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NATE Conference 2013

The time is out of joint: English under pressure
If you would like to run a workshop, a seminar or present a research paper at the most high profile 
English education event on the calendar, please go to nate.org.uk/conferencecalls and follow the 

application procedure as directed. All applications are warmly welcome, with a closing date of 
Friday 30th November, 2012. Should you have any queries, please contact NATE’s Director, 

Ian McNeilly, at director_nate@yahoo.co.uk or on 0114 255 5419; to make an advance booking, 
contact rebecca@nate.org.uk

Programme details will follow in 2013. Delegates can expect our customary blend of high quality keynote 
speakers, workshops, seminars, research presentations, a commercial exhibition and social events. 

Prices
Full conference with accommodation: £420 (NATE members); £495 (non-members)

Full conference without accommodation: £250 (NATE members); £350 (non-members)
Day delegate when available (Friday or Saturday 9am-5pm): £125 (NATE members); £195 (non-members)

To book, or order a copy of the brochure, Tel: 0114 2555419  Email: rebecca@nate.org.uk

Join us for NATE’s 50th annual conference in Stratford-upon-Avon
Still the best professional development!

Friday 28th to Sunday 30th June 2013
Holiday Inn, Stratford-upon-Avon
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Making Poetry Matter
Ways Forward for Poetry in Schools

Sue Dymoke reports on ‘Poetry Matters’, a major event which provided poets, teachers and researchers 
with an unprecedented opportunity to explore and develop ideas about successful poetry teaching.

Poetry Matters: the seminar series

The four-part ESRC (Economic and Social Research 

Council) ‘Poetry Matters’ Seminar Series ,which ran from 

January 2011 to January 2012, explored fundamental 

questions concerning the demands that reading, writing, 

speaking and listening to poetry present to learners and to 

teachers at different stages in their professional 

development. 

The series, led by Sue Dymoke (University of Leicester) 

and co-convened by Anthony Wilson (University of 

Exeter) and Andrew Lambirth (University of Greenwich), 

aimed to create a supportive, collaborative forum to share 

new research into poetry teaching for 5-19 year olds and 

to enable cross-fertilization of ideas. The series was 

developed with the full support of English Poet Laureate, 

Carol Ann Duffy, and two former laureates, Sir Andrew 

Motion and Michael Rosen. Through discussions, 

presentations and workshops we sought to revisit learners’ 

and teachers’ perceptions of what poetry teaching is like 

in all its forms and within a variety of contexts. 

There was high demand for places and participants 

from Canada, China, Malta, the US and many regions of 

the UK formed a diverse new poetry community 

representing a wide range of perspectives. The group 

included academics researching aspects of poetry 

pedagogy; representatives from organizations including 

CLPE, I-CAN, NATE, NAWE, UKLA, The Poetry Society, 

The Poetry Archive and Roving Books; and poets and 

teachers working across the 5–19 age range. 

Seminars took place at the Universities of Exeter, 

Greenwich and Leicester, and the key areas for discussion 

were as follows:

1)  The demands of writing poetry - how is the writing 

process conceptualised and taught? 

2) Reading and responding to poetry 

3) Personalised, inclusive pedagogical practices. 

4)  Creative approaches (especially using e-learning), 

directions for future poetry pedagogy research and 

practice. 

In this article, we would like to give EDM readers a 

taste of the series by sharing some of the key research 

issues and creative outcomes that have emerged from it. 

(Further details about the aims and objectives of the 

series, the speakers, and many of the seminar research 

papers and poster presentations can be found at http://

poetrymatters.posterous.com.)

Emerging themes and questions

A number of key themes and questions emerged from the 

series, through both seminar presentations and practical 

workshops:

•	The	importance	of	sound	and	musicality	in	poetry

•	The	role	of	poetry	in	learning	for	life	

•	The	role	of	the	‘expert’	teacher	of	poetry	

•	Reading	poetry	as	a	writer;	writing	poetry	as	a	reader

•	 Is	there	a	distinctive	pedagogy	of	poetry?	

•	 	Empowerment	to	teach	poetry	in	contexts	governed	by	

an arguably narrowly conceived view of literacy

•	Risk-taking	in	the	context	of	poetry	in	education

•	 	What	support	do	teachers	need	to	respond	to	

children’s poetry and encourage ‘development’?

•	 	Should	there	be	a	model	of	progression	for	developing	

students’ skills in poetry?

In order to give a flavour of the discussions, I would like 

to focus here on just two of these issues – sound and 

musicality, and risk-taking.

