
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

            PRAISE FOR

HOW TO TEACH: ENGLISH

         

         
            Chris Curtis is the ideal teacher-writer, and in How to Teach: English he effortlessly manages the artful balance of packing in sage insights alongside a range of very practical approaches.

            Funny, wise and imminently useful, this is a book from which every teacher of English – from nervous newbies to seasoned veterans – can plunder a wealth of ideas. So, no matter if you are perennially busy: put down your pile of marking and gift yourself this readable gem.

            Alex Quigley, Senior Associate, Education Endowment Foundation and author of Closing the Vocabulary Gap

            Chris’ book is an excellent manual for new and experienced teachers alike. His mixture of wisdom and experience blends together to provide teachers of English with a number of ideas that they can use in the classroom. It is a timely text, one which encourages practitioners to love what they teach – and is ideal for dipping in and out of, allowing readers to turn their attention to the chapters which cover their teaching focus at the time of reading. It is also packed full of signposts to interesting works of literature, which are perfect for the busy English teacher looking for some inspiration with the texts and topics they’re using in a lesson or during a unit of learning.

            Amy Forrester, English teacher and Head of Year, Cockermouth School

            Curtis’ smart and shrewd guide to English teaching is a welcome reminder of the potent, and too often untapped, wisdom and expertise of those at the chalkface who have learned through many years of careful and thoughtful trial and error.

            For me, the greatest strength of this book lies in its central message: that English teaching is about the communication, sharing and generation of ideas, and that what matters most is the quality of thinking that happens within an English classroom. To top it off, Curtis gifts us a dazzling array of simple approaches that will guide all English teachers – from the fresh-faced newcomer to the grizzled staffroom-cynic – towards nurturing and getting the very best out of their students.

            How to Teach: English really is a fabulous read. I cannot remember the last time I took so many notes when reading an education book. Needless to say, I recommend it to all teachers of English.

            Andy Tharby, author of Making Every English Lesson Count

            How to Teach: English is packed full of practical ideas for the English classroom. Chris’ knowledge and experience shine through in his writing, as he shares what he demonstrably knows will work in practice and provides really sound advice for trickier areas of the curriculum.

            This is a timely book – schools wanting a renewed focus on the application of the curriculum would do well to start here for their English faculties.

            Sarah Barker, English teacher and Assistant Head Teacher, Orchard School Bristol, and blogger

            Why, you might wonder, should I invest in yet another book on the teaching of English? This is a relatively crowded marketplace – and although there are many excellent books aimed at English teachers, none are so rooted in the subject as this one. Chris Curtis communicates not only his years of experience but also his infectious enthusiasm for a subject and an occupation he so clearly loves.

            How to Teach: English is studded with an astonishing array of practical ways into the study, and the teaching, of all forms of literature as well as the nuts and bolts of language. Every page is illuminated by the gentle, guiding hand of someone who has been there, made all the mistakes you have made and survived to pass on the distilled wisdom and warmth of a true aficionado.

            This is my new favourite book on English teaching – it will enhance the practice of any teacher of English, no matter what stage they are at in their career.

            David Didau, author of Making Kids Cleverer

            How to Teach: English is clever, wise and highly practical. Awash with creative prompts and pragmatic advice, it is an accessible and entertaining read which deserves its place on the creaking bookshelves of any English teacher.

            Dipping in, you’ll find the kinds of ideas that make you think, ‘I wish I’d thought of that.’ At the same time, Chris’ obsession with self-improvement shines through. Full of humility, honesty and mischievous humour, this is a book about getting better by – to paraphrase the title of Chris’ hugely influential blog – learning from mistakes.

            It includes an ambitious and comprehensive list of chapters – focusing on key areas such as writing, grammar, Shakespeare and poetry – and illustrates the necessity of building knowledge and questioning our assumptions about our students’ prior learning. With his approach, Chris places a relentless focus on the writer’s craft and the power of words, advocating a sensible balance of high challenge, accessibility and creativity.

            Quite simply, How to Teach: English is a guide to what excellent English teaching looks like – so whether you’re a trainee teacher or a battle-hardened veteran, this is an indispensable resource.

            Mark Roberts, English teacher, blogger and writer

            This is a magnificent book that really gets to the bones of teaching English. It manages the remarkable feat of scoping the panorama of the subject: its magic, its power and its potential to take students to other worlds. And set against the big picture are commentaries on, and brilliant examples of, how to bring English lessons to life in the classroom.

            How to Teach: English should be essential reading for all engaged in teaching, not just of English but of other subjects too – everyone will take something from the precision, the wit and the humanity of this terrific book.

            Mary Myatt, author of Hopeful Schools, High Challenge, Low Threat and The Curriculum: Gallimaufry to Coherence
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            FOREWORD BY PHIL BEADLE

         

         English teaching can sometimes, and sadly, be the province of the unthinking trope: the thing the majority does that is both quite silly and very rubbish. Particular bugbears of mine are students being taught stock phrases that stack up like meaningless tautologies, making exam answers comprehensibly silly. Writing ‘This clearly shows’ about poetry (it clearly doesn’t) and scribing parades of de-contextualised conjunctive adverbs as discourse markers (furthermore nothing, moreover less) being only the ones that have got my goat this week.

         It is a shame that an honourable profession filled with teaching’s finest accepts this waffle as being in any way deserving of anything other than lots of red pen. And such practices lead one into the direction of a search for an answer. What does anything mean? Who am I to trust here? Where is the voice of seasoned reason?

         Chris Curtis entered the periphery of his editor’s sight perhaps eight or nine years ago with a blog called Learning from My Mistakes. This title encapsulated, for me, a trustworthiness and humility that has become the alkaline to the acidity of my own arrogance. Chris does not delude himself into regarding himself as any form of pale English teaching deity. He’s just a bloke (though a lovely one). But he’s a bloke who’s been teaching English for quite a long time, who does so to the best of his abilities and who is always on the lookout for new ways of saying things.

         The sum total of that experience is included in this book. The beauty of having the thoughts of an experienced head of English for younger teachers is that Chris has thought quite deeply about some of the tropes of our profession; he has fallen down many of the same holes, made all the same mistakes, screwed up in the same manner as you, dear reader. The process of his path towards something significantly greater than competence has been taken with soft steps and, through this manner of being, Chris located a hunger in his gentility and has become that rarest of things in English teaching: an original voice worth listening to. 

         Chris has ideas that you can use. They are good. They are interesting. They are clever. Sometimes, they are funny. He is beholden to no one other than his students and his colleagues, in an unheralded school in an unheralded part of the country, who he ‘clearly shows’ that he dearly adores.

