
 

In this charming article from writer and poet, Robert Hull, packed with 
advice and ideas, we are encouraged to value poetry for what it is 
instead of dampening children’s enthusiasm by over-analysis. 

Teachers have been told often enough what to do with 

a poem. The National Literacy Strategy, for instance, 

told them, a dozen or so years ago. Have they forgotten 

already? Here’s what, amongst other things, your Year 5 

class should have done: 

4 read a number of poems by significant 

poets and identify what is distinctive about 

the style or content of their poems;   

5 analyse and compare poetic style, use of 

form and the themes of significant poets; to 

respond to shades of meaning; to explain and 

justify personal tastes; to consider the impact 

of full rhymes, half rhymes, internal rhymes 

and other sound patterns;    

7 write metaphors from original ideas or 

from similes.  

I’d be very sorry for any teacher 

of 9- or 10-year-olds who tried to 

‘consider the impact of full 

rhymes’, or follow out any of so 

bizarrely implausible a set of 

injunctions, more suited to 

undergraduate studies.  

The same document’s ‘definition’ 

of a poem is equally alarming; a 

poem is ‘a text which uses 

features such as rhythm, rhyme 

or syntax and vocabulary to 

convey ideas in an intense way’. 

‘Text’ is an in word. When the 

Primary Strategy came along, we 

were ‘creating and shaping texts’. ‘Texts’ and 

‘Literacy’, not poems and stories and English—the 

perverse terms persisted, like ‘customers’ on the 

railways.  

Fortunately, the teacher can do without such 

obfuscating illumination, and need not flounder before 

such a ‘definition’, poems being—as common sense 

might remind one—the kind of unmysterious thing you 

find in books of poems.  

There have been other unhelpfully diversionary sets 

of National Curriculum injunction, generally tending to 

treat the poem as an academic object, something to 

learn about. Children should learn about forms: 

cinquains, haiku. They should know about alliteration 

and assonance and hyperbole. I was talking with a Year 

8 student a while ago. He spoke of ‘hyperbole, and all 

the stuff you need to write’. You learn ‘hyperbole and 

stuff’, calligrams et al, then you can write. Providing 

you’re well sorted on your onomatopoeia and your 

cohesion.  

What I suggest one should instead do with a poem is 

treat it as a poem. To treat a euphonium as a euphonium 

you play it; if you put flowers in it, it becomes a vase. 

You can do all kinds of things with a poem that avoid 

treating it as a poem. You can ‘analyse’ and 

anaesthetise it, or turn it into a comprehension exercise, 

or follow James Thurber’s Miss Groby, for whom 

collecting metaphors and similes and personifications 

was like ‘picking violets in springtime’. All such 

irrelevances can be fun, especially if one doesn’t greatly 

care for poems anyway.  
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To treat the poem as a poem is to do something almost 

disquietingly straightforward with it. It is to read it, read 

it aloud or silently, and read it again. The poem is a 

voice, a song to be heard, either as a literal voice 

speaking, or a voice creatively ‘heard’ in the reader’s 

head. Either way, you experience the poem; you take in 

the music of its words, the rhythms and cadences of the 

speaking voice that the poet transcribed to the page.  

The poem in the classroom lives pleasurably for 

children when it is read aloud and heard, and when it is 

read by them silently and ‘heard’ as silent speech. It dies 

when you say let’s find an interesting bit of 

onomatopoeia in the next verse, or what do you think 

the writer’s intention was when he wrote, ‘Oh what can 

ail thee, knight at arms, / Alone and palely loitering…’.?   

I think most of my poetry ‘lessons’ involved little 

more than asking the children to ‘find a poem they 

liked’ in the book in front of them, and if they were up 

to it to read it to the class. I recall using—and they were 

particularly valuable in this regard—two of the 80s  

‘Cadbury Children’s Poetry’ collections. Children are 

intrigued to read poems by other children, and the 

chosen poems readily became both subjects for talk and 

models, ideas for writing in emulation. I remember a 

poem about an outing to the zoo—a teacher warning the 

class: ‘Do not mess with the gorillas’—and a boy’s 

offering of his untidy room for sale. 

