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50: KS3 Poetry – A Manifesto  
Approaches to poetry at KS3 to generate 
enjoyment and success 
Trevor Millum suggests ways in which students’ 
experiences of English can be enhanced by creative and 
enjoyable experiences of poetry throughout KS3. 
A version of this article was published in Issue 9 of 
Teaching English in 2015, and is available online to 
members of NATE, along with the entire archive of NATE 
magazines. 

 

 

 

We believe that our pupils and students have certain unalienable Rights, that among these 
are Life, Liberty and the Enjoyment of Poetry! 
We believe that every pupil has the right, throughout their education: 

• To feel that appreciating and creating poems is a human quality  

• To experience poetry through reading, listening, writing and speaking 

• To experience and respond to a wide range of poetry 

• To be given opportunity and encouragement to write their own poetry 

• To receive a considered and supportive critical response to their poems  

• To enjoy poetry without having to analyse it  

• To learn how to respond to poems both formally and emotionally 

• To be given opportunity and encouragement to read and listen to poetry independently and 
value their own personal response 

 
Poetry is born free but is too often in chains!   
We believe that poetry often suffers from neglect at KS3, is often only encountered in one or two 
discrete units, and ceases to be a part of pupils’ ongoing experience. The result is that many pupils 
are out of practice and out of sympathy with poetry when it comes to KS4, often see poetry at 
GCSE as more difficult than it is, and consequently lack confidence when faced with poetry at KS4. 
We feel that there is a need to build confidence and expertise in both students and teachers 
through engaging, entertaining and demanding poetry activities which involve both reading and 
writing poetry as part of ongoing English teaching throughout all terms of the Key Stage.  Here we 
set out some approaches to poetry at KS3 to help this to happen. 
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1. How pupils encounter poems 
Seeing poems in the classroom and around the school: Displaying poems in the classroom is 
fairly easy, though they do need to printed out so that they are big enough to be seen from a 
distance. However, displaying poetry in corridors or other public areas is even more effective. Is 
there a rather drab area of the school that you can liven up with some lively words?  Of course, 
poems don’t have to be printed. Pupils can create their own poster displays – and this might be a 
fruitful English – Art collaboration. 

Hearing poems read aloud: This might be listening to the teacher’s voice, other pupils’ voices or 
a recording of a professional reader or the poet him or herself.  If you are not a very confident 
reader, why not invite a colleague to visit your classroom and perform one or two poems? There is 
usually at least one member of staff who would enjoy doing this!  There are many good quality 
recordings available on-line and some come with interesting graphics or animations. Even 
recordings and videos of lower quality make interesting subjects for criticism and comparison.  

Meeting poems little and often: A poem or poems might well be the focus of a lesson but it might 
also be a resource to illuminate another aspect of your lesson.  Or it might be something you 
spend a few minutes on, just because you feel like it. Pupils appreciate a teacher who will share 
something with them for no other reason than that they like it and hope their class will too.  “I came 
across this poem….”   “I’ve always liked this poem…”   

Through performance, readings and recitation: Poetry by Heart continues to do a great job in 
reviving the art or skill of reciting poems from memory. With or without the attraction (or anxiety) of 
a public performance, poetry out loud is exciting and energising.  Parents will come to listen to their 
children reading, performing or reciting poetry and the process of coaching pupils in their reading 
adds enormously to their understanding of the poem. If others are present during this coaching, it 
forms a valuable lesson in its own right.  Don’t think that you lack expertise: once you start, you will 
sense where a pupil needs to slow down, to pause, to speak louder or softer.  Try it and see. 

 

2. The poems which pupils encounter 
KS3 is a time to explore as widely as you like, unrestricted by exam specifications. Pupils will also 
be old enough to appreciate and understand an increasingly demanding range of poetry.  Make the 
most of this opportunity by introducing them to a variety of writing: classical poems, contemporary 
poems, poems representing many different forms and structures, poems about many different 
things, poems from many different cultures.  

 

3. How pupils respond to poems 
KS3 is also an opportunity to encourage responses to poetry which do not have to fit into a 
particular template.  Facilitating a range of responses allows pupils to develop their creative, critical 
and cultural faculties. Not only is this good in itself, it will provide a firm foundation for poetry at 
KS4.  So… 

• Allow space for personal response. This might include using writing / reading journals which 
would not be marked in any way as well as personal written responses. 

• Allow real discussion / participation where the teacher’s opinion is not the dominant one – 
though you have a role in guiding and managing discussion.  Speaking and listening is 
sometimes overlooked in this area. Everyone has a voice but not all pupils find it through 
writing. 

• Consider the possibilities of drama, especially mime, to bring out the qualities of a poem 
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and/or pupils’ responses to it. 