         And the beauty of those ideas is that they don’t take a great deal of setting up. Chris is a busy head of English; he hasn’t got time for the overly wieldy. Also, you can use those ideas without having to buy into some grand ideology. I’ve used some of them this year in a school near the bottom of the league tables and even the recalcitrant and reckless gain enlightenment as a result. Chris Curtis has learned, and continues to learn, from making daily mistakes. Now learn from him and go and make different ones.

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         When my editor and I discussed this book, I told him that I wanted to write about a practical and honest approach to teaching English. I am not a guru nor Jedi master. Nor am I one of those overpaid CPD consultants, sporting a shiny suit and spouting inspirational quotes. I am a bog-standard teacher who finds suits horribly constricting, and, on any given Tuesday, probably have mayonnaise down my tie. In terms of building my educational camp, I am less bothered about the paint and soft furnishings than I am about the bricks and mortar.

         I am writing this as a teacher who has thought about his practice, and about how it can be improved to help the students learn as well as they might. This book is therefore nothing more (and nothing less) than a collection of practical approaches you can use in your classroom. I have used them all in mine and, in this book, I discuss the thinking behind them and how they could be adapted. Plus, they are quick and easy and you don’t need to invest a whole weekend in preparation. You’ll not need to spend the school’s budget to fund them, and you’ll not have to wade through numerous pages of waffle to find just one idea.

         I have explored many ideas and thoughts in this book. Some you might agree with. Some you might not. However, I am always happy to discuss what works, what doesn’t and why. Collectively, teachers should be asking these questions, and we should explore the impact of our decisions, considering whether commonly used practices are as effective as we think. That was my intention when I started writing a blog back in 2012. It was entitled Learning from My Mistakes, and my thinking was, why should an NQT have to make the same mistakes that I have?

         For I have made mistakes in the classroom, and I hold my hands up to that. I don’t mean simple errors like getting a student’s name wrong or forgetting to use the ‘correct’ colour pen for marking. I mean mistakes like teaching a novel without thinking about the assessment from the start. I’ve taught texts that were too easy and some that were possibly too hard. We don’t acknowledge the mistakes we make in teaching  often enough. There’s a sense of pride in the profession: a male (or female) bravado that stops us fessing up to ourselves.

         Why do NQTs make mistakes that more experienced teachers (forgetting that we too started from that point) might think are glaringly obvious? It’s because we don’t discuss them enough. Mistakes are seen as weaknesses, not as opportunities to learn something. If we don’t explore them, how can we expect students to learn from theirs? What do we want our students to learn? How to talk about the mistakes made and find possible solutions to the problem. That’s what I hope this book, and my blog, does. I am not writing this as a highly paid literacy consultant, from a gold chair perched on the lifeless bodies of former colleagues. I am writing this as a teacher who is going back into the classroom tomorrow. That is unless you are reading this during the holidays, then I will be back in at the start of term, probably with mayonnaise down my front.

         So, what have I learned from my mistakes that I would pass on for others to avoid?

         1. DON’T SPEND TOO MUCH TIME ON RESOURCES

         When teaching The Merchant of Venice several years ago, I spent a good few hours making fifteen sets of three envelopes look just like the caskets that Portia’s suitors have to open. The effect was spoilt in the sixty seconds it took me to hand them out. One student opened theirs and revealed to the class what was in them.

         Put simply, the time spent on a resource has got to be proportional to the use you will get out of it. I have resources that I use again and again, such as a sheet listing opening sentences from various novels. I use this with Years 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11. If you want to spend time on resources – which can be fun in a strange way – make sure that you will get the due returns on them. A resource that can be used for all or most classes is better than a one-off for a poem you’ll never teach again.

         The lesson on The Merchant of Venice didn’t amount to much as I had to hastily cobble together half a lesson to replace the discussion I was hoping the envelope activity would produce. It taught me that we can all too easily get caught up with  making things engaging or fun when, in fact, the text itself is the puzzle. Shakespeare’s riddles are the key resource, not my pitiful attempts to create props. Now, several years down the line, I’d probably put all the riddles down on a sheet of paper or on the board and add these questions:

         
            • Which chest is gold? Silver? Lead?

            • Which chest contains Portia’s image and hand in marriage?

         

         The riddles are engaging enough without half a tub of glitter and three hours’ worth of prep. Engage with the students intellectually and you have got them for the lesson. Dumb down intellectual ideas and you’ll have to work harder to maintain that level of thinking. And you’ll have to create more resources. Intellectual engagement is free, paperless and easy to conjure up.

         2. TECHNOLOGY IS A TOOL AND JUST THAT

         I once lost a year’s worth of resources due to a memory stick being put through a 40° cotton wash several times. I cannot describe the pain, anguish and suffering I experienced. I lost several units of work in the blink of a spin cycle. That’s why – now – I back everything up and send it to my mum via email just in case I lose it.

         Technology helps teaching, but it doesn’t replace it. If your practice is too reliant on technology, then step away from it. Only the other week, I had someone use my room and change the settings on the computer so I couldn’t use my PowerPoint of ‘Ozymandias’. Plan B didn’t work because the projector wouldn’t show the YouTube video. I was left with a paperclip and a pack of lined paper and, in true MacGyver fashion, created a fairly good lesson. Without the technological fripperies we were able to focus on the text.

         A computer doesn’t make a lesson function. The teacher’s brain does. And that only rarely breaks down. 

         3. PARENTS ARE NOT THE ENEMY

         It’s easy to forget that parents want the best for their children when you’re constantly being bombarded with less than pleasant emails. Parents have fears, worries and anxieties for – and relationships with – their children. If a child is upset, they will naturally act to protect. Behind every parental complaint or issue is a reason. Understand the reason and you’ll understand the parent.

         One of the key difficulties in teaching is that we deal with so many humans: the young people we teach and the adults who love them most. The happiness of one is reliant and dependent on the other. And, dear reader, children are not always the most vocal of individuals. I’d advise all teachers to talk to parents. Chat with them and discuss issues. The problems I have had were usually caused by not openly discussing an issue so that it became something bigger at a later stage. Parents are people.

         4. DON’T REINVENT THE WHEEL

         I’ve spent thousands of hours making resources, and it has taken me over a decade to learn to use the people around me to help me get through the job. Teaching is hard, but all too often we don’t utilise what’s around us. A textbook can be part of the lesson. A colleague can help you plan and resource a lesson. It is about give and take. Give to others and it is easier to take.

         The problem with teaching is the constant pace. It is just too fast and too busy. In the rush of things, it is difficult to be friendly and considerate. Occasionally, you can be too busy even to pee. Seek out resources and collaborate with others to make your work–life balance better. The job can swallow us up, and it is our collective responsibility to make sure that doesn’t happen. 