1. The role of sound and musicality in poetry 
The theme of poetry and song beyond the classroom 

permeated a number of intense seminar discussions 

during the series. In Seminar 2, Joy Alexander (Queen’s 

University, Belfast) explored the importance of listening 

and how the way a poem is written gives voice to the 

words within it. In doing so, she revisited Dennis 

Donoghue’s notions of the graphi- and epi-readers 

(Donoghue 1981). The ‘graphi-reader’ is someone who 

reads the words as they are on the page and does not go 

beyond them. The ‘epi-reader’ is someone who tells the 

poem she wants to hear it and creates a hinterland 

beyond the words in which the voices, sounds, situations, 

etc., from the poem are brought to life. Alexander stressed 

the need for readers of all ages to find as many ways as 

possible to hear poems read aloud and reminded us of 

the differences between written and sung songs - a 
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distinction which led her to question whether pop culture 

helps or hinders engagement with poetry. 

In contrast, in his presentation on ‘Heavenly Singing 

– multilingual verse and song’ in Seminar 3, Andrey 

Rosowky (University of Sheffield) focused on the singing 

of nats and nasheeds, forms of vocal Islamic music. He 

explored how the use of ‘trans-local sites’ for creative 

processes/production (such as YouTube and other social 

media) have enabled the ‘born-here’ generation of young 

Muslims to construct hybrid identities for themselves as 

poets and performers of nasheeds on-line.

Through research on poetry teaching in New Zealand, it 

has become clear to me that a revised curriculum which 

enables students to study both poetry and song lyrics 

could lead not only to more opportunities for culturally 

responsive teaching but also to making poetry more 

accessible to many of the teachers and students who 

appear fearful of it (Dymoke, forthcoming 2012). The 

importance of poetry and song in all their various guises 

is something that should be acknowledged within the 

curriculum. Indeed the seminar group expressed a strong 

desire to celebrate and support opportunities that draw on 

young people’s own poetic interests – their ‘funds of 

knowledge’ – and provide space for them to develop 

further.

2. Empowerment and risk-taking in poetry 
teaching 
In our review of Seminar 3 (Dymoke et al, 2011), Anthony 

Wilson explored how comments by Michael Rosen had 

encouraged the group to reflect on the power 

relationships at work in the English teaching classroom. 

With reference to Foucault’s work, Rosen had invited us 

to consider the connection between the questions we ask 

in classrooms and the imperative of exams and ‘standards’ 

and thus policy. He reminded us that placing poetry in 

this equation is by definition a disruptive act because 

poetry is a democratic and subjective art form. Together 

the seminar group considered the paradox of ‘losing’ 

power in order to gain new kinds of knowledge and 

confidence by asking questions of poems in our 

classrooms that we do not know the answers to. As Sue 

Horner remarked later at the seminar, it is possible to 

move too speedily from curriculum specifications to 

decisions about classroom practices without taking the 

time to engender the trust and the fun and the risk which 

we know teaching poetry can bring. This theme was 

re-addressed in Seminar 4 when Teresa Cremin (Open 

University) gave a presentation which explored how one 

teacher had begun to position herself as a reader of 

poetry and a teacher who reads poetry and to give herself 

permission to take poetry she had chosen into the 

classroom. 

Personally, I think that this kind of risk-taking requires 

confidence, in terms of both subject and pedagogical 

knowledge. It is an aspect of a teacher’s poetry pedagogy 

that takes time to develop. Beginning teachers must be 

given the secure space to take such risks so that they can 

make selections of poems which may be outside of their 

poetry comfort zone and to have time to reflect on what 

they achieve through using them with students. Similarly, 

in preparing for examination assessment, school students 

should have greater opportunity to engage in the risky 

business of exploring, asking and attempting to answer 

questions of poems without the fear of failure. 

Poetic activity

As well as creating opportunities for international research 

collaboration and the development of a database of 

poetry papers, the ESRC series has provided rich stimulus 

for a wide variety of poetic activity. During the seminars 

we wrote and listened alongside poets who inspired us to 

experiment with new ways of teaching, writing and 

performing poetry. Mandy Coe and Cliff Yates both led 

highly successful writing workshops in Seminars 1 and 3. 

Drawing on carefully chosen methods, Cliff Yates took 

us calmly through an intense writing experience in which 

space and silence to create were both essential elements. 

For many in the room this was a very productive 

workshop. The experience provoked a good deal of 

discussion about confidence and the challenges of sharing 

work with others. Mandy Coe powerfully reminded us 

that poetry is in danger of becoming something that is 

‘consumed and reviewed rather than made’ but ‘we can 

all make poetry’. She gave us the chance to find poetry in 

the everyday through our talking and writing – at first 

without allowing us time to pause for thought. This was 

very liberating and led to lively discussion about the 

contrasting writing workshop styles that the seminar 

group had previously experienced. 

