Learning English through Poems and Songs


Narrative Poems

Learning Activity 1 (20 minutes)
Reading
The poem is an example of a simple narrative poem. Students should be encouraged to figure out what it means on their own. Before they work on the plan, however, teachers might like to go over key terms such as “emotions”, “mood” and “atmosphere” with the students to make sure they clearly understand them. The plan shows that there are a number of decisions that one has to make when writing a narrative poem.

Suggested answers:
Plan/Outline of poem

What?

· Title

· Experience/Story

· Details to include

How?

· Point of view from which story is told

· Emotions to present

· Mood or atmosphere to create
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For less advanced students:

Before asking students to work on the plan, teachers might like to make sure they understand what the poem is about by asking them some or all of the following questions:

1. What kind of a day was it, according to the writer?

2. What is the dog’s name?

3. How long has the poet kept the dog?

4. Does the poet have a close relationship with the dog? Give your reasons. 

5. Why was it a sad day for the poet?

Adapt the plan, if necessary, by leaving out “mood or atmosphere to create”. Introduce this concept later as students have more exposure to narrative poems.

For more advanced students:

Consider adding one more dimension for students to think about by including the option of “what tone to use” in the boxes and adding “everyday and conversational, so readers can relate to the experience more easily” as one of the bullet points under “How” in the plan.




Learning Activity 2 (40 minutes)
Reading and Discussion
The poem in this activity presents a clear story structure (with a beginning, a middle and an end), illustrating what happens to the character and the conflicts she has been through. Although it may seem more suitable for more advanced students due to its length, less advanced students should also, under the teacher’s support and guidance, be encouraged to read the poem and attempt the activities that follow.
Section A

To better prepare students for the poem, teachers might like to engage them in a warm-up activity, in which they will discuss how they would feel and what they would like to do if they suddenly had access to a huge sum of money. Teachers might also like to pre-teach words such as “mopping” (line 5), “sheer” (line 29), “coaching” (line 41), “materialistic” (line 42), although in general there is not much difficult vocabulary in the poem.
Suggested answers:
1. She was washing clothes (line 4) and mopping floors (line 5), as well as thinking about her family’s dinner (line 6).
2. It means that she went to check her Mark 6 numbers.
3. The repetitions suggest that the woman does not fully believe what she sees, and so double-checks to make sure she has the winning numbers.
4. The questions suggest that many thoughts go through her mind. She is not sure what to do.
5. She feels extremely happy and is sure that she has won 14 million dollars.
6. These lines allow us to see her more clearly as a character. On the one hand, she shows her materialistic desires. However, we also see her love for her sons shining through, as she wishes Ah Fei and Ah Tai to be well provided for.
7. This reflects the debate that goes on inside her, whether to break the news all at once or tell it in a matter-of-fact way.
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For less advanced students:

Students may be provided with a slightly shorter poem followed by a glossary, e.g. 

What a Day

It was an ordinary day

Like any other.

Well, that’s what I thought. 

I was washing clothes

And mopping 1 floors,







5

Thinking about our dinner, 

Worrying about Ah Tai’s school-fees.

Then Mrs Tse

Across the way








Shouted, “Have you checked Mark 6?”


10

So I went and did.








It looked like my number.

I checked.

I checked again. It was my number.





Only one winner… 







15
Could it be true?

I had won 

I had won

I had won








14, 14, 14, 14, 14








20
Million dollars.



	New clothes, 

	
	A new computer,

	
	A holiday maybe,








	
	Even a new home. 








	25


	Ah Fei and Ah Tai well-dressed

	
	Getting coaching 2, having iPods and mobile phones they liked.

	
	Yes, all very materialistic 3.






	
	But those were only first thoughts.

	
		
	Then the preparation to tell the family.





	30


	How? I smiled. At once in a rush without a pause 4 words pouring out?

	
	Or slow. In the middle of dinner. “Oh, by the way,

	
	It’s been a good day.







	
	I have won Mark 6. 14 million dollars I believe.”
	
	I won’t forget this day for a long long time.




