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Motes on Teaching Children to Write Poetry
By Aleda Shirley

Introduction

Wriie Ideas is a sares of 10 shon video
axercises designed o spark the imagi-
nation of children, 1o help them find
clever, wacky, anticing ideas o wriba
about. These axercises are based on
rmy exparience of fve years as a poel-
in-residenca in the Jeflerson County
Schoaols in Loulsville, Kentucky. During
that period, | worked with more than
3,000 shudenis and rmore than 100
teachors. | hanie alss hed soveral work-
shops for teachers—workshops whose
parpase was i halp lachars Dather
use craative writing technigues in the
classroom.

Write ldeas is a compacdt, vided varsion
of the techniguas | vsed with studants
of all ages; this booklst attempls 1o cod-
ity the techniquas that spananed thou-
sands of vilrant poems aboul wilanan
human expariances; | hopea they will do
tha sama for you.

Thara are two indispansable books a
teacher intenested in 18aching creative
wiriting should look ower. Writlen by a
Mew York poat named Hennath Koch,
they are Wishas, Liss and Dreams and
Ross, Where Did You Gel Thal Red?
(You also may find his other books, [
fever Toid Anybody and Sisaping on
the Wing, helpiul.) Koch's books—his
revoiutionary ideas about the teaching
of poatry o young people—have baan
imvaleable to me. He gave ma confi-

dince whien | wias ingxperienced, deas
whan | was blank, ancouragemanl when
| it it. Sineca my first classas, |
have developed many of my own ideas
and modified those of his that | still use.
You can do the Samd

Whal lollows is a descriplion of a typesal
postry lesson. This i both 4 pictuns ol
whal worked for ma and an exploration
of how you can incorporats the Wiile
ideas exercises inlo kssons of your
OWTL

Introducing Poetry
to Young People

Bafore | begin working with any growp of
siudents, | ask them io forget everything
anyona alse has ever told them about
podatny, 1o imagine thelr minds are a
chalkboard and they e erasing every-
thing on it about poetry. | explain how
wi'ne going lo talk a lithe while each day
about somathing and then N'm going io
ask them 1o willd Soma Sonbencas
about what wa'vwe discussed, After
hery v wirithaan thakr papars., | axplan

b | willl collact thiem {1 inténtionally re-
far o tham as “papars,” nol poems) and
read thiom all aboud.,

This may seem a strange way 1o bagin
a poatry unit, but | have tound it efec-
v, Students shand with our Cultung in
general a distrust—and oflen an aves-
sion—bo poetry, and | think it crucial 1o
lot them know, eary on, that you are nol

expaecting them fo write the sacchaning
daggeral so many children’s books offer
L &5 poadry.

My poetry lessons generally last alboul
45 minutes each. Your lessons may
wvary: If you have a small class [say,
fenwar than 20 studants) of very young
studenis, the seasion somelimes wil
taka 10 minutas or kess. H you quickly
introduce the Write ideas video, show
thar spat (which takes about three man-
utes), discuss the poetry idea for aboud
10 to 15 minutes, have the students
write for anothar 15, and conclude with
reading aach paper aloud, your kesson
will run about 45 minules as weall,

Following Up
on the “Write Idea”

In the video, | axplain tha “wrile dea”
("Colors™ or “Tha Third Eya”), offer éx-
amples, and tell the students o wribs
saveral long and detailad serences
that occur to tham as & rasull of thinking
about and playing with the idea. Follow-
ing the wideo, you can solicit axamplas
from your students. Many teachers
have expressed their fear thal they
won| be able to think of axamplas. For
thiz thare = an easy solution: Simply
raad 1o the class children's poams frofm
Koch's books of from other anthologias
of student work (ofien avalabde from
your slabe’s arts council). Explain how
these poema wara writlen on tha sama
sulbjact by kids thelr cvwn age.
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Next, ask your students o write diown
their own ideas on the topic. Tell them
ol 1o worry about neatness or spalling.
Students, especially youngar ones, will
spend all thair time fretiing about how 1o
spell a word (and will drive you crazy
asking) H you don't insist from tha be-
ginning that thiry sound out words as
best they can. (If you want 1o have tham
copy and comect their papers—and
thius hona thedr editing skills—you can
hawve them do this al a later time.) IT's
imporiant that they feel maximum free-
dom and minimum pressure while com-
posing. Other culiural préssurnes ane al-
ready inhibiting them enough; you don't
wani 1o add another one.