         5. DON’T BOTTLE THINGS UP

         Teaching is an emotional job. The majority of the time, we are trapped in a classroom with thirty human-shaped sticks of emotional dynamite. They could explode at any point and, as adults, we have to maintain a certain dignified restraint. We can’t really burst into tears every time a student is either nice or unpleasant to us. Emotionally, we live on a knife edge. Here, it is good to talk, to discuss and to share thoughts and feelings. Do it over a drink. Do it after playing football. Just get it out of your system.

         Oh, and one last bit of advice. Find a hobby and work hard to do it whenever and wherever you can. If you have no outside interests then you will become the job. That hobby might be reading, stamp collecting, painting, swimming, even naturism; but, whatever it is, keep at it and find the time for it. Don’t let school make the things you enjoy become expendable. I have witnessed numerous teachers working both Saturdays and Sundays to keep on top of the job, which, after all, is just that – a job. Something that pays the bills. Regardless of how good or how bad you are, the cogs of the education machine will keep turning without you. It happens to us all. We’d like to think being a teacher is a vocation and a calling, but I haven’t met that many teachers who’d be willing to teach for free.

         HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

         Teachers are busy people and I’ve written this book with that in mind. It is a rarity for teachers to be able to sit down for a long time, and it is even rarer for a teacher to be able to sit down and read. Therefore, I’ve kept things quite concise. The time you spend trying to visualise an extended metaphor that is spread over several pages could be better spent on friends and family. So feel free to dip into chapters that are most relevant to something you are currently teaching or read from cover to cover.

         Finally, just a quick note on the poems and literary extracts used throughout. These are mainly sourced from Project Gutenberg online editions as these are so easily accessible, and the precise wording quoted here matches these sources. However, please do check whether there are any slight textual variations between these and any other edition you might be using before exploring the text with a class.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            HOW TO TEACH POETRY

         

         The ability to teach poetry is held up by many as the measuring stick of a good English teacher, and this is possibly why so many lesson observations or job interviews use poetry as the subject. If you can’t teach an aspect of the English curriculum with a poem, then you may not be up to the job.

         A poem is a grenade of ideas and techniques in one small, perfectly formed unit, the impact of which can be far-reaching. Established teachers will have hundreds of poems in their arsenal, ready to teach as one-off lessons or as part of a scheme of work. They are often the go-to option when inspiration has packed its bags and slumped away. (Or you’ve had a late night!)

         My advice to all new English teachers is to make a folder of poems you can use in lessons. Like push-ups in PE, the poem is a staple exercise: easily resourced and quickly done. ‘Come on, give me five stanzas.’

         My first attempts to teach poetry were comical. Once, as a student teacher, I attempted to cover three rather complex poems in a single lesson as the class’ established teacher looked on smiling. Another time, I spent the best part of three lessons trying to teach just one poem really well. Three lessons on a six-line acrostic about animals is probably not the most demanding for a GCSE class. Understanding poetry, in itself, is a fine art: an art that’s taken me years to perfect. Well, I say perfect; I really mean, be better than I originally was.

         Here’s the poetry manifesto I’ve written to share with students:

         
            You might not be a Victorian lady mourning the loss of a child. You might not be a famous playwright with an attraction to a woman who is not your wife. You might not be a poor young man who watches his friends die in a war. But each and every one of those experiences has connections to your life. You have loved and   lost things. Poetry is about communicating experiences. Poetry teaches you how to deal with things. It might be a relative, a pet or a fluffy-ended pen you really liked to write with, but we can all recognise and identify with loss. Poetry shows you how others have dealt with a situation. Poetry is emotional and intelligent problem solving. Poetry teaches you that you have similar experiences to others in our society. Poetry explores how humans think and feel.

         

         The job of an English teacher is sometimes just to make students see the relevance of what they are doing. Teenagers rightly question why we do certain things. Why do we study Shakespeare? Why do we have to do poetry? Our job is about building that relevance into the lesson. We need to make that connection. That building of connections has been misinterpreted as a ‘hook’ or a ‘starter’ – or, even more dangerously, as a ‘fun’ activity. Fun is a word bandied about by parents, students and teachers. The danger comes when we seek simply to draw out the ‘fun’ aspect of learning, because learning is tough. If we wrap it up in a nice, fluffy, pretty way, we create a false impression of what real work is. Focusing on the relevance is a much better starting point.

         In the classroom, teachers have to work on that relevance and connection. Yes, students have varied and different lives to us, but we need to work on building up their experiences. There has been a relatively recent focus-shift in education to the concept of cultural capital; the particular sort of cultural knowledge that one generally obtains through having experiences. Experience-rich and experience-poor students are immediately evident in any classroom: one child might make frequent visits to London; another might never have been. A recent GCSE exam question featured a woman working in London and leaving Oxford Circus. One student in my class wrote that the woman had just left a circus. A simple assumption to make. What caused it? A lack of knowledge caused by a lack of experience. Knowledge and experience are closely linked and our role, as teachers, should be to increase the former by increasing the latter.

         Take a poem like ‘Dulce et Decorum est’ by Wilfred Owen. There are many different ways an English teacher might inform students’ experience of the poem.

         
            1 Making a personal connection – perhaps a student’s relation is in the armed forces?

            2 Making an intellectual connection – do you know what really happens on the battlefield?

            3 Making an emotional connection – how would you feel about fighting in a war?

         

         Before you start with anything whizzy, creative or ‘fun’, think about the relevance of the poem to the students. Open their eyes. How does it feel to lose a child, for instance? Ben Jonson’s ‘On My First Son’ explores this awful reality and, like much of the canon, we can use it to teach young people empathy with another’s tragedy.

         Often, the first step is to ask what the ideas or questions in a poem are. In English, as I often say to my students, we develop our thinking and we explore how others think. Where better to see that than in poetry? A poem is pure, undiluted thinking or feeling. A poem is an idea. A poem is a thought. A poem is a feeling bottled.

         Why is it that humans turn to poetry in the happiest, or the saddest, of times? Let’s get married – what poem shall we read? Tom has passed away – what poem shall we read? Our inability to express a thought or feeling is helped by poetry. I can’t possibly express how sad I am, but this poem does, so you can see how I am thinking and feeling at this exact moment. This writer expressed what I can’t possibly articulate. The emotional dimension of a poem is one we can easily ignore, but is hard to forget when you have been affected and moved. How many times do we ask students what a poem makes them feel? Not often enough, I’d venture. The fear is that students will default to the predictable ‘it’s boring’ response. In a way, it sounds slightly unnatural. ‘Eh, Jamal, Mr Curtis has gone a bit funny. He’s talking about feelings.’