‘Analysis’ of such poems—of any poems—there was 

not; discussion there was. It seems crucial that children 

should talk about the poems they read. Poems about pets 

will produce talk about pets, and later, very likely, 

poems about pets. I’m reminded of Robert Graves’ 

remark that the strength of a poem, ‘unlike that of a 

chain, is that of its strongest link’; similarly, the part of 

the poem that children are drawn to is, for the teacher, 

the essential part, the part that will carry talk forward, 

and lead to reading and writing more poems.  

Moreover, when children discuss—given time 

enough—their own poems, in pairs and small groups, 

they are well able to make suggestions to each other 

about developing and improving them, suggestions that 

are often, strikingly, and in a way one might not expect, 

critically mature and creative. I didn’t anticipate it until, 

listening in on group talk, I was struck by the helpful 

and creatively successful changes they made to their 

own poems or proposed to others about theirs—as I 

subsequently recorded in my book ‘Behind the Poem’.  

The enjoyable activity—for teacher and children—of 

reading aloud and talking, is the bringing to life of the 

poem through performance and what follows from it. 

This sense of ‘performance’ does not point towards 

prepared recitation, or the rehearsed, elocutive rendition 

for an audience. It points only to the fact that to read a 

poem, aloud or silently, is a performance, a bringing 

into transient being of its rhythms and cadences.  

For too many years now, for young children of about 

5 or 6 and up, the poem has been shackled to ‘Literacy’, 

when in fact its home, its origin, is with music, with 

nursery rhymes, folk-songs, pop-songs, ballads, hymns. 

I was cycling round a local park a few years ago when I 

passed a young woman pushing a buggy with a small 

boy reclining there, singing ‘The grand old Duke of 

York, / He had ten thousand men…’ He was performing 

a poem, and on his way to more rhyming songs, more 

poems. And most children will arrive at school with a 

musical rhyme or three, a jingle or three, in their heads.  

The little boy in the park knew his rhyme, his song-

poem, ‘by heart’ and sang it for the joy of it. It is a 

natural ascent from growing familiar with a poem, to 

having lines stay in the mind, and thence to retaining a 

whole poem in the memory. To have a poem’s word-

music in your head is analogous to, or maybe the same 

as, having tunes in the head, carrying stretches of 

symphony round with one, in a mental musical library 

one can draw on at any time. 

Memorable poems, as the word suggests, aren’t 

difficult to memorise. I’ve asked children to learn 

poems like e. e. cummings’ ‘maggie and milly and 

molly and may’, Hardy’s ‘Weathers’, Robert Frost’s 

‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’, Kipling’s 

‘The Way Through the Woods’, Rachel Field’s 

‘Something Told the Wild Geese’, Elizabeth 

NATE Primary Matters Spring 2022 Page 27 

The poem is a voice, a song to be heard, either 

as a literal voice speaking, or a voice 

creatively ‘heard’ in the reader’s head. Either 

way, you experience the poem; you take in the 

music of its words, the rhythms and cadences 

of the speaking voice that the poet transcribed 

to the page.  



 

Coatsworth’s  ‘On a Night of Snow’, Walter de la 

Mare’s ‘The Scarecrow’, Laura Riding’s ‘Antonio’, 

Charles Causley’s ‘Charity Chadder’, Vachel Lindsay’s 

‘The Flower-Fed Buffaloes’—and there are a hundred 

more musical poems that are worth learning. Learning 

can be quicker than one might expect. A class of 10- and 

11-year-olds learned the Frost poem in a few minutes, 

one of them in 12 minutes flat. Most of such memorable, 

memorisable poems, are short, and they are in stanzas, 

and they rhyme. I offer one of my own for a minute’s 

memorising:  
 

Froglet 
 

Here 
 

comes a 

tenth-size 

froglet 
 

plink 

plink 

plink 
 

leaping  

over 

endless 
 

grass 

like a let-out 

tiddly 
 

wink 

An established culture of reading poems in the 

classroom—at home too, perhaps aloud to the dog 

occasionally, who is likely to prove an attentive 

listener—presupposes a wealth of poems for the teacher 

and the class to draw on. I recall using Geoffrey 

Summerfield’s brilliant and entertaining ‘Voices 1’ and 

‘Junior Voices’ 1-4 series, along with other anthologies, 

and a shelf of single-author collections by poets such as 

Spike Milligan, Michael Rosen, Charles Causley, Ted 

Hughes, John Mole, Christopher Reid, Emily Dickinson, 

Carl Sandburg, and more. And it’s good to read not just 

one but several poems by the same writer. Not just 

Causley’s serious and funny Timothy Winters –  

Eyes like bombs and teeth like splinters: 

A blitz of a boy was Timothy Winters… 

His clothes are enough to scare a crow, 

And through his britches the blue winds blow’  

– but other poems of his too. 

