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77: Image, Sound, Feeling, 
Meaning 
Approaching poetry through 
visualisation 
Rosie Pannett describes an approach to first 
readings of poetry which encourages 
engagement in the aesthetic aspects of the 
poem, taking a holistic view, rather than 
immediate ‘technique spotting’.  

 
Summary 
This visual approach to poetry moves away from formulaic and limiting ‘technique spotting’ and 
encourages students to respond more personally to the poetry they read. It can be used with 
students of all abilities and throughout the key stages.  

 

What’s the point?  
Teaching poetry can so easily be reduced to a range of techniques which students have to check 
off an imaginary tick list. This activity encourages them to spend time with a poem in a gentle and 
inclusive way and encourages an individual reading of the text which leads to more interesting and 
engaged responses. It’s a great way of making poetry less intimidating and is perfect for 
differentiation as it epitomises the idea of ‘easy entry, high challenge’, the holy grail of successfully 
teaching mixed ability classes. Another bonus is that it moves students away from the restrictions 
of PEE / PEAL / PETAL paragraphs and into their own informed and critical responses. A further 
reason to try this strategy is that it makes explicit a variety of reading strategies which will support 
weak readers within the classroom.   

 

In the classroom 
This strategy explicitly uses the reading strategies of visualisation, reading backwards and 
forwards (or pattern spotting), questioning and empathy. All of these are strategies which fluent and 
competent readers will use naturally but that weaker readers struggle with.  

You will need: a visualiser or an interactive white board which you can annotate onto. If you don’t 
have either of these you can blow the poem up to A3 (or bigger) and annotate on a flip chart at the 
front of the room. It is also helpful to have some felt tip pens or coloured pencils.  

 

1. Reading and drawing (visualising) 

For this strategy to work effectively, it is essential that you model to the students what they need to 
do. The first layer of this is the visualisation. This simply entails the students drawing anything they 
can from the poem alongside the lines. Read the poem out loud and model the thought process as 
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you consider which words could be drawn. If we take ‘Island Man’ by Grace Nichols as an 
example, I would read out loud, ‘Morning / And the island man wakes up / To the sound of blue surf 
/ In his head’. Then I would draw a sunrise next to that to illustrate ‘morning’. (Do not worry at all 
about drawing skills – in some ways, the worse they are the better, as you will always have a child 
who ‘can’t draw’ in the class). Next: ‘And the island man wakes up.’  I might struggle to draw 
someone waking up so I simply draw an eye. And so on. Obviously, some things are easier than 
others to draw but this first layer should allow all students to access the poem at this level.  

 
 

2. Reading backwards and forwards, or pattern spotting 

Once you have modelled the visualisation for the first stanza of the poem, you can move on to 
modelling the reading backwards and forwards, or pattern spotting. Different coloured pens work 
well here but I prefer to ‘box words up’ rather than highlight. Return to the poem, again reading 
aloud and look for words which link together. Again taking ‘Island Man’ as an example, I would box 
up in one colour ‘the sound of blue surf’, ‘steady breaking’, ‘wild seabirds’ to indicate words related 
to sound. In a different colour you could box up ‘blue surf’, ‘seabirds’, ‘sea’ and ‘sun’ to indicate 
natural elements.  
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3. Individual work 

Now allow your students time to complete the whole poem. I like them to work individually on this: 
a poem of about twenty lines should take about fifteen minutes to complete properly. While the 
students are working, I complete one myself. I find that this works as an excellent behaviour 
management technique and also gives a good idea of how long students need to complete the 
poem.  

 
 

4. Questioning 

 

This part of the activity can be done as pair work. The students should now have an idea of what 
the poem is about so should be able to generate some questions about the text. Again, it is best to 
model this for the students, the more specific the questions the better. Returning to ‘Island Man’ 
again, I would suggest ‘Why is the sound of the surf ‘in his head’? Does this mean he is a long way 
from the sea?’. Students generating their own questions is an excellent strategy for improving 
comprehension of texts and is often neglected in the classroom. I like to get pairs to write three 
questions on post it notes: you can then either swap these between pairs in the classroom or stick 
them on the walls in the classroom. You can then share these as a class, seeing if anyone has any 
ideas to answer the questions.  
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5. Empathy 

Next ask students ‘What are the feelings in the poem?’ This can be done either as pair work or as 
a whole class. Once students have named a feeling, for example ‘depressed’, ask them to locate 
that feeling at word or phrase level in the poem. For ‘Island Man’ they might pick out the repeated 
‘groggily groggily’ or the phrase, ‘heaves himself’. Now that the class has spent time with the whole 
poem there should be rich discussion which will aid everyone’s understanding. During this 
discussion, students can be guided towards a more formal analysis of techniques such as tone, 
voice, image, form, etc., which can be understood as part of their more holistic reading of the 
poem.  

 
 

6. What next?  

With younger students, if there has been engagement, enjoyment and rich discussion by the class, 
I would be happy with a fairly informal, personal response. The beauty of this approach, though, is 
that it also fully supports a more formal analysis of texts. Having engaged with the poem in a 
sensual, aesthetic and holistic way and having immersed themselves in the images and ideas, 
students should be primed to engage purposefully with a more structured analysis of the poem. For 
‘Island Man’ you could ask a fairly general question like ‘How does the poet create a sense of 
place in the poem ‘Island Man’? I would model a first paragraph for them, ensuring a high level of 
analysis, drawing on the discussions we have had earlier in the lesson leaving the students to 
complete a couple more paragraphs.  
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Further tips 

• Not all poems will lend themselves to this strategy so read carefully beforehand! 
• I have also used this technique successfully with extracts of Shakespeare.  
• Like anything new, students will need to practise this: many of them enjoy the formula of a 

PEE, PETAL, PEAL paragraph but the results of whipping away those stabiliser wheels are 
well worth the wobbly journey.  

This technique was introduced to me by Jane Branson (www.janebransonlearning) at a training 
session many years ago so thanks to her for the excellent idea which I have used year in, year out 
with all of my classes.  

 

 

 

 

 


