POET IN RESIDENCE, BUCKIE HIGH SCHOOL:21/22/23/27/28 June 2006

Introduction

Liz Niven was Buckie High School’s poet in residence for five days at the end of June this year, a project organised and sponsored by The Poetry Society’s  Poet in the City scheme. This was a new venture for teachers and pupils at Buckie. In the past we have organised successful author events and one-off writing workshops, but had never worked with a writer over such an extended period before. 
English teachers, librarians and pupils felt that the residency was very successful and a positive experience for all. We were extremely fortunate that Liz Niven was selected to be our poet. She is not only a gifted writer but is very experienced in working with young people of all ages, and with her guidance and inspiration pupils produced some remarkable work during a comparatively short time. For various reasons we were not able to adhere strictly to the Poetry Society’s guidelines; nevertheless we established a good relationship with Liz, which we hope to develop in the future. In the words of one pupil “our eyes were opened to something new”.

Background and preparations

I was contacted by Frank Geary of the Poetry Society early in 2006 about the possibility of Buckie High School taking part in the Poet in the City project. I discussed this with my colleagues in the School Library and the English Department, and it was agreed that we would like to accept this offer. I confirmed our acceptance of the invitation by e-mail and awaited further information. This information was rather a long time coming, although we were assured during the spring term that the project was going ahead, and we would be notified about our poet in due course. The residency was not confirmed until mid-May, when, I believe, Liz Niven was also contacted for the first time. We had hoped that Liz would have been able to join us on an in-service day (17 May) at which we could have planned the residency in some detail with English staff. As this was not possible, preparations were made by telephone and e-mail and we did not actually meet until the first afternoon of the residency. This was unfortunate because I think we would all have benefited from more forward planning. Similarly the notes on case studies and lesson plans did not reach the school by e-mail until after Liz had left to return to Dumfries. So again we were not able to discuss our response and evaluation as a team.

The timing of the residency was an issue for us. Term times are different in Scotland from the rest of the UK. Our residency took place during the last two weeks of term; in fact Liz’s last session took place just two days before the end of term, which was not ideal. We did not have time to evaluate the project with teachers and pupils before everyone dispersed on holiday. It will be the end of August before we will be able to do this, which is really too long after the completion of the residency. 

Poet’s Timetable:
Below is a copy of the timetable we devised for Liz’s residency. 

She worked with a wide range of pupils of all ages and abilities, from Primary 7 to Advanced Higher. 
	Date
	Periods:1&2 
	3&4
	5&6
	Lunch
	7&8

	Wed

21/6/06
	Cluny Primary

P7
	Cluny Primary

P7
	
	Working lunch with

 librarians and English teachers
	

	Thurs

22/6/06
	
	4th year class
	Advance Higher (3 pupils)
	Lunch with author Laura Marney
	Higher class

	Fri

23/6/06
	4th year class
	2nd year supported class
	Higher Class
	Lunch with Cathrin Howells, Literature in Learning
	

	Tues

27/6/06
	3rd year class
	Advanced Higher
	
	
	4th year class

	Wed

28/6/06
	Portessie 

Primary

P7
	Portessie

Primary

P7
	Higher Class
	
	


· We decided to include two Primary 7 classes in the project because the librarians have been working with P7 pupils from all our associated primary schools throughout the year, including a poetry session, a competition to design a book jacket, and reading promotion. We thought it would be worthwhile to give at least some of these pupils the opportunity to work with a “real writer”. These pupils have now just started in S1 in the High School; if, as I hope, we are able to arrange a further residency with Liz Niven during the winter, they will be able build on the experience they have already had. 
· Liz spent two 80 minute sessions with 3 6th year pupils who were embarking on their Advanced Higher English course. These sessions were extremely productive, and the pupils, who had previously not thought of writing poetry or using the Scots language as a form of expression, were excited and stimulated by Liz’s ideas. Two of the group are accomplished violin players and there was much discussion about the links between music and poetry as forms of expression. They even took Liz to see a stretch of coastline near the school which could be used as inspiration for some creative writing.
· A 2nd year class with specific learning difficulties particularly enjoyed their time with Liz, in spite of being quite negative initially. I spoke to them afterwards: they had all managed to write a couple of verses of poetry, which did much for their self esteem.

· Liz also worked with other classes from 3rd, 4th and 5th year, using different techniques with each. On the Thursday there was an American astronaut and a scientist from NASA visiting school, so one of the groups produced a class poem on the theme of Space, which was later displayed on the plasma screens in the school’s reception areas. Other classes worked on alternative Valentine poems, or poems inspired by familiar objects. These sessions all took place in the classrooms and the English teachers were closely involved.
· Our local Arts Development Officer was very interested in the project and arranged for Liz to do a poetry reading in the evening in a café in the neighbouring town of Keith, which was well attended.
· On Thursday morning the project was monitored by Cathrin Howells from Literature in Learning . We all had lunch together and were able to discuss at some length the many positive aspects of the project, the problems and the possibility of taking it forward in the future. Cathrin was very supportive and her input and ideas were much appreciated.
Evaluation

· As indicated in the introduction, there were some problems with the timing of the Residency and the lack of forward planning. Author visits are usually planned several months in advance and it would have been useful to have more time for discussion and debriefing and both ends of the project.
· In most cases the classes were larger than recommended by the Poetry Society. Also with the exception of the Advanced Higher pupils, Liz worked with pupils for one double period of 80 minutes. This was because teachers were unable to devote the required amount of class time to the project, because of the increasingly rigid demands of the Scottish curriculum. All pupils in secondary school had embarked on coursework at the beginning of June, which required completion by the end of term. As librarian I found this extremely frustrating, while sympathising with teachers who have little room for manoeuvre. On the one hand the Poet in the City satisfied all the criteria of the evolving Curriculum for Excellence in Scotland, but at the same time the Scottish Qualifications Authority is pulling in the other direction with ever increasing demands. I think this problem needs to be addressed if initiatives like this, which enrich the learning experience of children, are to be used to their full potential. 
· However, in spite of these problems, the week with Liz Niven was a great success. Pupils, who had never thought about reading a poem, never mind writing one, became very involved. All produced creative, imaginative work either individually or collaboratively. The teachers found Liz’s approach inspirational and some reported that they felt they knew their pupils better as a result of these sessions.

· We had very productive and stimulating discussions with Liz and with Cathrin Howells as to how we might build on this experience in the future. Personally I would like to apply for funding from Scottish Book Trust for another Residency with Liz this winter, working with the senior pupils and the new first years, and possibly involving other departments, eg: history and music.

On behalf of the staff and pupils of Buckie High School, I would like to express our gratitude to The Poetry Society for selecting us to take part in this project. I would also like to thank Liz Niven for all her hard work and for dealing with so many pupils with such sensitivity and imagination. She made a great impact on our school in a very short time.
Sara Marsh, Librarian, Buckie High School : August 2006