I’d need all those if I were setting up a classroom 

poetry library now, as well as—if I could still find them 

from second-hand or out-of-print sources: Ruth 

Finnegan’s ‘Oral Poetry’, an anthology of poems from 

round the world, and ‘The Oxford Book of Children’s 

Verse in America’, both of them marvellous sources for 

poems to read with children. I’d also need one or two 

‘grown-up’ collections of English verse, like the 

Penguin ‘Poems for Life’ because children mustn’t be 

confined to ‘children’s poetry’. A classroom collection 

of thirty or forty—or more—books of poetry is one of 

the two foundations of poetry in the classroom. The 

other, of course, is the teacher’s enthusiasm for the 

poem, and her or his preparedness.  

To that latter end, the class poetry library should 

include a handful of books about poetry and children, 

both the reading and the writing of it. That last phrase—

‘the writing of it’—reminds us that beyond the primary 

act of reading poems lies the possibility of writing 

poems inspired by those we’ve read. Having read them, 

we can leave poems where they are, in the learners’ 

mind, and go on to others. Or we can linger with them 

and use them to inspire children to write their own.  

Ted Hughes’ great book, ‘Poetry in the Making’, is 

addressed to the young reader and writer, with ‘Notes’ 

for the teacher. In straightforward, luminous prose, he 

describes the growth into being of some his own poems, 

such as ‘Thought Fox’, ‘Pike, ‘Wind’ and others. He 

also explores, in the context of leading his readers to 

their own poems, many other fine poems, so the book is 

on another level a small exemplary anthology. 

Strikingly, with those exemplary poems he takes his 

young readership far beyond the accepted notion of 

‘children’s poems’.  

The immense value to teachers of Hughes’ book is 

that in leading the reader through the narrative of 

experiencing, intently observing (especially in the 

chapter, ‘Learning to Think’), and writing, he shows us 

poetry complete, the poem itself emerging from the 

mind’s intense creative absorption.  

Hughes’ selection, as implying that the category 

‘children’s poem’ can be restrictive, makes sense. As a 

teacher you often don’t know what poems your class is 

likely to respond to. I recall 10- and 11-year-olds 

enjoying a handful of Arthur Waley’s translations from 

the Chinese.  The poems were all about journeys, 

separation, loss, and so on, and the children wrote their 

own journey poems. Later, we gathered their ‘Chinese’ 

poems, with the eloquent ‘Chinese’ sketches they had 

done alongside the poems, into a collection which I 

typed up and printed off. I’d suggest that such a 

‘product’ can be an extremely valuable and satisfying 

conclusion to children’s work with the poem. Here is 

one of the children’s poems:  
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My gaze rests on your stool                         

where you used to sit, 

combing your hair, 

and as I look 

I see your face,  

white as the lily, 

for your face was pale,  

and your eyes,  

green as the ferns by the wayside. 

I was the envy of the spirits 

and they took you for their own. 

 

Kenneth Koch wrote two brilliant books about reading 

and writing poems with children—children in Grades 3 

to 6, or 8- to 11-year-olds. In his 1970 ‘Wishes, Lies and 

Dreams’, he suggests that ‘children have a natural talent 

for writing poetry… Teaching really is not the right 

word for what takes place. It is more like permitting the 

children to discover something they already have.’ 

Exactly so. The book gathers a wealth of poems written 

by children in various grades, in classes Koch visited 

and worked with teachers in. One writing idea suggested 

to children was to write a ‘Wishes’ poem, in which 

every line began with ’I wish’. The wishes could be real, 

or a little wild and implausible. Here, rhymes weren’t to 

be used.   