As your students write, walk around e
room, praising and encouraging their af-
forts, helping those students who are
Shuck, urging those who write quickly 1o
add anather sentence or two. When a
student is stuck, | usually ask spacific
quastions about the poelry idea (8.9.,
What is your tavorile colorT What is
something which i thal color? Where
ard wihen did you see i17). The answars
o these questions can bacome Sei-
tences for the student to write down.

Generally | have my students write for
abhowt 15 minutes, bul you will want to
judge for yoursedl. You'l be able 1o tell
whean mast of your studants are fnish-
ing up. Collect the papers and read
aach ane out loud. Give your students
tha option of having thair names read
aloud. This option is very important:
Many children can write frealy only
whan their anonymity is assured. Praise
all the papers exiravagantly.

Praise

| canmnod stress encugh the imponance
of praising the students’ efforts, | try 1o
complimant each child in an intensa,
spacific way al beast once during a
week of writing lessons. | praise the
class collactively aach day. The only
time | criticize any child is when it's
clear that child Is not irying at all (for in-
slance, a chikd who refuses to write),
when a paper is unkind to anothar stu-
dant, or whan a papes ConCemns some-
thing | feal is inappropriate.

Definitions of what is inappropriate will
differ from person io parson; | myseli

refuse to read exiremely gory papers,
papars that doal with the more private

of bathroom activities, sexual descrip-
tions that menit more than a G rating,
and political solutions that include vig-
lence to public figures. When | ancoun-
ter this kind of papar—and | do, though
ficd esually moes Ian ong oF two a
class—I calmly explain to the class that
1 am not interested in thess things, that
the world is full of other, exciting things
1o write about. If a child refuses 1o write,
I oifer the option of copying pages out
of the dictionary, Thus far, cut of more
than 3,000 siudanis, nona has opbed for
the transcriplion of Webslar's.

Students nood b understand that thixr
poams will not ba graded. Tell them
they will do fine as long as they iry. If
youl maest gracke thism, make it an A or F
situation (i.e., any student who tries
receives a good mark),

Rhyme

Many teachers ask me whether siu-
dants should be encouraged o fhymme
their poams or be taught poatic forms
such as the halku and limerick. Al the
risk of sounding dogmatic, | give you
my answer: Mo, Instructors of the wisual
arts oo nol begin Instruction by de-

manding drattsmanlike SXills of perspec-

tive and shadow; similarly, we shoukd
not ask students with little exposure fo
poatry o begin with dificull pootic
forms. Think about it: If somacns asked
yioul o write & poem and insisted that it
rhyme, you would mast likely worny
more about coming wp with wonds that
rhymed than about saying something
truly important o you.

The “Un-poetic”

Yiou will no doubt receise, al east n the
beginning, some papers that strile you
as decidedly un-postic, Like it or not,
our childnen live in a workd of tast lood
rastawrants and basketball, wideo
games and situation comedies, sports
cars and name-brand shirts. They will
write about these things because these
things are important to them.

And, though somatimes
I'm comdnced that |
will go stark raving
mad if | read
0N Mo

word about a nearby amusemant park,
IFm also convinced it is important | &c-
copt what the students write. if a child
can begin o notice the glint of sunlight
off the hood of a Corvette, parhaps he
of shia will notica the yellow leaves of a
tulip poplar and the bright lorsythia
along backyard fences. When | el
them the yeliowes! yellow I've ever
so0n s the mustand on a quarier-pound
hamburger, the purplest purple a bruise
i got in & skating mishap, | see palpable
redief pass across my students’ faces.
this won't be so dumb after all.”

Surprises

Be prepared for surprises. The most
grafifying thing about teaching children
about poetry has been seeing the chil-
dran it touched—against all odds. |
have saan chidngn who were baraly
able to write caich fire from poetry and
create baautiful images. | have seen
mathematically or scientifically inclined
children reveal a draamy, lendar Sensi-
bility that surprised their teachers and
thiair paranis, | have saen whal we
woukd have called in another efa “juve-
nike delinquents™ turn anownd and bagin
attacking ofher subpects with the same
enthusiasm they feel for poatry. These
soris of miracles do not happen aveny-
day, mind you; for most children it is a
wiorthwhibe, fuf exparoncs thal, mons
and thidr aftiudes lowand lilerature,

The Programs

What follows is a description of each of
tha 10 programs, or “write ideas.” Theay
derive not only from Kenneth Koch's
theories and rmy ideas, but also from my
expariences with students, the poems
and other piecas they wrote, and what |
learned from—and my friendships
with—the teachens | worked with.
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| Program Materials from KET, The Kentucky Network

1: Colors

Aleda ashs your sludents 1o think of dif-
ferent colors they have seen. Which of
thosa seemed the most vibram? What

is the reddest red, the greenast green

thing they have ever encountered?

