Learning English through Poems and Songs


Characteristics of English Poetry
Poetry is characterised by the following:

· Lines

· Syllables

· Rhythm (and beat)
· Rhyme

· Images

· Alliteration

You will find out more about each feature in the activities below.
Learning Activity 1
Lines
1. Poetry is usually set out in lines. List poems typically consist of lines on the same topic/theme. What is the following list poem about?
_______________________________________________________________________________

	Toast and coffee
	

	A pot of noodles
	

	Some chicken-wings
	

	Barbecue pork with rice
	

	And a lemon tea
	5

	A tuna sandwich
	

	Mum’s chicken soup
	

	Steamed fish
	

	Rice and choi sum
	

	Two oranges
	10

	Tea and bed
	

	One day of eating
	

	Over!
	


2. Write a short list poem on some of the places you might go to on a normal day.
_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

Learning Activity 2
Syllables
1. The lines in traditional English poems are often of nearly the same length in terms of their number of syllables. For this you need to count the syllables. How many syllables do the following words have?
	Unwilling
	3

	Danced
	

	Congratulations
	

	Basketball
	

	Graduation
	

	Always
	


2. Read part of a funny poem written by Edward Lear below and count the number of syllables in each line. Most of the words are one syllable so counting is easy. Write down the number of syllables in the space provided.
	Said the Table to the Chair
	

	“You can hardly be aware
	

	How I suffer from the heat
	

	And from chilblains 1 on my feet.
	4

	If we took a little walk,
	

	We might have a little talk;
	

	Pray let us take the air 2,” 
	

	Said the Table to the Chair.
	8


1chilblains: painful red swellings caused by cold weather

2Pray let us take the air: Please let’s go out
	Line 1:
	7

	Line 2:
	7

	Line 3:
	

	Line 4:
	

	Line 5:
	

	Line 6:
	

	Line 7:
	

	Line 8:
	


3. Lines of 6 to 10 syllables are the most commonly found in English poetry, but you can find poets who like short lines and ones who prefer very long ones. Sometimes, a poet may also use both short and long lines in the same poem to create special literary effects, such as variation in rhythm or contrast in meaning.
The following poem by Nicholas Gordon consists of very short lines:

	On Passing Air
	

	
	

	On passing air
	

	One turns around
	

	To see if any
	

	Heard the sound;
	4

	
	

	Then moves away
	

	To vacate where
	

	Another might
	

	Inhale the air;
	8

	
	

	And then, relieved
	

	In gut and soul,
	

	Becomes again
	

	A wholesome whole.
	12

	
	

	Nicholas Gordon
	


The anonymous poem below has relatively long lines:
	On a Tired Housewife
	

	
	

	Here lies a poor woman who was always tired,
	

	She lived in a house where help wasn't hired: 
	

	Her last words on earth were: “Dear friends, I am going 
	

	To where there's no cooking, or washing, or sewing, 
	4

	For everything there is exact to my wishes, 
	

	For where they don't eat there's no washing of dishes. 
	

	I'll be where loud anthems will always be ringing, 
	

	But having no voice I'll be quit of the singing. 
	8

	Don't mourn for me now, don't mourn for me never, 
	

	I am going to do nothing for ever and ever.”
	

	
	

	Anonymous
	


For an example of a poem with an interesting mix of long and short lines, you might like to read “Overtech” available at: 
	http://www.daypoems.net/poems/1736.html


Learning Activity 3
Rhythm or Beat
1. English words and sentences have stress. In many poems the stresses are put in a pattern. For example:
	Said the Table to the Chair

	“You can hardly be aware

	How I suffer from the heat

	And from chilblains on my feet.”


Every second syllable has a stress so there is a regular beat: loud/soft/loud/soft. Read the poem very rhythmically and you will be able to tap out the beat on the table.
2. Poems for young children often have strong beats. Try to read the following aloud and make them very rhythmical.
	Diddle, diddle, dumpling
	

	My son John
	

	Went to bed with his
	

	Trousers on
	

	One shoe off, and one shoe on,
	

	Diddle, diddle dumpling,
	

	My son John.                                             
	(loud/soft/loud/soft)


	Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,
	

	Humpty Dumpty had a great fall,
	

	All the king’s horses and all the king’s men
	

	Couldn’t put Humpty together again.        
	(loud/soft/loud/soft)


Learning Activity 4
Rhyme
1. Two words rhyme when their final syllables end with the same sound. They are used to create sound effects that may contribute to the mood or tone of a poem. Read the following pairs of rhyming words aloud. Can you hear the rhymes?
	chair/aware
	(sound = air)

	heat/feet   
	(sound = eet)

	walk/talk
	(sound = orc)

	air/chair
	(sound = air)