Three years later, in ‘Rose, where did you get that 

red?’— a line from a boy’s poem—he reads poems with 

children (‘great’ poems, the subtitle emphasises) and 

sets them writing their own poems, drawing on ‘the 

poetry idea’ that Koch takes from the poem and 

proposes to them. After reading Blake’s ‘Tyger’, for 

instance, he suggests the students write a poem that asks 

a series of questions, as Blake’s does, of the creature 

they choose to write about. His range is wide, from 

Shakespeare—mainly his songs—and Marlowe to Lorca 

and Rilke, having students hear poems both in the 

original Spanish and German and in his translation.    

Why take on difficult or adult poems? For a very good 

reason: ‘Restricting children to poems supposed to be on 

their age-level deprives them of too many good things. 

They get more out of genuinely good poems than out of 

mediocre poems, even if the good 

poems are difficult in some ways.’ 

Precisely.  

My 2010 book, ‘Poetry—From 

Reading to Writing: a Classroom 

Guide for Years 7-11’—is indebted to 

Koch’s work, as my teaching was. In 

this book, I offer ideas for writing—

‘poem ideas’—from considering in 

different chapters thirteen kinds of 

poem, including: rhyming poems; list poems; riddles 

and nonsense; ballads; poems with talk; free verse; 

praise poems and prayers; haiku and related forms; 

poems from myth and legend; from history ‘and other 

places’ and so on.  

I’ll sketch out three of these reading-to-writing ideas. 

First, ‘list’ poems. (‘The Chatto Book of Cabbages and 

Kings’ is a wonderful collection of literary lists.) In 

encouraging list poems I’ve sometimes suggested to 

children that they might try out rhyme, where there is 

no narrative or syntactical structure to have to fit rhyme 

into, beyond the listing itself—as in a rhyming 

shopping list for instance. I’ve used nonsense rhyming 

lists too with children, as in a ‘junk-shop’ poem, where 

‘We sell anything—stopped clocks / holey socks / 

wobbly tables / ancient fables’ and so on. Normally, 

though, I’d recommend forgetting about rhyme, 

whatever kind of poem is being attempted.  

Charles Causley has many poems based on a ‘list’ 

structure—poems like ‘D’arcy Dent’, ’Freddie Phipps’, 

‘Sexton, Ring the Curfew’ and more—which can set 

children off on their own poems. And one can avoid 

rhyme or use it. Here is the start of a poem of mine 

called ‘As…as’. I’ve asked children to carry on with 

their own list from items in mine.  

As…..as 
 

As slow as a start 

As stopped as a heat 

As thin as a chip 

As chapped as a lip 

As dour as a door 

As high as the floor 

As far as away 

As near as today.     
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From trees we get 
 

old ships 

news  

chairs 

geography books 

poems  
 

as well as  
 

huge clearings 

power-saws 

smoke-haze 

empty homes 
 

If we're lucky 

we also get from trees  

the din of birds 

forest floors 

autumns 

heavy mists  

paths  

the bark of deer  

shadow 

 

And from trees we might 

even get 

if we go on being lucky 

really lucky 

 

more trees 

 



 

Or children can write a list poem without rhyme Here 

is one based on a conservation poem-idea: 

My second poem-idea is an off-shoot of working with 

riddles. In riddles, subjects often speak as an ‘I’; it helps 

to hide who or what they are—so the guitar or the 

grizzly bear itself speaks, an ‘I’ not an ‘it’. But one can 

write non-riddling poems using ‘I’ or ‘you’ for whatever 

or whomever you write about. And that mere change to 

the first person and the change of perspective that 

accompanies it, can prise up interesting things to say, 

different, new things. Here, for example, a hare is the ‘I’ 

of the little poem: 

January Hare   
 

Limping beside the old hedgerow 

lost in all the white of snow 

cold along the world I go. 

Similarly, if your subject—which might be an old bike 

or an old sparrow or a mountain—is a ‘you’, it means 

you address it, speaking directly to it. It’s natural to 

speak to some animals in this way, but it’s worth trying 

with others, as well as with inanimate things. The poet 

Issa frequently addresses small creatures 

sympathetically: ‘Little frog, / Don’t give up the fight! / 

Issa is here!‘ Here, in the spirit of Issa, I address with an 

apology a small mouse who nipped into a humane 

mouse-trap in the kitchen. 