Michael Rosen participated in Seminar 3 by presenting 

with Jenny Vernon (from the Centre for Literacy in Primary 

Education) on his work on the CLPE’s poetry courses with 

primary teachers. He commented on the sense of 

discovery that underpins these courses. Teachers are able 

to experience some of the exciting ways in which poetry 

can ‘give permission’ to do so much with language and 

provide starting points for literacy-related activities. Poets 

Andy Craven-Griffiths and Joelle Taylor again, in their 

different ways, focused on aspects of Slam Poetry. They 

involved participants in rhyme games, collaborative team 

writing, beat-boxing and creating a polyvocal poem. 

Finally, the incomparable Jackie Kay closed the series with 

a reading of old favourites and poems from her most 

recent collection Fiere. By the end of the afternoon there 

were few dry eyes in the packed seminar room. 

All of the poets involved in the series (both as 

workshop leaders and seminar participants) regularly 

work in schools. During Seminar 4, many of them 

commented that they often worked in isolation in schools 

and that it was useful for them have the chance to learn at 

first hand from other poets about their individual 

workshop practices. Teacher participants from a range of 

primary and secondary schools took home many writing, 

performance and discussion ideas to try out and further 

refine with their classes. Examples of work by sixth 

formers and Key Stage 3 students that had resulted from 

some of the workshops were displayed too, thus 

providing an audience for their poetry beyond their own 
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classrooms. Further collaborations between teachers and 

poets are now also being planned.

What next?

All of the themes listed above are ones that we now need 

to explore much further both within and beyond our new 

‘Poetry Matters’ community, as individuals in our schools 

and other workplaces and as readers, writers, listeners and 

performers of poetry. The themes have already begun to 

shape future research grant applications and teaching 

projects by group members. In the wake of the seminars, 

a symposium on poetry writing was given by members of 

the group as part of the EARLI (European Association for 

Research in Literacy Instruction) conference in Porto in 

July 2012 and plans are now developing for research on 

the assessment of poetry writing. In addition, the 

development of the Poetry Champions Project at the 

University of Greenwich, the Poetry Society’s ITE project 

with the University of Roehampton and the DfE’s Poetry 

by Heart project/national speaking competition have all 

been informed by the series.

A book from the series (Making Poetry Matter, Dymoke 

et al, 2013) will be published by Continuum next Spring. 

This text will include many papers from the seminars 

together with commentaries by other participants and an 

afterword by Myra Barrs and Morag Styles. A sister 

publication, Making Poetry Happen, is also in 

development. This will focus on the practical applications 

for poetry teaching. It will include contributions from 

poets Mandy Coe, Andy Craven-Griffiths, Michael Rosen, 

Joelle Taylor and Cliff Yates together with case studies/

examples from English teachers who participated in the 

series and went on to refine ideas from it in their own 

classrooms. 

It is very evident from participants’ evaluations of the 

series that they have valued the chance to talk in depth 

about poetry teaching and to write and learn together. We 

hope that these experiences, the publications, and the 

many other outcomes from the four seminars, will serve to 

reinforce poetry does matter and to ensure that teachers 

can be empowered to risk using the genre in ways which 

will have both an enriching and lasting impact on their 

students’ lives.

On the next page, we print Morag Styles’ closing address at 

the end of the final seminar of the series.  On the page 

following that, the complete programme for the seminar 

series.
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Forbidden Words
Two poems written by Year 8 students working with 
English teacher Brenda Ainsley after the seminar in 
which poet Mandy Coe demonstrated the ‘forbidden 
words’ technique – whereby students collect ten words 
closely associated with the subject they want to write 
about, and then write the poem without using any of 
those words.

The Huntsman

From the long, ivy green grass

An ebony black tracker emerges.

It’s searching for its prey.

Those aqua blue eyes, glinting in the setting sun:

The huntsman awaits.

Escape from the Deep

Gentle singing, travelling far

Through the blue comes echoing sound.

Moans and howls fill the sea,

And clicks and cries forever there.

Near the coast, but never seen

Lots of power in the fluke.

Propelling upwards, leaping high

The elegant figure diving down.

So much power gracefully gliding,

Whilst grazing the area for food.

A leap up high, a gasp for breath

And diving down further and further once more.
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‘Tatters of words flying through the universe’

Miroslav Holub’s words preface Morag Styles’ closing address at the 
Poetry Matters series.