	35



	1mopping: cleaning or washing with a mop (i.e. a cleaning tool which has a long handle)

2coaching: private lessons

3materialistic: taken up with money and possessions

4without a pause: without stop

If this version of the poem is adopted, then question 4 should be dropped. Also, questions 5 and 6 would need to be rephrased as “What happens in the third verse?” (Suggested answer: she realises she has won 14 million dollars) and “What does the fourth verse tell us about the woman?” (Suggested answer: It tells us about her character. She has materialistic desires but she also loves her children as she wants them to be well-provided for). The last three questions, i.e. questions 5 to 7, of course, need to be re-numbered.

Suggestions for further help with individual questions
Question 2
-

If students are stuck, consider rephrasing the question as “What did the housewife do after Mrs Tse asked if she had checked Mark 6?”.
Question 3
-

Focus students’ attention on the question in the second verse, “Could it be true?”, which provides a strong hint as to the implications of the use of repetition.
Question 5
-

Ask students what material things the woman wishes to have and what she wishes to do for her sons. What does this tell us about her as a person and as a mother?
Question 6

-

Ask students what the woman is thinking about in the last verse. What are the choices she is considering? Students might also be asked to consider the use of opposites such as “in a rush without pause” and “or slow”, and what they refer to.



Section B

The point of Learning Activity 2B is to reinforce the kinds of decision one might need to consider when planning a narrative poem, as introduced in Learning Activity 1. Further, it provides a structure that students might like to follow when presenting their stories, and thus prepares them for the narrative poem writing task in Learning Activity 3.

In case students are unsure about the meaning of some of the words in the boxes (e.g. “tension”, “climax”), it might be useful to go over them with the class. It is anticipated that after having gone through Learning Activity 2A, students should generally have no major problems with the plan. However, hints could be given to help students to work out the last two items under “How?”, i.e. “Emotions to present” and “Mood or atmosphere to create”. To more clearly see the range of emotions that the poem tries to present, students may be asked to re-read verses 3, 4 and 5 more closely. To help students to complete the blanks regarding atmosphere, they may be asked to find a word that best describes the kind of life the woman is leading in verse one (i.e. “ordinary”), and to consider whether there is any change in terms of the feeling which the poem generates as it progresses.

Suggested answers:
	What? 
	

	
	

	Title:
	· What a Day!

	
	

	Experience/Story:
	· Woman (housewife and mother of two children) winning Mark 6

	
	

	Details to include:
	Basic structure

	
	Beginning:

· Begins with a description of what the mother is doing, something which housewives in Hong Kong ordinarily do e.g. washing clothes, cooking…

	
	What next: 

· She gets to check Mark Six numbers 

	
	Build tension through:

· Her checking again, as she can’t believe she wins 14 million dollars

	
	Lead to climax by: 

· Describing how confused she is about what to do with the ticket

	
	· Highlighting her different dreams of how to spend the money 

	
	Bring poem to an end by:

· Considering how to break the good news to the family 

· Whether in a calm or excited way, it doesn’t matter as it’s an unforgettable day



	How?
	

	
	

	Point of view from which story is told:
	· The woman’s/mother’s/housewife’s point of view; her thoughts are presented in the first person

	
	

	Emotions to present:
	· confusion, excitement, desires (greed), love

	
	

	Mood or atmosphere to create
	· begins with an atmosphere of ordinary, everyday life to prepare the reader for the wonderful and uncommon event to come


	Catering for Learner Diversity
For less advanced students:

As students will be reading the shorter version of the poem, it is necessary to adapt the plan by removing the first bullet under “Lead to climax by” on the right-hand column and replacing “confusion” with “uncertainty” as one of the options for “Emotions to present” under “How?”. 

It might be useful to ask the students to focus on the “What?” part of the plan first before proceeding to “How?”. Again, it is necessary to ensure they understand the terms or expressions provided in the boxes before letting them attempt the task. As the students are working on the plan, teachers will go round the groups to offer help and support where necessary.