	John/on
	(sound = on)

	wall/fall
	(sound = orl)

	men/again
	(sound = en)


Note that rhymes cannot be decided by spelling. “Said” rhymes with “bed”. It does not rhyme with “paid” (which rhymes with “played”). Rhymes are sounds and you must say the words and check if the same vowels and final consonants, if there are any, are being used.
2. Put the following words into rhyming pairs:

	desperation
	hate
	right
	dinner
	complete
	fry
	dies

	weather
	survivor
	street
	eyes
	site
	potato
	driver

	weight
	celebration
	altogether
	high
	Tokyo
	thinner
	


	Tokyo
	/
    potato

	
	/

	
	/

	
	/

	
	/

	
	/

	
	/

	
	/

	
	/

	
	/


Learning Activity 5

Images

1. We have said poetry decorates language. One way it does this is with images. There are three main types:
· General images – e.g. spring can make one think of being young; autumn can make one think of old age
· Metaphors – e.g. you are the sunshine in my life; he is the king of basketball
· Similes – e.g. as sweet as honey; run like the wind
Images help readers to visualise and understand the subject matter better. Poets usually achieve this by associating the subject matter with something else, such as spring and youth, running and wind.
Read the old poem by Robert Burns below and answer the questions that follow.
	Oh my love’s like a red, red rose

	That’s newly sprung in June 1:

	Oh my love’s like the melody

	That’s sweetly played in tune.


1That’s newly sprung in June: That has just opened in June

(a) Which kind of images does the poet use to show the girl’s beauty?
____________________________________________________________________________
(b) What does he compare the girl to?
____________________________________________________________________________
(c) If you were the poet’s lover, how would you feel?
____________________________________________________________________________
2. What could the general images in the left-hand column below be associated with? Match them with the topics on the right.
	a long road
	· 
	
	· 
	anger

	falling leaves
	· 
	
	· 
	love

	the moon
	· 
	
	· 
	loneliness

	sunshine on waves
	· 
	
	· 
	sadness

	a tiger in a forest
	· 
	
	· 
	study


3. Suggest images which would help to express the following:

(a) fear: _______________________________________________________________________
(b) loss of love: _________________________________________________________________
(c) failure: _____________________________________________________________________
(d) hate: ______________________________________________________________________
(e) boredom: ___________________________________________________________________
4. 
Read the poem and work out what it means. Consider the various images the poet uses to express his feelings.

	I Know It’s Only Half a Year
I know it's only half a year
	

	That you will be away,
	

	But it will feel far more than that
	

	Each long and lonely day.
	4

	
	


	A day without a friend is like
	

	A meadow turned to sand,
	

	A garden turned to weeds and dust,
	

	An ocean far from land.

	8

	Time enters a slow-motion zone,
	

	Repeating endlessly
	

	The tearful grimace of the heart
	

	Till you return to me.
	12

	
	

	Nicholas Gordon
	


(a) Find one word from the first four lines that summarises how the poet feels about being away from his friend.
____________________________________________________________________________

(b) In lines 5-8, the poet has used three similes to describe what it is like to be away from his friend. Name them. 
____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

(c) In lines 9-12, how does the poet show how he feels about being away from his friend?
____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

Learning Activity 6

Alliteration

1. When two words begin with the same consonant sound (not just spelling), e.g. “kill Chris”, “new notebook”, “good gossip”, they are said to alliterate. Alliteration is common in English poetry. They are often used to make poems more rhythmical or to create sound effects that mirror and/or emphasise the meanings of the words.
Which of the following pairs of words alliterate?
(a) haunted hour
(b) cunning king
(c) charitable character

(d) great gel

(e) idling eyes

2. Read the following poem aloud with a partner. Do you enjoy reading it? What effect(s) do you think the poet intends to create through alliteration? 
	Bitter Butter


	

	Betty Botter bought some butter,
	

	But, she said, this butter’s bitter:
	

	If I put it in my batter,
	

	It will make my batter bitter,
	4

	But a bit of better butter
	

	Will make my batter better.
	

	So she bought a bit of butter
	

	Better than her bitter butter,
	8

	And she put it in her batter,
	

	And it made her batter better,
	

	So ‘twas better Betty Botter
	

	Bought a bit of better butter.
	12

	
	

	Anonymous
	


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

3. Read the poem “Homework” by Russell Hoban (available at http://blbooks.blogspot.com/2007/09/
poetry-friday-two-about-homework.html) and answer the questions below.

(a) Which words in line 1 of the poem alliterate?

____________________________________________________________________________

(b) What image or feeling do the alliterated words create?
____________________________________________________________________________
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