Learning English through Poems and Songs


Characteristics of English Poetry
Teacher’s Notes
Teachers may modify the learning activities in this unit or go over selective ones with students according to their interests, needs and abilities.
Before students attempt the activities, teachers may introduce or revise with them the main characteristics of English poetry. As long as the students grasp that lines of poetry in general are of a similar length, sometimes rhyme, have a beat, contain some metaphors and often put words starting with the same sound next to each other, they are on the way to understanding how the average verse is constructed.
Learning Activity 1 (15 minutes)
Lines 
1. Teachers explain to students that lines, as opposed to connected prose, are characteristic of poems. List poems are a good entry point for introducing the concept of lines as they typically consist of lines of items, places, people, ideas and the like. The last line(s) often highlight(s) the topic/theme of the poem.

Suggested answers:
The list poem is on the food taken by the poet within a day.

2. Teachers may brainstorm with students some vocabulary items they might need for writing the poem.
Learning Activity 2 (15 minutes)
Syllables
This activity introduces students to the concept of “syllables”, the units that contribute to the length of lines as well as the rhythm of English poetry. Teachers explain to students that the length of lines in English poems varies. While the length of lines of each verse or stanza in traditional poems often follow a particular pattern (i.e. meter), that for modern forms of poetry (e.g. free verse) is more flexible.
1. Suggested answers:
	Un-will-ing
	3

	Danced
	1

	Con-grat-u-la-tions
	5

	Bas-ket-ball
	3

	Grad-u-a-tion
	4

	Al-ways
	2


2. Suggested answers:
	Line 3:
	7
	(How-I-suf-fer-from-the-heat)

	Line 4:
	7
	(And-from-chil-blains-on-my-feet)

	Line 5:
	7
	(If-we-took-a-litt-le-walk)

	Line 6:
	7
	(We-might-have-a-litt-le-talk)

	Line 7:
	6
	(Pray-let-us-take-the-air)

	Line 8:
	7
	(Said-the-Tab-le-to-the-Chair)


3. Teachers go through the poems with students, focussing on the feature of lines of different lengths.
Learning Activity 3 (10 minutes)
Rhythm or Beat
To give students some idea of rhythm or beat in poetry, teachers can play Track 3, “The Song of the Homeworkers” by Trevor Millum, and Track 19, “Does it Matter?” by Siegfried Sassoon, on the CD in The Learning and Teaching of Poetry (Senior Secondary): A Resource Package (2005)(. Then, students try to read aloud the three poems on the student’s handouts, paying particular attention to stress and rhythm. The teacher can then play Tracks 1 to 3 on the CD-ROM for this resource package and let students practise reading the poems rhythmically.
Learning Activity 4 (10 minutes)
Rhyme 
1. Teachers read the pairs of words to students and draw their attention to the rhyming sounds. For further illustration, teachers may ask students to identify the rhymes in poems they are familiar with, such as Jack and Jill (http://www.nurseryrhymes4u.com/NURSERY_RHYMES/Page_36.html) or similar nursery rhymes.
2. Suggested answers:
desperation/celebration

hate/weight

right/site

dinner/thinner

complete/street

fry/high

dies/eyes

weather/altogether

survivor/driver
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For less advanced students:

You may give students less number of rhyming words to choose from to reduce the challenge.

You can also use the following matching activity instead:

Match the words in the two columns that rhyme.
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Suggested answers:

Tokyo

–
potato
desperation

–
celebration
hate

–
weight
right

–
site
dinner

–
thinner
complete

–
street
fry

–
high
dies

–
eyes
weather

–
altogether
survivor

–
driver
For more advanced students:

You might like to select more challenging words for students to match. More rhymes can be found at http://www.rhymer.com/.



Learning Activity 5 (20 minutes)
Images 
This section introduces students to the use of images, which is a very common literary device in poetry as well as other genres.
Suggested answers:
	1.
	(a) Similes.

	
	(b) A beautiful rose and a lovely piece of music.

	
	(c) Probably pleased.


	2.
	a long road
	–
	study

	
	falling leaves
	–
	sadness

	
	the moon
	–
	loneliness

	
	sunshine on waves
	–
	love

	
	a tiger in a forest
	–
	anger


	3.
	(a) complete darkness, shark jaws, an earthquake

	
	(b) a graveyard, a broken heart, a torn photograph

	
	(c) head in hands, a deformed vase, darts missing the bullseye

	
	(d) flame, a tight fist, clenched teeth

	
	(e) a yawn, a dozing dog, dull colours


	4.
	(a) “lonely”

	
	(b) “a meadow turned to sand”; “a garden turned to weeds and dust”; “an ocean far from land”

	
	(c) Through the images of time slowing down and his heart in pain.
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For more advanced students:
If time is available, the following reading and speaking activity can be given to stretch the more advanced students.

The poem by Francis Bourdillon below has a complicated set of images (metaphors). In pairs, discuss what the poet’s argument is and what images are used.


	The night has a thousand eyes,

And the day but one;

Yet the light of the bright world dies

With the dying sun.

The mind has a thousand eyes,

And the heart but one;

Yet the light of a whole life dies

When love is done.
Suggested answers:

There may be many stars and only one sun, yet the sun is more important and when it sets the day is over. The mind may have many interests and the heart only one, yet the heart is more important and when one’s true love is lost, life itself is over. The images used include a night’s thousand eyes (stars), the day’s eye (the sun), the mind’s thousand eyes (interests), the heart’s eye (one’s love), and the light of life (life itself).




Learning Activity 6 (10 minutes)
Alliteration 

For an example of a poem rich in alliteration and rhyme, teachers can play Track 6, “Blow, Bugle, Blow” by Alfred Lord Tennyson, on the CD in The Learning and Teaching of Poetry (Senior Secondary): A Resource Package before students attempt questions 1 and 2.
1. Suggested answers:
(b) and (e).
2. Suggested answers:
The use of many alliterated words in the poem creates a musical effect and a light-hearted tone. All the words starting with the letter “b”, or the consonant sound /b/, alliterate. Other alliterated words are found in line 3 (“If I put it in my batter”), line 4 (“It will make my batter bitter”) and line 6 (“Will make my batter better”). The poem also has the effects of a tongue twister.

3. The poem “Homework” by Russell Hoban is available on page 4 of The Learning and Teaching of Poetry (Senior Secondary): A Resource Package. It could also be accessed online at http://blbooks.blogspot.com/2007/09/poetry-friday-two-about-homework.html. Teachers might like to prepare copies of it for students before the lesson.


Suggested answers: 

(a) “sits”, “Sunday” and “squashing” alliterate.

(b) The repeated /s/ sound draws readers’ attention to the connection between “Sunday” and the verbs “sit” and “squash”, evoking the feeling that the burden of homework has a crushing effect on Sunday. Other reasonable answers should be accepted.
























































































( The Learning and Teaching of Poetry (Senior Secondary): A Resource Package (2005) was developed by the Curriculum Development Institute, EDB, and was disseminated in the year it was published to assist schools in their implementation of the three-year senior secondary English Language curriculum. Copies of the resource package are available at the Central Resources Centre (CRC), EDB for teachers’ reference. Teachers may visit the CRC’s homepage at the following website for further information:


http://crc.edb.gov.hk
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