Learning English through Poems and Songs


Haiku

Haiku are short and they look simple. However, good haiku with meaningful themes and interesting images created through poetic and concise language are not easy to write. They are therefore worthy of appreciation.
Learning Activity 1 (25 minutes)
Identifying characteristics

Teachers might like to start by asking students to look at the first picture on the student’s handout and say a few sentences to describe what they see. As students read the first haiku, they would probably notice that the haiku depicts the image of a particular moment in time as presented in the illustration, which is a main feature of haiku.
Students then read the other haiku, work out the basic structure of this type of poem and complete the summary. 
Suggested answers:

A haiku usually consists of three lines, with five syllables in the first line, seven in the second and five in the third, making a total of seventeen. It tries to describe/present/portray a situation and create/evoke/present a mood. The third line sums up/comments on the first two.
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You might like to give students the notes below to enhance their understanding of the main characteristics of haiku. You might also ask them to identify more features of haiku with the two examples in Learning Activtiy 1 before giving out the notes.
Main Features of Haiku

The haiku is a traditional form of Japanese poetry, which has become very popular with modern western writers as offering a powerful way of expressing emotions through images. Its main features are as follows:

· Each poem has 3 lines and 17 syllables.

· The 17 syllables are usually divided into lines of 5/7/5. There is sometimes one more or less, which is not a big problem.

· The first one or two lines typically present a situation or sensation. A break, often marked by a dash, follows. Then some sort of comment on the situation or sensation is made in the third line.

· The stress is on the images created by words. The reader should see, taste, hear, smell or feel something, such as seeing the wrinkles of an old man or feeling the coldness of winter, and then suddenly come to understand the image or theme more or have a deeper awareness of it.

· Everything in the haiku occurs at once. There is no real narrative. The present tense is usual.
Green light bus comes
Then the rain falls slowly – 

Later I think about a seat.
· The use of words is often concise. Take the haiku above, which is a bit clumsy, as an example. With some thought it could be improved as follows:
Green light bus comes

Rain gently falls on my head –

Will I get a seat?
Now it catches a peaceful moment of someone half day-dreaming as they follow their daily routine.

· Haiku omit unnecessary words such as articles or other words that do not hamper the understanding of the poem when removed. e.g. “The blackbird sings in the tree”. “I wade in the cool spring water”. “I see golden carp swimming close by” can become:

Blackbird sings in tree;

I wade in cool spring water;

Gold carp swim close by.
· Traditional haiku are about nature and the seasons.

· Haiku are not usually given a title. It is for the reader to realise the point of the poem.
Slowly rubbing eyes

Rising gently from slumber

Remembering dreams
The poem is about waking up, as suggested by the three actions of “rubbing eyes”, “rising” and “remembering dreams”.

· The poet can choose how much or how little punctuation to use.



Learning Activity 2 (30 minutes)
Understanding haiku

This activity aims to enable students to understand haiku in terms of their use of words, background, mood and theme by way of illustration.
Suggested answers:
	5. 
	(a) 
	The shocking moment comes in line 3 as it is “I” who looks into the mirror (line 2) but “My father” who looks back (line 3). There is a shock of seeing an unexpected face.

	
	(b) 
	It probably means the person looking into the mirror is getting older and looking like his/her parent.

	
	(c) 
	Autumn symbolises the beginning of the old age of the year. It reinforces the image of the ageing person who looks into the mirror.

	
	(d) 
	Students’ own answers.


Learning Activity 3 (30 minutes)
Appreciating haiku
This activity encourages students to give their opinions about haiku. Before students discuss the haiku in groups, teachers might like to go over the general questions at the beginning of the activity as well as the key terms such as “mood”, “emotions” and “images” with them. Tell them that they could approach a haiku by asking themselves questions on the theme, poetic devices, choice of words and the effectiveness of the work, as with reading other types of poetry or genres. Students should also be reminded that they could draw on their personal experience and knowledge of the world as far as possible in appreciating the works and be open to different interpretations. Students then share their thoughts and views towards the haiku in groups. 
Below are some possible responses to the poems. Any reasonable interpretations students express in their own words should be accepted.
1. There is a contrast between the slightly unpleasant activity and the sudden sight of something very beautiful. Too often we hardly see what is around us but here the poet is suddenly stunned by the light of the Moon. “Fills the sky” makes it a bit too bright. The image of water “flooding” could have been used to describe the moonlight, but “pearls” may be more powerful and unexpected, like the view.