         Being a teenager is difficult. Over the years I have taught a fair few angry ones (regardless of gender) and what always strikes me as telling is how each and every one of them is usually struggling to articulate what they are thinking or feeling. As a result, they either fight the system or fly from the classroom. We know that many of our students are struggling with identity, pride, peers, sexuality, feelings, thoughts and life choices at this point. For this reason alone it is so important that we explore the articulation of emotions. I recall my own teenage years, and some adult ones, where I felt something, but couldn’t define it. The wider world doesn’t help either. Society seems to be telling young people that there are two valid categories of emotion: love and hate. We love things and so post them on Facebook with glee, or we hate things enough to raise a pitchfork and join a mob in protest. We have become binary. Things are either positive or negative, good or bad, joyous or depressing. There are no stages in between. Poetry can be a daily source of emotional literacy to help students understand that there are thousands of different emotions we might experience at different points in our lives. When teenagers are struggling, the English teacher provides an opportunity to articulate and name those feelings. It comes as no surprise that we are often fondly remembered.

         We can teach students about the emotions at the heart of poetry by asking them questions:

         
            • What does the poem make you feel?

            • Which bits of the poem do you like?

            • Which bits of the poem do you not like?

            • Where do your emotions change in the poem?

            • Why do your emotions change in the poem?

            • Have you felt this emotion before?

            • What does the poet want you to feel at the start of the poem?

            • What does the poet want you to feel by the end of the poem?

         

         Our relationship with literature has been affected by our society’s inability to express emotional nuance. We often allow students to dumb down emotional responses as well. How many times have we heard phases like, ‘it makes the reader want to read on’ or, ‘it stands out’? Students will easily spot techniques and maybe even the ideas at the heart of the text, yet they will rarely mention the emotional impact. They’d rather see the components than the whole and how it relates to them. So, teachers need to look at how students form relationships with texts. Those connections should be paramount, and they should be emotional. Students need to understand that a poem is an emotional journey.

         Take one of the poems used in the recent AQA GCSE English literature exam: Carol Ann Duffy’s ‘War Photographer’. It is primarily about emotions and is slightly ironic in the way it explores how people in England aren’t emotionally connected to terrible things happening to people in different countries. I spent a whole lesson with a group of less able boys talking about the emotions involved in being a war photographer before we even looked at the poem. We explored photojournalism1 and several key images taken in different war zones. One featured a place called ‘Sniper Alley’ in Bosnia and another was a photograph taken by João Silva who, when on assignment in Afghanistan, stepped on a mine and was severely injured – the whole incident was captured on film. Then we explored some writing by George Orwell describing his perspective of war. As a class, we built up an emotional picture of being a war photographer. Asking the students what this must be like as a quick starter is not enough. They need to see, hear, think and feel it. Between us, we saw the idea of guilt emerge from the pictures and extracts. One boy brought up the idea of moral disgust at how you could film or photograph someone dying, unable to save them. Another boy kept asking me how one becomes a war photographer. By the time we did actually read the poem, the group were articulate in the possible emotions experienced by a war photographer, which, in turn, gave them a profound understanding of how they might want to hide from the experience while being haunted by what they can recall and angry that nobody else feels the same way. I had simply scaffolded the emotions needed to understand the poem.

         In some cases, students need a bit more than just the poem to get the emotional connection; in others, they don’t. The emotional dimension of a poem is one that we are quick to neglect but one that students can easily identify, extend and develop. Like the old chicken and egg scenario, which came first, the literary device or the impact? For students, it seems to be the literary device but, in reality, it is the impact. Start with the feelings and the emotions and it becomes easier to explain how the writer created them. So, what does it make us feel? How is it written to make us feel this emotion? Where it may be hard to decide if chicken or egg came first, it is easier to say that emotion comes first with poetry. The emotions are often what connects us to the poems.

         Poetry as a form of text is arguably the strongest and most powerful. I’d go even further to say it is often one of the most easily accessible forms of writing. But its enigmatic quality can cause problems for students. Somehow, there’s nuanced meaning underneath the similes and metaphors; a secret initially hidden from the students’ view. 

         As a child, I felt I was broken. During the 1990s, it was common to have magic eye posters in your bedroom. These were a form of optical illusion with a picture hidden within a pattern. For the life of me, I could never find the hidden picture. This is how students can feel when presented with a poem: that they must find the single hidden meaning when there are actually several. The teacher’s job is to sift through those meanings, present all of them and let the student come to their own conclusion.

         As a golden rule, I like to start with what the student thinks a poem is about:

         
            • What do you think it is saying?

            • What, in your opinion, is it teaching us?

            • How do you see this differently to your partner?

         

         Teach students that poetry is about multiple meanings and multiple feelings. All too easily a poem becomes a bag of techniques which are loosely linked together. Poems are about thoughts, feelings, ideas, knowledge and experience – and our job is to allow the students to own all of these.

         1. WHAT IS THE POEM’S CENTRAL QUESTION?

         Take William Blake’s ‘The Tiger’ (a poem I hold close to my heart as it was the first one I ever taught to a class).2 On a simple level it is about a tiger, but it contains so many different meanings. 

         
            
               The Tiger 

            

            
               Tiger, tiger, burning bright

               In the forests of the night,

               What immortal hand or eye

               Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

            

            
               In what distant deeps or skies

               Burnt the fire of thine eyes?

               On what wings dare he aspire?

               What the hand dare seize the fire?

            

            
               And what shoulder and what art

               Could twist the sinews of thy heart?

               And, when thy heart began to beat,

               What dread hand and what dread feet?

            

            
               What the hammer? what the chain?

               In what furnace was thy brain?

               What the anvil? what dread grasp

               Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

            

            
               When the stars threw down their spears,

               And watered heaven with their tears,

               Did He smile His work to see?

               Did He who made the lamb make thee?

            

            
               Tiger, tiger, burning bright

               In the forests of the night,

               What immortal hand or eye

               Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?3

            

         

         To simplify things, we could suggest that the poem is about three questions:

         
            1 How impressive is the tiger?

            2 How could somebody create a creature like the tiger?

            3 Is the tiger stronger than God?

         

         Informing the poem is the Romantic poets’ view of the sublime: the fear and awe evoked by nature and its power. Blake looks at the tiger with a thrill and excitement that is tinged with fear. This links to the frustration some Victorians felt with the Industrial Revolution, which seemed to present a dark and scary future, filled with smog and factories. Some mourned the loss of the natural world.

         The ideas at the centre of the poem are universal: ideas, in fact, that all students can connect with.

         
            • Have you ever seen an animal and been impressed by it?

            • Have you ever seen something and felt that it was too perfect somehow?

            • Have you seen something that has scared and excited you at the same time?

         

         The teacher’s job is to light the fire of curiosity and to make those connections concrete. You have a wealth of thoughts and feelings you can tap into. Take some of the poems in the new AQA GCSE poetry anthology, for instance:

         
            ‘London’ by William Blake – How do you react to the poor when you see them in the street?

