event. Michael describes the television news as hardly

intruding on the lives of people in Britain:

Then Four hours later introduced by a song

He says

‘Hello this is the news at Ten. Bong!’

The use of the onomatopoeic sound suggests irony, as

if the news bulletin is just a ritual that does not really

penetrate the lives of Western families. 

In his poem ‘Real Reading’ Dan points out that:

Beyond the dry pages

Of adventure and triumph

Lies the real world

Bathed in poverty

And illness.

Dan compares the world of fiction with the worrying and

dangerous ‘real world’. To show the suffering of others

he uses some iconic imagery

Human cargoes crammed into 

Camps like sardines in a tin,

Diseases spreading like wild fire.

Despite some dangers of cliché, Dan shows that he feels

strongly on this issue and comes up with a striking image

of Mother Nature lying in ‘a hospital bed’. This is a neat

personification conveying his commitment to ‘green

issues’ and he finishes the poem with the lines:

And man is held

At gunpoint.

The use of the generic ‘man’ rather than ‘a man’ gives the

poem a strong ending, as it suggests that all of us are

looking at the pointed gun and it leaves the reader in

that unresolved situation. The students enjoyed writing

poems on real-life issue, for as Tomos noted ‘It makes

you feel that you are doing something.’ hen two of the

poems were entered for a competition and won prizes,

the class thought of their portfolio of poems as

something of which they could feel pride.

Issues in Poetry

In the light of this positive reaction, students were given

the brief to write on other issues which mattered to them

and after discussion it emerged that peace and green

issues were subjects which exercised their thoughts

considerably. Again, students were given a completely

free hand to write in any style they felt appropriate, but

to try to use techniques that they had learnt in following

the course. 

Students used an array of techniques to express their

thoughts with several using the ballad to construct their

poems. Richard does this when he writes that:
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The trees are standing dying

And sadly so are we

Choking gradually to death

While we still hold the key.

His images of death are juxtaposed with the irony that

man is pictured with a key to escape that he is unable or

unwilling to use. 

Rhys takes the technique of repeating the first verse as

the last verse but changing the last line. His first verse

ends with:

Not yielding to my desires.

Rhys changes this in the last line to:

And will not yield to my desires.

This shows that Rhys has understood how subtle changes

of lexis result in subtle changes of meaning. 

Barnaby calls his poem ‘Choked’ thereby creating a

pun, implying both the death of nature and the slang

meaning of being overwhelmed by emotion. He starts as

if he is writing a ballad:

The grasses in the virgin forest

Wave the dying world goodbye

Amongst the trees and leaves and flowers:

Paths where the bees would fly.

Barnaby builds up the expectation of verses but then

finishes in a more cryptic style of his own:

Until the day the evil gasses

Choked and blocked the sky.

Barnaby uses this pattern of his to create a short,

epigrammatic structure.

Daniel uses a question and answer structure which

divides into two-lined stanzas:

How many heads need to turn to see?

The amount of death and poverty;

This gives the poem an enigmatic effect, as if there is a

conversation between two people, one of whom purports

to have answers to some of life’s fundamental questions.

He ends with his last question:

‘How many minds does it take to know?’ 

The ending gives suggestions of anger and frustration

and Daniel may well have taken his inspiration from

Dylan’s ‘Blowing in the Wind’ (perhaps unconsciously),

but he has taken the idea in his own direction. 

Kian titles his poem ‘A Plea’ which underlines his

attitude in the poem which is to interrogate the young by

demanding why:

We build and make and grow so high

Only to ruin at the hands of war?

The metonymic hands of personified war are

depersonalised to suggest that it is not the full human

being who commits atrocities. ‘To ruin’ is an interesting

use of verb, as Kian chooses to express the idea actively

rather than as ‘making ruins’. Such choices suggest a

developing poetic voice as each of the young poets

struggles to find a voice.  

Jacob expresses hope in his poem. Having described a

dying earth he finishes with a triumphant view of the

world where the antidote to war is:

A heartbeat on lovers’ lips

And there is peace to match

Every injustice.

It was noticeable that students used dictionaries, the

thesaurus, rhyming dictionaries and consulted writing

partners during this ‘free writing’ session. Students took

the tasks and their own writing very seriously as they

persisted in order to make meaning.

Poetry and Presentation

An offshoot of this writing was that three students won

prizes in the Cardiff Poems for Peace Competition and

Talia’s poetry mask
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the experience of visiting Cardiff’s Temple of Peace with

its wood panelling and rows of books gave grandeur to

the ceremony. All of the prize-winners were immensely

proud to see their poems displayed on the wall and to

have them published in a colourful anthology. As Zoe

Brigley (2008) has commented:

Early success in poetry competitions helped my self-esteem

and confirmed that I could think of myself as a writer.

Towards the end of the course, students were

encouraged to present poems in interesting and vivid

ways, as a celebration of their own work. This was a

culmination of their own work in which they had

opportunities to present their poems in film, drama,

speech and three

dimensional forms.

Sometimes this resulted in

striking effects, as Sana

wrote her poem about rain

directly on a see-through

umbrella, while Talia

presented her poem about

feeling an outsider on a

mask that she wore and

filmed (see page 43); Ben

wrote a poem about

origami and then copied

the poem on the creature

he had created. Jacob had

the conceptual idea of

turning his drafting process

into a Dylan Thomas-like

archive sheet replete with

coffee cup stains. Others

used Myspace and other blogs to publish themselves.

Students often find it easier to read visual images than

the density of the written page. Using analogies from

films and presenting striking visual images in class

support learning, especially for those students who are

primarily visual learners. Messaris has argued the

importance of including aspects of media education

throughout the school curriculum because he asserts that:

As students become more fluent in creating and combining

images, they also develop certain broader mental aptitudes

that these activities bring into play. This connection between

visual creativity and general cognition has been explored

extensively in the well-known work of Howard Gardner

(1983), who used the term ‘spatial intelligence’ as an

encompassing label for the kinds of mental skills that are

cultivated by working in visual media.

Students developed a sense of ownership of their work

which resulted in them spending more time on

presentation and more care with fine details. This is

because they took the work seriously and were engaged

by the process of writing. Many of them added their own

poems written at home as well as redrafted ones as the

project could be personalised to individual student

interest. For example, some students were interested in

music and wrote lyrics for inclusion. They no longer

thought of the work set to do in their own time (such as

redrafting, presenting and rehearsing) as homework but

most definitely their own work which engaged them in

school and at home. The challenge for teachers is to now

offer the same opportunities to all students and to

continue to further develop creative approaches so as to

keep a freshness of eye and mind.
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