For the item on “Emotions to present”, teachers might like to focus students’ attention on key verses, provide further help by giving options as to the emotions they seek to evoke, and ask students to select and explain their choice. For example, the second verse – joy/uncertainty; the third verse – excitement/calm; the fourth verse – desires (greed)/unselfishness/love/ignorance.

For “Mood or atmosphere to create”, teachers might consider reducing the number of blanks for students to fill out by adding “wonderful and uncommon” back to the notes, which will provide a strong clue to the correct answer.

For more advanced students:

Challenge students to work out the answers on their own by removing the word lists provided.



Learning Activity 3 (40 minutes)
Writing

This activity could be done in groups to make the process easier for students. Using group work also means teachers can control the process more by giving groups set time to do each step (e.g. ten minutes to find an article the group wants to use, ten minutes to plan their poem with reference to the plan/outline in Learning Activity 1 and twenty minutes to write). Students could be given a template to help them to plan more effectively. The group could discuss techniques they could use. They could then use the information they decided on in their group to write individual poems. 

By using group work in the planning stages, less advanced students are able to see models of more advanced students’ thinking and are able to use these students’ ideas in their own work.

The teacher could also model the process using one news story and work through the process with the whole class before asking students to do the activity on their own.

Learning Activity 4 (40 minutes)
Speaking
This activity requires students to think about the performance of a poem as a way to demonstrate their interpretation of the selected poem and to improve their pronunciation, volume, pace, tone, etc. in speech. Choral speaking, a group activity, also offers students opportunities to build their confidence in speaking.
Students may be given the “Performance Feedback Form” on the next page for peer feedback. Teachers might like to adapt it based on students’ needs.
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For less advanced students:
You might like to decide what the most suitable group size is for your students, taking into consideration their abilities and interests. A big group could be difficult for students to manage in their planning, practice and actual performance. 

Students who are unable to find a suitable poem for the performance may consider the following:

· “What the Doctor Said” by Raymond Carver 
(available at http://judithpordon.tripod.com/poetry/raymond_carver_doctor.html)
· “Jimmy Goes to the City” by Arthur Read
(available at http://pbskids.org/arthur/games/poetry/narrative.html)
· “The Bully Asleep” by John Walsh 

(see page 1 of The Learning and Teaching of Poetry (Senior Secondary): A Resource Package)



	For more advanced students:
To increase the challenge, students could do solo verse-speaking (reciting a poem on one’s own) instead of choral speaking. They might also be given the additional activity on planning a performance for the narrative poem “Jim” in the handout on “Narrative Poems” in the Supplementary Materials Section (pages T95 to T97).



Performance Feedback Form*
	Tick the appropriate boxes and give your comments in the space provided.


	
	Needs

Improvement
	Satisfactory
	Well Done

	Pronunciation
· Words are clearly pronounced
· Key words are clearly audible
· Words are accurately pronounced
	(
(
(
	(
(
(
	(
(
(

	Eye Contact with the Audience
· There is enough eye contact
	(
	(
	(

	Feeling and Expression 
· The tone(s) used match(es) the theme and meaning of the poem
· The voice is used to create an appropriate mood
· The right intonation is used

· Words are stressed appropriately

· Pauses are used to enhance the meaning and feeling of the poem
· The rate (speed) of delivery creates and maintains interest

· Body gestures are used appropriately to enhance the feeling and meaning of the poem
· Props are used to add feeling and expression to the delivery 
Collaboration with Group Members

· Members cooperate well in the performance
	(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
	(
(
(
(
(
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(
(
(
(
(
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	General Comments



	After you have finished performing, select the groups/members that did the 

· most expressive performance: _____________________________________________________
· funniest performance: ___________________________________________________________
· best overall performance:  ________________________________________________________


*This list of feedback criteria could be adapted to suit other performances such as solo verse-speaking or singing. Teachers might like to modify the feedback form to suit their students’ needs.
Additional resources on narrative poems:
http://judithpordon.tripod.com/poetry/narrative_poetry.html
http://www.voicesnet.org/allpoemsonecategory.aspx?catid=NT0010
http://www.textetc.com/workshop/wc-narrative-poem-1.html
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