• Think also about using multimedia or art in a similar way. Pupils’ interpretation of a text 
through PowerPoint or drawing or painting can be illuminating and liberating as well as 
sometimes revealing an aspect of the text which you had not noticed or fully appreciated. 

 

4. How pupils learn to look more closely at poems 
When you feel that it is appropriate to study a poem in depth … offer help with terminology 
without overloading pupils with jargon.  Most of the terms used to talk about poetry are also used in 
discussing or describing prose. Make sure students know this and can look out for examples in 
fiction and non-fiction so that they realise that metaphor and personification, for example, are not 
things which are peculiar to poetry.  There are only a handful of terms with which pupils really need 
to be familiar at this stage: personification, rhyme, rhythm, alliteration, onomatopoeia…  And of 
course:   

Metaphor / simile / comparison / figurative language / imagery: Much time has been spent on 
the differences between metaphor and simile. Is it really important?  The key thing is the use of 
figurative language or imagery to add to a description, or hint at a different aspect of something. 

Visual methods can be effective in developing an understanding of metaphor (and simile etc.)  
Adverts often provide examples.  A bottle of chilli sauce held in a hand protected by an oven glove 
has been used by a well-known sauce company, for example.   

Use a variety of techniques to help pupils explore a poem: These might include: 

• looking at a poem as prose, line endings removed 

• removing all the nouns (or adjectives etc.)  

• showing only the nouns (or adjectives etc.)  

• displaying it collapsed into its constituent words  

• de-sequencing it 

Show not tell … is one of the oldest maxims in teaching. If you model working on a poem, 
whether known or ‘unseen’, it is more powerful than trying to explain how they should be doing it. 
It’s particularly powerful if you articulate what is going through your mind during the process, 
including your uncertainties. “I’m not entirely sure what he means by this line but I think…”  “I can 
see that there’s clear rhythm to the poem but look, the pattern changes here. Hmmm, that must be 
significant: I wonder…”   

 
5. When pupils write poetry… 
Offer help in the drafting process: Poems are generally relatively short compared to other types 
of writing we ask pupils to do. It is therefore easier to intervene during the writing process. With the 
pupil’s permission, share an example (using a visualiser or equivalent if available) to demonstrate 
how changing a word here and there, altering the order of some lines, deleting some words or 
lines, for example, can gradually improve a piece of writing.  (You obviously hope for a knock-on 
effect in their prose writing!) 

Assess / respond to poetry writing seriously: Sometimes we treat poems by pupils as a special 
case and do not subject them to the same rigour as other texts.  However, the placing of a 
punctuation mark has a more significant effect in a poem often than in a piece of prose.  Pick out 
lines / phrases which you think are effective but point out vagueness and abstraction: get them to 
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be more precise and concrete. 

Encourage a variety of techniques in creating poems: There are many encouraging books, 
web-sites and so on out there with ideas for getting pupils writing.  We have found these handy for 
unlocking creative responses: 

• A pastiche or parody of a well-known poem 

• Providing a pattern or structure for a poem  

• Providing first (and sometimes, last) lines 

• Making found poems 

• ‘Fridge magnets’ made from the words of existing poems (or prose)  

• Concrete poetry 

• Collaborative poems 

Explain the connection between reading and writing: This is often under-appreciated.  Ofsted 
reports that pupils do not write much poetry at GCSE and though this is disappointing it is not 
surprising. The focus at KS4 is on other writer’s poems, rarely one’s own.   However, the writing of 
poems is a key element in understanding the poetry of others. If poetry writing becomes embedded 
as part of the English experience at KS3, it is easier for it also to play a part subsequently. 

 

6. Teachers as readers and writers 
The teacher's identity as reader and writer is crucial. Pupils’ knowledge that their teacher is a doer 
rather than just a teller is a powerful encouragement.  Don’t be shy: let them know what you’re 
reading and how you feel about it. Share something you’ve written from time to time. After all, it’s 
only fair – and it’s good to lead by example.  

 

7. Things to do with the school or department’s organization 
Some things are dependent on whether you have the power or influence to affect them!  It’s always 
worth making a case for these, though:  

• Inviting poets into school (check reviews to see if they work well with pupils) 

• Poetry-writing trips (or tagging poetry writing on to existing trips) 

• Exploring cross-curricular possibilities, e.g. with history, art or science.  

• Considering the resourcing of poetry. Is poetry under-represented in the classroom, in the 
library? 

• Planning competitions and performances such as recitations and slams. 

 

This manifesto was born at NATE Conference 2014 thanks to the input and enthusiasm of teachers 
there.  Thanks to Chris Warren and Karen Lockney for their additional support as well as members 
of the wider English teaching community. 

 
 

 