            ‘Ozymandias’ by Percy Bysshe Shelley – What do you think the prime minster will be remembered for in 100 years’ time?

            ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ by Lord Alfred Tennyson – Is it a noble thing to sacrifice your life for the good of the country?

         

         Never forget that poetry is about thinking. Start with thinking, and then build on the thinking to do some more thinking. Once you show students that poems can incorporate many different ideas and feelings, they are not limited to looking for a correct one. Teach students to see that there is no right or wrong, just better and even better readings of a poem. If Frank thinks that ‘The Tiger’ is about little green men, get him to convince the rest of the class by providing evidence from the text.

         Additionally, it is helpful to remember that coordinating conjunctions are your friends when talking about poetry, or indeed any text. As in life, there are normally several things going on at once. The poem is about X and Y. The poem explores A or B. That complexity needs reaffirming with the students.

         Finally, students often fear committing to definitive answers. That is why questions are a really useful entry point; they aren’t concrete. Get students to think of the questions being asked in the poem. Even the shyest of students can give you a question.

         2. INFERENCE WORDS

         To deal with complex ideas, students need vocabulary to properly articulate complex thinking. The big difference between a very able student and an able one is in the subtlety of the former’s use of vocabulary. If we take ‘The Tiger’ again, what happens if we introduce the words ‘inferior’ and ‘superior’? Who in the poem is which or what?

         
            Inferior: voice/reader/tiger/God?

            Superior: tiger/God?

         

         The interesting thing is that, as soon as you introduce a choice of vocabulary – generally, abstract nouns work best – you start to develop and extend their thinking and the complexity of their ideas. Just by introducing the words ‘inferior’ and ‘superior’, you can completely change a student’s understanding of the poem.

         
            The poet makes the tiger seem superior to the reader and, by the end, makes even God seem inferior when he uses the word ‘dare’.

         

         These words change the interpretation of the poem. It is now about power and a battle between two entities. Look again and you’ll see the poem is full of this imagery.

         Getting students to use abstract vocabulary to summarise a text is a powerful tool. I often call these ‘inference words’: ones that don’t necessarily appear in the text, but allow us to infer something about it. What is really going on? Take this poem:

         
            
               The Eagle 

            

            
               He clasps the crag with hooked hands;

               Close to the sun in lonely lands,

               Ring’d with the azure world, he stands.

               The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;

            

            
               He watches from his mountain walls,

               And like a thunderbolt he falls.4

            

         

         Of course, you could make the same inferences about power. ‘The Eagle’ is quite similar to ‘The Tiger’. In addition to ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’, you could add inference words such as ‘sadness’, ‘power’, ‘control’, ‘regal’ and ‘godlike’. Suddenly you have a greater level of engagement with the text. The vocabulary students use to describe ideas is important and it is up to us, as teachers, to develop this ability. Depending on the level of the student, you can develop the level of understanding through vocabulary:

         
            • powerful

            • superior

            • omnipotent

         

         Each word has a different shade of meaning, and they build in complexity. That’s why vocabulary is so important. The same question with one different word changes the level and type of understanding. 

         
            • How does the writer show us that the eagle is powerful?

            • How does the writer show us that the eagle is superior?

            • How does the writer show us that the eagle is omnipotent?

         

         Think of the words you’d use to describe the poem, because you can raise the quality of understanding simply through your own use of vocabulary. After all, you could always take a word and go one step further. What if I used the word ‘biblical’ to describe ‘The Eagle’ and ‘atheist’ to describe ‘The Tiger’? Now, Blake was religious, and ‘atheist’ isn’t a word you might generally associate with him, but this gives you a starting point for discussion. To what extent is the poem religious? We can then introduce to students the fact that Blake was against organised religion and the constricting nature of its formal structures. How does that change our understanding of the poem? Maybe words like ‘biblical’ and ‘atheist’ don’t help us to describe the poem precisely, but they do help us to then search for the right word to describe the idea. Blake isn’t denying the existence of God, but questioning how something so large and powerful can be controlled, contained and ‘framed’. We can then add words like ‘spiritual’ and ‘agnostic’ to the mix.

         One simple word has the power to transform the meaning of a text and to develop, improve or alter a student’s understanding of a poem.

         3. CH … CH … CH … CHOICES

         When you have established what the writer is saying, the next logical step is to look at how they are saying it. If there is one thing students can do with aplomb, it is spot techniques.

         
            Teacher: What is interesting about how the poem is written?

            Student: Well, it has alliteration, repetition and a simile. 

            Teacher: What is really interesting about how the poem is written?

            Student: I’ve already told you – it has alliteration, repetition and a simile.

         

         I call this ‘technique vomiting’ and it tends to be the default setting for a lot of students. It isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but it can be if other aspects of their powers of analysis are underdeveloped. If a student can’t explain a choice, then their technique spotting is worthless. Joining meaning with technique is paramount.

         Offer students a choice, and then get them to explore the underlying reasoning. For example:

         
            Why did Charles Dickens call Oliver Twist Oliver and not Olivia?

         

         A simple choice can get students to begin to think like a writer. So, why didn’t Dickens make Oliver Olivia? Of course, it is down to Dickens being famously cruel to his characters. He couldn’t be as cruel to an Olivia as he could be to an Oliver. Or would the text have taken on a more darkly sinister undertone if a young female had been at the mercy of the cruel male adults?

         Let’s take another poem by William Blake, into which I have thrown a few variations in wording.

         
            London

            I/we wander/walk/stroll through each chartered/narrow street,

            Near where the chartered Thames does flow,

            A mark in every face I/we meet,

            Marks/scars of weakness, marks/scars of woe/misery.

            In every cry of every man,

            In every infant’s cry of fear/sadness,

            In every voice, in every ban,

            The mind-forged manacles I hear:

            How the chimney-sweeper’s cry

            Every blackening/gleaming church appals,

            And the hapless soldier’s sigh

            Runs in blood down palace-walls.

            But most, through midnight streets I hear/see

            How the youthful harlot’s curse

            Blasts the new-born infant’s tear,

            And blights with plagues the marriage-hearse.5

         

         Often with texts I explicitly draw to a class the specific choices made by the writing. We know that there are lots of options available to a writer, but I like to place two choices together: the first, the writer’s original choice (the choice underlined in the poem); the second, an alternative option posed by me. Students then discuss why the writer chose one option over the other. Look at the verb ‘wander’, for example. Why would the voice wander rather than gallop, walk, run or move in any other way? To wander is to walk quite slowly and take things at one’s own pace. This verb alone suggests that the voice is not rushing and is purposefully taking their time as to experience things and notice every sight and sound. It could also suggest a lack of urgency, which could hint at the relaxed nature of the voice’s approach to life.

