Poet in the City Buckie CHS Residency: Notes from Liz Niven for 3 poems to use as models

· Valentine

· The sun

· Walk to school

Often I started lessons by reading some of my own poetry. Usually just two or three. This seems important as pupils respond to the fact that an adult, quite voluntarily and without sitting an exam or writing a critical analysis, might choose to write poetry. 

I use this to say what my stimulus is and I go on to demonstrate examples of poems about my family, friends, experiences i.e. internal stimuli and then I’ll usually read something inspired by a newspaper article or something I’ve noticed i.e. external stimuli.

Also, I’ll talk a bit about content and form, i.e. how we can say what the poem’s about and also how I’ve chosen to write it on the page.

Valentine Poetry 4th/5th yr

Objective: To encourage pupils to use ordinary everyday images as the trigger for saying important things.

Carol Ann Duffy’s poem ‘Valentine’ was used as a model.

Ask pupils the sort of things/gifts they might give to a boyfriend or girlfriend on Valentine’s day

List them on the blackboard.

Usually they suggest items like teddies, red roses, bottles of wine, chocolates etc

Give out copies of Valentine by Carol Ann Duffy (From Mean Time, Anvil Press Poetry)

Read it through with pupils and have a brief discussion about the poem.

Issues such as the surprise of the onion as a gift will be the first point of discussion. Why is it unexpected? The class offer all the reasons why an onion is an inappropriate love token. 

Next we discuss what are the more ordinary gifts for a girl or boyfriend.

Then we take steps through the poem noting and appreciating the originality and appropriacy of the images. The shapes of moon and loops and rings and the bitter and sweet moments in a love relationship such as grief, possessiveness, faithfulness.

We admire the similes and metaphors, the structure of the poem and its emotional effect on the readers.

One of my main points of emphasis is the way successful poetry uses physical images to tell the story of the bigger pictures, the abstract emotions that we actually want and need to discuss in poetry. ‘Not in ideas but in things’.

Now ask pupils, using the Duffy poem as a model, to write their own poem. Take them through each stage like this, it will provide a strong structure for those who require it:
First line: ask pupils to select conventional gifts from the list we complied on the blackboard. Eg not a box of chocolates or a 

Miss a line as Duffy did. It is a …pupils must describe what they are giving. Think of the shape, texture, colour size, anything that will convey the look of the object.

Ask pupils to copy the start of line 4 ie It promises. In this line they will depict the qualities this gift has.

Next work through the poem chatting as the pupils write, adding ideas, prompts, all emulating the poem but taking their gift and making it the connecting thread, the word which sets the register of language running through their poem. 

This creates a good cohesive vocabulary and imagery for their poem.

In my experience everyone can write a new poem from this prompt.

After the pupils’ version of the poem is finished, encourage them to read through their poem and feel free now to move away from the copied structure. By now, they might hopefully have taken ‘ownership’ of the piece themselves and see an individual way to shape it. Let them know the Duffy poem was a model to stimulate their own writing but it’s best of all if they produce something less derivative. However, if pupils who normally struggle to write poetry have produced something it’s to be celebrated too.

If there’s time let pupils read out their new poems. If appropriate, ask them to comment on any they find particularly effective. Remind them to listen out for original ideas, imagery, etc

Metaphor Poem

Aim: This lesson helps the pupils to consider imagery, seek appropriate comparisons and write a metaphor poem.

Wes Magee’s ‘What is the sun?’ is a good prompt.

Read the poem through with the class. Get the pupils to take a line each and read out – as groups or as a class. The main thing is to get everyone’s voice reading something.

Spend a short while discussing the poem. How does the poet organise the content? 

Ask pupils to consider aspects of the sun such as what shape it is, its colour where it appears ie in the sky, what colour is the sky.

Discuss how appropriate the images are. Each couplet has one line about the something round and sun-coloured then the next line has the location for this object.

Next  encourage the pupils to suggest other natural objects in the sky. (We had a NASA astronaut visiting the school the day we did this so it was quite appropriate but then again it’s not that often schools will have NASA astronauts)

List the suggestion son the blackboard. We end up with stars, moon, planets. 

Ask pupils about the shape and colour and placing, time of day of these objects.

Pupils can then work alone or in small groups to write a poem called ‘What is the Moon/Star/Mars?’ or whatever 

As they work encourage them to remember the characteristics of their chosen object. 

Here’s an example from a 3rd year class who worked in groups.

Route Poem

Aim: to create poems with a simple structure using an accessible model and drawing on everyday experience.
The Walk to School

Poem 1 from Routes by Ian McMillan

I used this with a lower ability 2nd year class of boys who needed a simple structure with very clear guidelines. Apparently, they ran into History next period quite proud of what they’d written. The History teacher told me that one boy, usually tough as old boots and with the concentration of a gnat, said ‘I wrote a stanza’.

Together we read the poem. Everybody gets a line and this way voices are heard and a small crack in the ice begins to show.

Talk briefly with them about the poem. Content – what’s it about? How is it organised? So, before we begin, we have thought briefly about it being a poem. It’s short, concise, organised into stanzas and lines with endings, and it’s about real ordinary things. 

One of the main barriers to children (and some adults) liking poetry is the fear that it will be difficult to read and understand and, if they trying to write it, they’ll have nothing to write about. This poem is great for stressing you can write about things around you that you know about (I have an exercise called ‘Your Grannie’s Shoes Matter’ which does the same job but you’ll get the drift)

Ask questions like:

What streets do you pass on the way to school? 

First line names one

Second line what do you see there?

Alter own street to the thing that happens there. So, if someone had written

Down Smith Terrace

And they said that a cat was always skulking about there, this line would be:

Down Cat-Skulking Terrace

Encourage them to capitalise the names, thus embuing them with an importance.

Repeat this with each of the first couplets in 2 or 3 stanzas (for some pupils 2 is enough)

Now ask pupils to write the next couplet in each stanza. Ask them to consider the weather and create 2 lines about this. Make them look closely at what they see or feel or hear. It might be rain falling or snow covering buildings or sun hitting the trees or windows of shops and houses.

The nature of the tasks mean it is possible for every pupil to create something. And even if it is fairly mundane, it will be personal and about their own environment. This usually appeals to them and a sense of pride and ownership emerges.

Example from 2nd year at Buckie.