 

Sorry, mouse  
 

We’re concerned for you,  

small mouse,  

twisting and turning 

in your plastic safe-house, 
 

deprived of even 

the bit of cheese 

that lured you in, 

so now  
 

seems a good time – 

while both cats dream 

oblivious by the fire, 

tired of waiting  
 

for you to stir  

from behind the cooker – 

to take and gently  

empty you 
 

to long grass 

at the waste end 

of the garden— 

and for exiling you 

from our warm  

but dangerous  

 (for a mouse) house, 

beg your pardon. 

My third poem-idea is to read two or three stories 

from mythology or legend, and ask the class to  write a 

poem version of one of them. This re-telling poem is 

based on one of many ‘Milky Way’ stories from round 

the world, including lovely ones from Japan and North 

America.  

The Girl who made the stars— 

a Bushman legend 

 

The girl arose, 

she put her hands into the wood ashes 

and she said to them: 

'Wood ashes 

you must become the Milky Way 

and lie along the sky 

and go round with the stars 

standing nicely round.' 
 

And the girl threw the wood ashes up into the 

sky 

and they became the Milky Way. 
 

And the Milky Way gently glows 

feeling that it is wood ashes 
 

strewn along the sky 

going round with the stars. 

 

Ofsted have observed that teachers are often 

apprehensive about ‘teaching poetry’—hardly 

surprising given that poetry has been mystified and 

made academic, even esoteric. How odd that is, when 

one reflects on its fundamental place in pre-literate 

societies, as preserver of history, myth, and belied. One 

thinks of ‘Song-lines’, topography sung into being.  

Poetry is a culture’s living possession as long as it’s 

read. We possess Chaucer by reading him. The phrase 

‘children’s poems’—a possessive—will sound ironic if 

children don’t possess, by reading them, the poems 

written for them, or the poems they could read but don’t 

get to. Their small treasury of poems experienced and 

gathered to the mind accrues to the self, becoming part 

of who they are. Deprivation of the poem is a restraint 

on, loss to the self. That loss in junior schools has 

become too general, I’d submit. 
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Robert Hull was a teacher for 

some 30 years. Later he taught 

university adult education courses 

in literature and creative writing, 

and degree courses in Creative 

Writing. He also worked as a 

writer-in-schools.  He has published 

five collections of his own verse for 

children: ‘Stargrazer’—Hodder  

1997; ‘Everest and Chips’—OUP 

2002;  ‘High Tide’—Salt 2009; 

‘How to Speak to Your 

Headteacher’—Beafred 2016; and 

‘You’re You’ ( 2019).  

The curriculum of a local primary school—one of a 

‘chain’—lists under ‘Poetry’—evidently as topics for 

study - personification, onomatopoeia, metaphor, simile, 

and even, astonishingly enough, pathetic fallacy. It 

seems archaeological in intent, delving into poems to 

lever up chunks of alliteration and personification. It is 

unlikely to serve children well; it will rather tend to keep 

them from their own ‘children’s’ poems, and from the 

poems they might write—keep them, in short, from the 

joy of the poem.  

From a school magazine of photographs, prose and 

poems, outcome of an interdisciplinary project at 

Shoreham harbour in the 80s, comes this poem. The boy 

of 11 who composed it clearly felt the joy of the poem, 

the exhilaration of musical language—as his readers and 

listeners must have done too.  

 

Morning Conversation 
 

‘Hi!’ said Adur II to Christie Sue. 

‘Bye !’ said Firefly to Lady Di. 

‘Going out?’ said Yerba Buena to Little 

Meranda. 

‘Coming in? ‘ said Tracy Lee to Pilot 3,  

and Elias J R  

Anastasia 

Petronella 

Laguna Jenny Wren 

Arco Thames 

Leo 

and Shafino 

were all having a morning chat in the harbour. 

Some thirty years ago, Ted Hughes, celebrating 

another year of 50,000-plus entries to The Daily Mirror, 

later the W H Smith Children’s Literary Competition, 

could say that ‘clearly, they are of exceedingly high 

quality’. He writes of children’s ‘phenomenally 

abundant writing talents’. He might well have wondered 

what has happened to that fabulous inheritance. 
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