Most government initiatives over the last 30 years have hindered more 
than helped a thriving poetry culture in schools.  As Richard Flynn 
(2009) puts it, writing of the USA: 

Linguistic competency is measured by the achievement of 
functional literacy mastered for utilitarian ends, increasingly 
through standardised tests so that schools have for a large part 
jettisoned poetic language and most of the arts from the 
curriculum.  

In our case, it’s the outcomes and objectives culture of the darned 
Strategy! But, despite the difficulties, there have, thank God, always 
emerged insightful teachers of poetry who move the subject on.  Even 
in this unenlightened era, those of us in schools, universities and 
teacher education must find the space to give poetry its due. 

This seminar series was determined to do just that. Not for us to tie 
any poem to a chair and torture confessions out of it - as Billy Collins’ 
poem so aptly puts it. Lighting a fuse, heavenly singing and the 
transformative potential of poetry were what we were after. One of the 
best things about the Poetry Matters series is that we have created a 
community of poets, scholars, teachers (many of our number an 
amalgam of all three) and associated others, who are passionate about 
poetry in all its forms and voices. As well as celebrating this noble craft, 
we have been keen to rigorously examine poetry and its affordances 
from the inside out with audiences that range from babbling babes to 
sixth form and university students. We aimed to reach out to Yeats’ 
common man (and woman!) and school student so they can share in 
the living voice of poetry and have the opportunity to make it a central 
part of life.

Just before he retired as Poet Laureate, Andrew Motion (2010) said 
this about the importance of poetry in children’s lives:

Every possible effort should be made to promote its 
appreciation, and encourage its creation. Through the mingled 
sense and non-sense of poetry, through the charge of its 
rhythms and the magnetism of its rhymes, through the various 
colourations and configurations of its language, it allows 
children to feel a profound sense of connection with their 
interior spaces, and also to make links with the wider world 
which lies around them. It is a representation of life, which is 
also a kind of life in itself - a self-sufficient delight, which is 
simultaneously a way of looking forward and preparing to meet 
the future; a confirmation of the self, which nevertheless allows 
the growth of sympathy with others. 

Motion’s well chosen words elegantly summarise some of the issues we 
have been engaging with during the ‘Poetry Matters’ series.  And he 
might have added that, as well as looking forwards, poetry offers a 

way of looking back, carrying an extra charge  by realising our 
connection to those who came before. 

So what actually mattered to us in this special interest group 
studying poetry? What particular poetry matters did we encounter? 
Here’s some of it:

•	 	the	centrality	of	the	sound	of	the	thing	–	what	Eliot	called	that	
auditory imagination - that ‘ feeling for syllable and rhythm, 
penetrating far below the conscious levels of thought and feeling, 
invigorating every word’

•	 	the	appeal	of	musicality	that	poetry	uniquely	affords	and	the	huge	
potential of what young people can do with the spoken voice and 
through performance

•	 reading	with	the	ear	as	well	as	the	eye

•	 the	benefits	of	being	a	writer	as	well	as	a	reader	of	poetry

•	 reading	poetry	as	a	writer;	writing	poetry	as	a	reader

•	 learning	to	read	poetry	by	reading	poetry….

•	 	writing	and	learning	‘alongside’	(Gross)	gifted	poets	such	as	Jackie	
Kay who inspired and moved us at the final session

•	 the	importance	of	links	with	other	arts	and	multimedia

Some ambitions include:

•	 	young	readers	and	writers	to	engage	more	fully	in	critical	discourse	
about  poetry 

•	 	critical	discourse	about	children’s	poetry	needs	to	be	far	more	
voluble in educational and academic circles where it is still  
neglected. (Children’s poetry was subsumed in a chapter on 
‘neglected aspects of children’s literature research’ in David Rudd’s 
recent Routledge Companion to Children’s Literature.)

•	 	poetry	being	the	place	where	we	save	the	earth!	A	big	ask	-	but	it	is	
a topic contemporary poets and their young readers engage with 
powerfully.

And one or two things we may not have said:

•	 	laughter	is	a	very	important	part	of	a	healthy	poetry	diet	–	what	
Flynn calls the ‘liberating subversiveness of nonsense’, remembering 
that the best of it often casts a shadow

•	 	how	young	people	need	light	and	dark,	frivolity	and	profundity,	
cheerful fun and deep truths 

•	 	children	having	access	to	poems	that	will	‘inhabit’	them,	that	offer	
challenge ‘beyond their surface appeal’ – to last them through the 
highs and the troughs  of life. 

Now that’s something worth fighting for.
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We have created a community of poets, 
scholars, teachers (many of our number 
an amalgam of all three) and 
associated others, who are passionate 
about poetry in all its forms and voices.
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