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30: Lexis in Poetry 
Taking words from poems out of 
context to examine their 
connotations and uses 
Suitable for KS2-KS5 
 

Summary 

Using an appropriate poem, extract a carefully 
chosen set of words from the poem and put the 
words on the board. Ask the students to write a 
short piece of creative writing – either a 
paragraph or two of prose, or some lines of poetry – using as many of the words as possible. Then 
show them the poem from which the words were taken and ask them to discuss the different ways 
in which the words were used in the poem and in their own writing.  

What’s the point?  

If the poem and words are well chosen, this task can effectively illuminate the poet’s reasons for 
choosing the words, highlighting the different connotations of the words, the metaphorical uses of 
the words, and/or the ways that particular combinations of words work in different contexts. This is 
an effective way of helping students to engage actively in thinking about the deliberate ways in 
which poets choose and combine words, seeking to create metaphorical effects or play on 
ambiguity and connotation. It also raises awareness of the ways in which readers respond to 
words, and highlights the interplay between the writer’s craft and the reader’s response. 

This works extremely well, for instance, with Seamus Heaney’s ‘Blackberry Picking’ in which a 
strong set of words connected with blood, violence and physical decay are used to describe 
various aspects of picking the blackberries. Many students write accounts of violence or physical 
injury in their own texts, which then contrast strongly with Heaney’s poem and suggest the 
metaphorical use of the words to apply to blackberries. 

In the classroom 

Carefully planned creative writing activities are immensely valuable in the teaching of literature, as 
they help students to understand and enter into the mind of the writer and feel what it is like to write 
themselves. Ultimately this can help them to imagine the writing of texts and to read them more 
effectively. So it is worth treating this activity as a mini writing workshop. Ask the students to read 
the texts they’ve written to each other, in pairs or groups, or, for any students who are happy to do 
so, to the whole class. Stress that since they have only had a few minutes to write, their pieces are 
not expected to be polished – just very first ideas. The more emphasis placed on listening to and 
discussing the students’ texts, the more interesting the subsequent discussion of the revealed 
poem is likely to be. 

Once the discussion of the poem is over, ask students to talk about how they might write about the 
way the poet has chosen groups of words for particular effect in a particular part of the poem 
and/or in the poem as a whole. This should then lead to a writing activity, perhaps ultimately 
feeding into an essay on the poem. 

 