2. This one is not unlike some Mid-Autumn Festival poems. The reflection of the Moon in the water strikes the poet. What is it doing in the icy cold water? It must be crazy!

3. This haiku is about the unpleasantness of the food chain and our mixed feelings towards the creatures we eat. The poet’s sympathy does not prevent his/her enjoyment.

4. This haiku is about a moment of sudden inspiration. 

5. The haiku tries to catch the feeling of tension of a player waiting to see if a throw has been successful. The situation can easily be applied to other aspects of life.

6. Colour and taste come together to express the sensory pleasure of a strawberry.
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For less advanced students:
To give students an idea of what is expected of them in giving opinions about haiku, you might like to explain the general questions and model how to apply them to the first haiku by asking several students to respond to each question. This also gives them a model for their discussion. Students could then be directed towards the easier poems, such as the one about the prawn (poem 3) and basketball (poem 5) for discussion first, so that they can build their confidence before moving on to the more difficult poems.

As an alternative, students could be asked to discuss the following questions specific to each of the six poems:

1. Do you prefer any of these alternatives: “Taking out the trash”, “Moonlight floods the stairs”, “Moonlight fills the sky”? Why/Why not?
2. Why do you think the poet has used “crazy” to describe the moon?
3. How would you describe the poet’s mood? Is s/he happy? Which word makes you think so?

4. Do you prefer “Blank computer screen” for line 1? Why/Why not?
5. What is the theme of this haiku? Do you prefer “Will it? Yes, it does!” for line 3? Why/Why not?
6. What literary devices has the poet used to make readers understand the sensory pleasure of eating a strawberry?
For more advanced students:
An extension activity could be to ask students to find haiku they like and write a short piece or make a short presentation explaining the reasons.



Learning Activity 4 (60 minutes)
Writing haiku

Students may follow the steps on the student’s handouts for writing their own haiku. Teachers could freely decide how many haiku their students should write based on their interests, abilities and needs.
	Catering for Learner Diversity
For less advanced students:
If students have difficulty getting started, you might like to suggest some themes they could write on. e.g.

· the feeling you get when biting into your favourite food

· a childhood memory

· a time of day

· the feeling you have as you walk into an examination

· your favourite season

· your feelings as you look out of the window on a rainy day/a sunny day/a gloomy, overcast day

· the feeling you have when you think of a loved one

· what goes through your mind when you are angry

· what goes through your mind as you prepare to blow out the candles of your birthday cake
Once they have decided, they will focus on just a few of the aspects they would associate the subject/theme with, e.g. feelings, actions, images and possibly sounds/tastes.
If students are unsure about how they could illustrate their haiku, you may wish to give them the examples below:

To complement the light-bus haiku in the handout on “Main Features of Haiku” in Learning Activity 1 (page T35), a picture of different people, or one person, waiting in the rain at the bus stop could be used. Several shots of one person from different angles would also serve the purpose.

For the six haiku in Learning Activity 3 (pages S47 to S48), pictures of the silhouette of a person against some moonlit rubbish bins (poem 1), the moon in the sky above Hong Kong (or reflected in water) (poem 2), a prawn held between chopsticks near a mouth (poem 3), a person with pencil in hand scribbling on a piece of paper (poem 4), a basketball player leaping towards the hoop (poem 5), and a glistening strawberry (poem 6) would be suitable.



Additional resources on haiku:
http://www.haikupoetshut.com/haikuphotndx.html
http://worldhaikureview.googlepages.com/
http://raysweb.net/haiku/
http://www.haiku.insouthsea.co.uk/
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