         As a generic approach, alternative comparisons work with all types of text. More able students tend to see the nuanced intention behind the choice. Offering students an alternative gives them a point of comparison. Take the difference between ‘sob’ and ‘cry’. They mean much the same thing, but there’s a slight difference; sobbing tends to be more physical and louder than crying, and a bit snottier too!

         
            Boy A cried over the football match.

            Boy B sobbed over the football match.

         

         The use of ‘sobbed’ suggests that Boy B was more upset than Boy A. They were both upset, yet B tangibly more so. A nuanced change but one that is incredibly important in the new English language GCSE. Understand the precise meaning of a word and you understand what is going on beneath the surface. More able students tend to have a greater appreciation of the options a writer has. They see the alternatives and can identify why a writer would use sob instead of cry. That’s why students should read as much as they can to develop their vocabulary and enable them to see these alternatives.

         Experience refines our ability and potential. Providing alternative choices helps kick-start understanding by acknowledging experience gaps. Plus, it avoids the need for technical terminology to express complex thinking. A student can articulate the reason behind their choice in their own words.

         Of course, giving students a choice also empowers them, putting them in a position where they have to make concrete decisions while touching upon abstract concepts.

         Some further examples of choice could include:

         
            • Suggest alternative titles for the poem – ‘The City’/‘Divide’/‘The Industrial Revolution’/‘A City of Contrasts’.

            • Write your own version of the whole poem/a stanza/a line.

         

         I do enjoy writing my own version of a poem. Students then have to decide which the genuine one is. Here’s my attempt with ‘Futility’ by Wilfred Owen.

         
            
               Futility 

               France 1915

               He might not be dead;

               there’s a chance that his soul’s not fled.

               Maybe the Sun’s rays will wake

               His spirit.

            

            
               Snow’s claws clasp him tight

               but the Sun’s fingers 

               caress

               his cold body.

            

            
               Basking in the Sun, there’s hope.

               Maybe on this cold morning its power will awaken him.

               The Sun knows.

               The Sun’s power makes plants grow.

               If it makes life, then surely it can coax this body back to us.

            

            
               Are his limbs too cold to be warmed?

               Why ever did the Sun warm this cold Earth and give it the breath of life?

            

         

         And the vastly inferior original:

         
            
               Futility 

               Move him into the sun—

               Gently its touch awoke him once,

               At home, whispering of fields unsown.

               Always it woke him, even in France,

               Until this morning and this snow.

               If anything might rouse him now

               The kind old sun will know.

               Think how it wakes the seeds—

               Woke, once, the clays of a cold star.

               Are limbs so dear-achieved, are sides

               Full-nerved,—still warm,—too hard to stir?

               Was it for this the clay grew tall?

               —O what made fatuous sunbeams toil

               To break earth’s sleep at all?6

            

         

         I don’t consider myself a poet, but doing this gives students the opportunity to consider what makes poetry poetry. Usually they spot the dud. But, every so often they don’t. In any case, they always have to justify their opinion.

         
            The Sun’s power makes plants grow.

            Think how it wakes the seeds—

         

         This allows for comparisons on a linguistic and figurative level. My simplistic and reductive explanation doesn’t capture the humanised nurturing power of the sun. It is easier to explain the effect when you have a point of comparison. If you are very lucky, you may be able to find draft versions of certain poems. A starting point for draft copies of poems are biographies of the poets and the internet. The British Library has kindly digitised many draft manuscripts, which can be found by searching their website.7

         I often take this further and offer choices to students explicitly. What do they think warrants exploration in a given text? Recently, with one group, we spent time looking at the way Roald Dahl, J. K. Rowling, Charles Dickens and Robert Louis Stevenson use characterisation in their writing. My students came to the opinion that Dickens was obsessed with appearance whereas Rowling was more bothered about personality and Dahl more concerned with character. Stevenson, however, based on Treasure Island, was interested in the physical flaws in a character and their actions. Choices are everywhere in the classroom, and in texts, and if we don’t offer them to students we are in danger of producing boring lessons.

         Perspective

         Some choices, such as perspective, are staring students in the face. Perspective is, to put it simply, the position we see things from. Whose voice is speaking to us? Whose glasses are we looking through? From what angle are we observing things? The choice between a male or female narrator has a massive implication for the meaning of a poem. So too can the narrator’s age; does the poet choose experience or innocence? I find it helpful to extend this questioning by looking at the impact or effect of perspective. Why does the writer use the first person perspective? 

         
            • First person – personal/relationship building/connecting/understanding/sharing/close.

            • Second person – instructing/direct/showing.

            • Third person – observing/distancing.

         

         I have found that an emphasis on specific words relating to effect works better than a list of sentences or phrases. Students love a catchphrase and that’s why we get endless ‘it makes the reader read on’ or ‘it stands out’ answers. Precision with words supports precision with ideas. Let’s take ‘connecting’ as an example. We know what the word means, but it isn’t one we employ when talking about poems. Yet it is a word that explains the effect of text. A student can then say that ‘London’ is about connecting – connecting us to how the voice experiences London, connecting us to the inequality of the city and how it has been imposed by the state, and connecting us to the plight of the inhabitants. When students have this word at their disposal they can explore all the ways in which the poem connects with the reader. How is it connecting to the reader?

         Offering choice allows students to see the way the text is built up, brick by brick. Students need just a few ‘choice bricks’ to help them build a meaningful interpretation. The principle of chucking everything at them and seeing what sticks isn’t always the best one. I prefer to give students three or four precise words to explain an effect, impact or choice as a starting point. Time will allow them to do this automatically themselves, but in the meantime they need our guidance, support and instruction.

         Verse and free verse

         The form of poetry can be tricky to explain. Explain why the writer used a dramatic monologue. Umm … they wanted to make it dramatic, and they wanted to make it a monologue. It is sometimes hard to explore the use of form. That’s probably why we spend a lot of time telling students why the writer used a sonnet, a dramatic monologue or a haiku to express their love. I find it is often more meaningful to look at the distinctions between verse and free verse.

         
            • Verse – organised/regular/planned/structured/trapped/concrete/systematic/thoughtful.

            • Free verse – disorganised/irregular/spontaneous/unrestricted/abstract/unsystematic/thoughtless.

         

         Relate this to the poem ‘London’ and we see that the tight use of verse and the form of four-line stanzas could reflect the sense of entrapment. There is a rigid structure at the heart of London: people are manacled to one way of thinking, and misery is systematic; there is a higher power causing it.

         On the alternative side, we have free verse and Walt Whitman’s ‘After the Sea-Ship’.

