
As adults, we may read poetry framed by its history, the poet, the style
the form, the philosophical approach, or any other attributes. For chil-
dren, the relevant question must be what this poem is saying to them now,
at this time and in this situation. Then, as they become familiar with
poetry and with the features of poetry, they can relate the art form to the
content and the response can come from both form and content. Surely the
picture we are painting is the important aspect of art, not the type of paint
we are using. We find scissors so we can cut shapes; we don’t cut shapes
so we can use scissors. In looking at the poem, we look at the poem first
and the print second. We must not be afraid of form and art, nor let chil-
dren think we are afraid of it, nor be nervous about bringing relevant
information to meet the words on the page. We first enter the poet’s life
through what he or she says to us, through his or her sharing of
experiences.

For children, the poem does not exist until they have responded to it. It
is this negotiation between poet and child, between print and reader, that
creates meaning. Collectively, we can find many universals; privately, we
make our own worlds, our own meanings. By letting children respond
personally and by sharing those responses, we enlarge our frames of ref-
erence and we increase our spheres of meaning. Poetry, being an art form,
encourages all types of response. The teacher must see this activity as a
building of frames for learning, rather than a collection or dissection of
accepted ideas. We use the poems we have read to enrich our background
and as building blocks for making more meaning in life. We look at not
only the content, but the poet’s perceptions and the ways in which ideas
and feelings are expressed. We look at the poem as a whole and we
respond to it holistically.

What to Do with a Poem

1. The children may want to sketch quickly the poem’s images. They
may then later, after discussion or exploration, decide to work on one
particular drawing that somehow represents the poem.

2. The children may jot down their first impressions of the poem as they
read it, or as they read the group of poems, and then join a group to
share what they have written. This gives them the protection of read-
ing what they want to read aloud, and opportunities of elaborating
and clarifying their own responses.

3. The children may jot down their thoughts and feelings as they are
reading the poems, almost in a stream of consciousness with associa-
tions, connotations, and reflections. This may help them to
understand their own processes of reading poetry and contribute to
the discussion after the poem has been read.

4. Children may want to write up their own questions about the poem
that can become the focus of their group work or the discussion.

5. The poem can be shared without a title; the children can then decide
on an appropriate or possible title after re-reading the poem. These
titles can be suggested, discussed, and voted upon.

6. As children contribute ideas and feelings, the perception of those tak-
ing part alters. It is important that children have shapes and constructs
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Slow Reader

I-am-in-the-slow
read-ers-group-my-broth
er-is-in-the-foot
ball-team-my-sis-ter
is a ser-ver-my
lit-tle-broth-er-was
a-wise-man-in-the
in-fants-christ-mas-play
I-am-in-the-slow
read-ers-group-that-is
all-I-am-in-I
hate-it.

Allan Ahlberg

in which to share their feelings and thoughts, so that they feel safe,
and so that the work becomes focused. They can use cue sheets, ques-
tions, guide points from the teacher, or contrast the ideas of another
group.

7. Children can classify poems by the opinions represented. They can
arrange poems by viewpoint; attitude, behavior, religion, ethics,
morality. They can translate the form of the poem into other types of
writing: monologues, scripts, paragraphs, or vice versa. They can
change a short story into a poem, or translate an ad, a synopsis, or a
photograph into poetic shape.

8. After reading poems, the teacher can ask the children for the words
they liked, the way the words made them feel, and how the words
sounded special. These can be put down on a chart and categorized
and classified. They can list their favorite words and phrases, the
rhymes they enjoy, the pictures that are the best, the metaphors and
the comparisons they will remember.

9. Often a special time for poetry can highlight its inherent value and let
children realize that poetry can be a positive and fascinating way to
spend time.

10. The teacher can read poems by a single poet, choose poems on a
theme, search out poems that somehow fit together by form, or choose
poems from a specific country or a particular culture.

11. Teachers can combine folk tales, excerpts from novels, poems, and
songs into a thematic unit to be explored; teachers can read poems of
aboriginal peoples from around the world.

12. The children can take part in the poetry hour by presenting poetry
through oral reading or drama, through interviewing authors, or by
sharing their own discoveries and delights.

13. You can help children come to poetry by helping them to be more
visually aware:

Use picture books.
Use films.
Use study prints that combine picture and poem.
Use art books and prints.
Use web sites of poems and poets.
Use signs and photographs to accompany poems.
Make the pupils tell you what they see; but don’t make it a session
of right or wrong answers. Use magazine pictures and advertise-
ments with directed activities with poetic language.

14. Give children constant exposure to poetry:
Collect anthologies of every kind: riddles, jokes, ballads, funny
poems, story poems, theme books, songs.
Clip your favorite poems from magazines or web sites.
Read two or three poems at one time so children can compare and
have opinions. Always have more than one poem in case you have
misjudged.
Make poetry natural in your class — use it often and it will become
part of the environment.

15. Have the children respond to poems by:
Painting, drama, singing;
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Talking about the poem;
Finding material related to the poem;
Reading the poem as a play for partners;
Writing a similar poem;
Making a word or picture collage from magazines and newspapers;
Finding a related excerpt in a book.

Talking Our Way Into Poetry

Allowing children to respond to poetry, to immerse themselves in it, to be
responsible for choosing it and reading it, and using it in the content area,
makes poetry part of the core of the curriculum. While some teachers have
used discussion after poetry to the point of reducing the poem to ques-
tions and answers, talking with and about poetry can be a most important
feature. Through discussion about a poem or a group of poems, children
can come to understand shared universal meanings; they can hear each
other and modify, clarify, and extend ideas and feelings; they can com-
pare and contrast the poems they have read; they can re-read a poem for
emphasis to prove a point; they can talk about the ideas of the poem, its
feelings and form; they can recall experiences as suggested by the poem;
they can describe incidents or people that the poem conjures. There
should be no fear of having children discuss poems they have heard or
read: it should be a natural response to the aesthetic and artistic
experience.

Children should feel free to speak their questions, concerns, and feel-
ings after hearing poems or reading poems. This may be handled better in
small groups, especially with older children where they can share opin-
ions and ideas, intimate settings, and then report in a mere general
fashion to the whole class.

Talking About Poetry

While the exposure to large numbers of poems and lines is most benefi-
cial, there does come a time when one poem might be discussed
thoroughly. This would come after the children have been given hun-
dreds, possibly thousands of lines, many of them in short, sharp bits.

Looking at more than one poem on the same topic, or by the same
author, or with some kind of connection, is a good step towards a deeper
examination.

Remember, always, that the object is not dissection. The analogy one
might draw is between the poem and the rose: you might take your rose
and dissect it so that you have the petals, the sepals, the stamens, the pistil,
the thorns, and the stem spread out upon the bench before you. But,
where’s the rose? And more importantly, where’s the perfume?

The practice of asking questions about poetry has negative connota-
tions for many teachers. Perhaps this is due to the fear that too much
discussion and analysis of a poem destroys its artistic unity. But, does
questioning necessarily make it so? Questioning is, after all, a natural ele-
ment of the teaching art.
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Beware

We need no reason
to teach
a poem
other than
the poem is
and I am
and you are

Poems hover above
teaching goals
like will-o-the-wisps
and dragonflies
darting here
landing there
motionless in the air
on their own
controlled by forces within
and we without
can only wonder

D.B.
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