         
            
               After the Sea-Ship 

            

            
               After the sea-ship, after the whistling winds,

               After the white-gray sails taut to their spars and ropes,

               Below, a myriad myriad waves hastening, lifting up their necks,

               Tending in ceaseless flow toward the track of the ship,

               Waves of the ocean bubbling and gurgling, blithely prying,

               Waves, undulating waves, liquid, uneven, emulous waves,

               Toward that whirling current, laughing and buoyant, with curves,

               Where the great vessel sailing and tacking displaced the surface,

               Larger and smaller waves in the spread of the ocean yearnfully flowing,

               The wake of the sea-ship after she passes, flashing and frolicsome under the sun,

               A motley procession with many a fleck of foam and many fragments,

               Following the stately and rapid ship, in the wake following.8

            

         

         ‘After the Sea-Ship’ lacks the rigid structure and form of ‘London’; the sea is unpredictable and the men on the ship are at its mercy. The poem presents the sea as playful and we might conclude that the use of free verse reflects that playfulness with its varying lines and false ending. ‘Under the sun’ seems a natural end point, yet Whitman carries on.

         Both poets present man as subject to some higher power: the playful sea and the manacles of the mind. The use of verse reflects the ideology. Man is in awe of nature in Whitman. He is at the mercy of societal control in Blake.

         Rhyme

         Students can have a complex relationship with rhyme. The younger ones tend to gravitate towards poetry that rhymes, yet analysis of the rhyme rarely features in their exploration.

         
            • Rhyming – unnatural/planned/lyrical.

            • Un-rhyming – natural/spontaneous.

         

         The use of rhyme in ‘London’ is slightly jarring for me. Rhyme is usually upbeat and melodic but here it details unpleasantness and is marginally unsettling, heightening the sadness of the themes. It is only in the last line of the first verse that we are introduced to the misery of the place and its ‘woe’. Blake builds up to this with the harmless ‘street’, ‘flow’ and ‘meet’ and then reveals the poem’s true intent in something of a bathetical manner. The next verse uses rhyme to stress negative words like ‘ban’ and ‘fear’. The third stanza takes this negativity further: ‘cry’, ‘appals’ and ‘sigh’. Only one of the rhyming words isn’t negative. In the last stanza, we get ‘curse’, ‘tear’ and, finally, ‘hearse’. The last word is a negative one.

         Letting students see the choices the poet made is meaningful because it gives them the tools to analyse texts independently. Teaching students to analyse a simile allows them to talk about similes, but it doesn’t get them to explain the reasons behind the choice. Explaining why the poet used a metaphor instead of a simile reveals a more complex understanding and leads you to more detailed reasoning. In ‘London’ simile wouldn’t be sufficiently committed, insufficiently totalitarian. Metaphor gives a more determined and dogmatic viewpoint so there’s no doubting Blake’s opinion. Metaphor provides clarity.

         4. STRIPPED BACK POEMS AND LAYERING

         How you introduce a poem can be important. An emphasis on engagement can neglect the fact that there is such a thing as intellectual engagement. Such an emphasis has meant I’ve seen poems introduced with chocolates and with shocking videos featuring even more shocking acting from the teacher. But not everything needs a stimulus.

         Engagement is a funny thing. I could sit in a meeting looking like I am being bored to tears, but actually I am deep in contemplation. On the outside, I might look like I’d rather be anywhere else. On the inside, I’m thinking of solutions to the age-old problem of whether Year 11 should go on study leave or not. You’d be hard pushed to tell whether I am engaged unless you speak to me. Young children are transparent with their levels of engagement but, as they turn into teenagers, this becomes visibly less apparent. You can’t always tell if a student is engaged fully or not. Teenagers often keep their thoughts to themselves and hide any signs of enjoyment.

         It is always interesting to learn what students enjoy (or not) over the course of the year. You only know this when you talk to them. Imagine every student is showing you their ‘poker face’; they won’t show you their ‘tell’, so you’ll need to dig deeper. True intellectual engagement is not visible, though questions and comments might indicate it. For this reason, I think we need to be cautious about ‘false engagement’. The five hours you spent creating an albatross from toilet roll for your mimed version of ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ could be replaced with five seconds at the photocopier and presenting the text to the students. Engage their brains first and the excitement, fun and joy will be the result of their thinking.

         Approach 1 – the highlights

         When introducing a poem for the first time, what you present to the students is important. Give them the complete text of Tennyson’s ‘In Memoriam’ or Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ and you can imagine the fear and trepidation they feel. As with wine, you sometimes have to decant a poem and let it breathe. Some, however, are more like vodka shots and best ingested quickly.

         Take this poem by Rudyard Kipling. It explores the treatment of old soldiers by various parts of society. Here I have presented some highlights from the poem: a few select lines placed in the order that they appear.

         
            
               Tommy 

            

            
               [1] I went into a public-’ouse to get a pint o’ beer,

                    The publican ’e up an’ sez,“We serve no red-coats here.”

            

            
               [2] I went into a theatre as sober as could be,

                    They gave a drunk civilian room, but ’adn’t none for me;

            

            
               [3] You talk o’ better food for us, an’ schools, an’ fires, an’ all:

                    We’ll wait for extry rations if you treat us rational.

            

            
               [4] An’ it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ anything you please;

                    An’ Tommy ain’t a bloomin’ fool—you bet that Tommy sees!9

            

         

         Having two daughters myself and years of teaching other people’s children under my belt, I am aware of how popular culture is engineered to grab young people’s attention. In the modern age, we have to work harder to get students to notice things. That means blocking out some channels. Over the years, I have watched students analyse texts and they are often drawn to the most obvious parts: the beginning and the end. But there’s meaning in every word, line and verse, so reading parts in isolation helps students to see this clearly.

         If we look at the first line of ‘Tommy’, we see the context of the poem. A solider is refused a drink in a pub. We see that the poem is told from his perspective. We also infer that he lacks education because he has an informal way of speaking. When we look at the second section, we see how he is shunned by people in a theatre. The fact that a ‘drunk civilian’ is allowed entry highlights the ridiculous nature of the way he is treated. The last section contrasts the promises he was given with Tommy’s view of the reality of the situation.

         Looking at a poem in a compartmentalised way helps to build those concrete ideas. It gives students a firm base from which they can explore the poem in greater depth. You can, and there is no problem with it, give students the full poem and get them to analyse it. But this approach helps to structure the reading in a way that secures a clear understanding of the key ideas without students being swamped by swathes of text that needs decoding. It’s similar to the Reader’s Digest10 approach to books: a condensed and reduced version of the text that allows for ease and speed, without removing the key ideas. For us, this approach allows students to get to the heart of the poem and then allows them to develop that understanding when faced with the full text.

         The full poem is here:

         
            
               Tommy 

            

            
               I went into a public-’ouse to get a pint o’ beer,

               The publican ’e up an’ sez, “We serve no red-coats here.”

               The girls be’ind the bar they laughed an’ giggled fit to die,

               I outs into the street again an’ to myself sez I:

                   O it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, go away”;

                  But it’s “Thank you, Mister Atkins”, when the band begins to play,

                  The band begins to play, my boys, the band begins to play,

                  O it’s “Thank you, Mister Atkins”, when the band begins to play.

            

            
               I went into a theatre as sober as could be,

               They gave a drunk civilian room, but ’adn’t none for me;

                They sent me to the gallery or round the music-’alls,

               But when it comes to fightin’, Lord! they’ll shove me in the stalls!

                  For it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, wait outside”;

                  But it’s “Special train for Atkins” when the trooper’s on the tide,

                  The troopship’s on the tide, my boys, the troopship’s on the tide,

                  O it’s “Special train for Atkins” when the trooper’s on the tide.

            

            
               Yes, makin’ mock o’ uniforms that guard you while you sleep

               Is cheaper than them uniforms, an’ they’re starvation cheap;

               An’ hustlin’ drunken soldiers when they’re goin’ large a bit

               Is five times better business than paradin’ in full kit.

            

            
                  Then it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, ’ow’s yer soul?”

                  But it’s “Thin red line of ’eroes” when the drums begin to roll,

                  The drums begin to roll, my boys, the drums begin to roll,

                  O it’s “Thin red line of ’eroes” when the drums begin to roll.

            

            
               We aren’t no thin red ’eroes, nor we aren’t no blackguards too,

               But single men in barricks, most remarkable like you;

               An’ if sometimes our conduck isn’t all your fancy paints,

               Why, single men in barricks don’t grow into plaster saints;

                  While it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, fall be’ind”,

                  But it’s “Please to walk in front, sir”, when there’s trouble in the wind,

                  There’s trouble in the wind, my boys, there’s trouble in the wind,

                  O it’s “Please to walk in front, sir”, when there’s trouble in the wind.

            

            
               You talk o’ better food for us, an’ schools, an’ fires, an’ all:

               We’ll wait for extry rations if you treat us rational.

               Don’t mess about the cook-room slops, but prove it to our face

               The Widow’s Uniform is not the soldier-man’s disgrace.

            

            
                  For it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Chuck him out, the brute!”

                  But it’s “Saviour of ’is country” when the guns begin to shoot;

                  An’ it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ anything you please;

                  An’ Tommy ain’t a bloomin’ fool—you bet that Tommy sees!11

            

         

         Of course, I would then look at the poem in more detail. Having made the starting point clear, I then get students to see what is added in the rest of the text. How does it link? Does the text support, build on, challenge or contradict what has been revealed already?

         Approach 2 – methodical reading

         By the time students get to secondary school, a lot of assumptions are made about their reading skills. We automatically assume that they will be able to read. This approach – methodical reading – is one I use to help students, and it combats something that a lot of teachers are guilty of doing: neglecting gaps in understanding. All too often, we tell students to focus on the ‘gist’ of a text and not to worry about the bits they don’t understand. We gloss over the problem areas and hope that through osmosis, symbiosis or something else ending in ‘osis’12 the student gets the poem. This approach combats that and it reflects the way I tend to approach all texts, and I’ve done this little experiment with hundreds of English teachers. Take the poem below and annotate it, as you normally would (unless this is a library book).

         
            
               The Kraken 

            

            
               Below the thunders of the upper deep;

               Far, far beneath in the abysmal sea,

               His antient13, dreamless, uninvaded sleep

               The Kraken sleepeth: faintest sunlights flee

               About his shadowy sides: above him swell

               Huge sponges of millennial growth and height;

                And far away into the sickly light,

               From many a wondrous grot and secret cell

               Unnumber’d and enormous polypi

               Winnow with giant arms the slumbering green.

               There hath he lain for ages and will lie

               Battening upon huge seaworms in his sleep,

               Until the latter fire shall heat the deep;

               Then once by man and angels to be seen,

               In roaring he shall rise and on the surface die.14

            

         

         I have seen many different types of analysis, including some pretty bizarre ones. The way we annotate a text reveals something about how we read. There are a few common approaches:

         
            • line by line

            • spotting techniques

            • questioning

         

         They are all acceptable processes for what is essentially decoding a text. And, they are all fine for mature, sophisticated readers like yourself. The line-by-line method suggests that the reader is meticulous and mechanical and possibly doesn’t see the whole text but instead a puzzle to unlock. They might stop reading when they are faced with a bit they don’t get. The spotting techniques method reveals a focus on the immediate features, which can fail to engage with the content, ideas and meaning of a text. This reader will be great at noting points about a text but will fail to develop these. The questioning method shows engagement with the ideas. I often walk around during a mock exam to see how students engage with a text, and I look at the papers afterwards. Their annotations tell us so much. How close they are. And how far away.

         We have to explicitly model how to read, yet there isn’t a uniform process for reading a poem. Children go from one teacher to another, adopting their way, or cobble something together themselves. You can see how this has the potential to cause confusion. In my current school we follow a standardised methodology for reading a text.

         
            1 Spot things we don’t understand (words, lines, phrases).

            2 Summarise what the text is about. Then answer the following questions.

            3 What is the purpose of the text? For poetry, we’d rephrase it to: what is the message of the poem?

            4 What is the reader supposed to think and feel?

            5 What is interesting about the language choices made by the writer?

            6 What connections are there between parts of the text? What else does this connect to outside the lesson?

         

         For me, this method has been transformational. Because students are starting from a point of inexperience, it is easier for them to begin with what they don’t understand than what they do. The number of hands that go up when I ask a class what they don’t understand about a poem far outweighs the number when I pose the antithetical question. You create a shared exploration with the first question: we are working this thing out together. At this point you can also assess understanding and clarify meaning. Occasionally, something challenges your assumptions. I had one student struggle with the word ‘trial’, something that I would have assumed they’d know. They weren’t familiar with it. We can’t start the reading by assuming we know where the gaps in knowledge are. The other beauty of this approach is that it takes little preparation. You just need a copy of the poem on a sheet of paper or a PowerPoint slide.

         Approach 3 – mystery

         ‘There’s been a … murdah! I mean murder.’ That’s how I introduce Robert Browning’s poem ‘Porphyria’s Lover’. I reveal the poem one section at a time, asking students to tell me what happened, who has been murdered and why.

         
            
               [1] The rain set early in to-night,

                    The sullen wind was soon awake,

                    It tore the elm-tops down for spite,

                    And did its worst to vex the lake:

                    I listened with heart fit to break.
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