These questions make for & good first-
day writing assignmant. As your stu-
dients write, encourage them o be de-
tailed, 1o tell you where they ware whan
they encountarad the greenest grean,
e they fielt, what else was going on,
when they saw that blue swimming
pool, that red apple, that white ghost.

2: The Third Eye

Aleda tells your students that the third
oy0 is samply an oye that can soo things
thisir regular eyes can't see. Their regu-
lar @yes may e the chalkboard with
work o N thir third enyes can Sea tha
past, the futwre, even things that dont
exisl. Insist that your students be spe-
cific; i their third eyes can ses through
thia wall or can sea what thay'ra going
1o be when they grow up, make tham
tiall you what they see.

3: Wishes

Aleda asks your students 1o wrile sev-
aral hong, detailed sanfencas aboud thair
wishes—their unusual, crazy, even
weird wishes. This is probably the sim-
plest of the poelry ideas—good for a
rainy day or a reward. Bui even though
it's simple, don't led students gel by with
simiply listing all the presents they want

4: Animals

What doas it beal ke 1o be an animal’?
Aleda lets your students choosa any
animal they want and imagine what I's
like being that animal—and then writing
lots of lang, detailed sentences aboud
their ideas, What does the animal ook
like? Whare doas it Ive? How does it
sound? Whal makes it happy? What
makas if sad?

5: Letter to the
Moon

Daar Mr./Ms. Moon ... Aleda tells your

students that thay suddanly have tha
power 1o talk to the moon. In their lat-
tiers 10 the moon, they might ted the
o about things it resembles on
Earth, or ask it some quesiions about
how it feals, or porhaps toll it somathing
about themsalves.

You might adapt this exercise by allow-
ing students 1o write a letter to any
haavenly body they choose.

6: Seeing Music

Mitch joins Aleda to play some instru-
mental music for your students. Thair
job is to writa down what they see when
they listen 1o the music or imagine what
the music would be if it were nol music
(1., would it be & person? a ree? a dif-
ferent part of the world7).

You can repeat this exercise by bring-
ing in instrumantal music. Select a
piece that is very different from what
thery've heard on Write ideas and that
is not something they are familiar with,
Classical music or jarz works well.

7: Simultaneous
Events

With this “write idea,” Aleda wanis your
studants to imagine things that might be
going an at this very minute, whila they
are walching the show and writing thdr
SOMMBNCES, in other places. They are
fress b0 imagine what is happeaning at
their house or al the shopping mall, or
thery can range farther afield and imag-
ing what's happening on the South Pole
or in Venice, italy. As you encourage
tham with thair writings, ask them 10 b
specific in thair imaginings, 1o describe
what sights there ane to sea, what
sounds to hear, how people are leeling,

what ciothes thay are wearing.

8: Quiet Times

in this quiet exercise, Aleda tells your
students to think about the times in their
livess oF the times ey can imagine that
seem most quied 1o them. Aleda
siresses thal these times only have 1o
soam quint 1o them. She also siresses
that the students axplain 10 you, in their
sentences, why il seemed so quiat.

9: Being Things

Algda pratends sha no longer wanis o
b a parson, that she would rathar ba
&an inanimate object. She chocses 1o be
a clock. She describes hersell and how
she fespds, using lots of details and com-
paring herself 1o a wide variety of fime-
pleces. Students are asked 1o chooso
an object they'd like 10 ba and then to
ba it

10: Negative
Imagery

Aleda's “write idea” this time sounds
complicated, but it isni—it's aasy and
fun. She simply asks your students to
salect any object and describe what it
&N, rather than whai i is; 1o el whai it
can't do, rather than what il can do. The
clasaroom, for example, |3 & room with
four walls, a door, and a pencil shar-
panar. i iBn'1 a command post for a
spaceship going to Mars, an aquarium
with sharks swimming in f; it cant
scream “Shut up™ when the class gets
100 nolsy or wear make-up on its brick
wialls,
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Aleda Shidey is a poet who spent mone
than five years teaching creative wrifing
1o young people in the Joferson County
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her residency with the Jefferson County
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the Ans and Education Summer Insti-
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for the Arts. Her first book of poairy,
Chinese Architecturs, was published by
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first published in If the Moon Has Ears
To Haar Me published by the Office of
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In-School Programs from KET,
The Kentucky Network

Write Ideas is one selection from an extensive library of in-school pro-
grams offered on videocassette by KET, The Kentucky Network. If
you're looking for high-interest, imaginative programming that will get
children excited about learning, please call or write us at KET. We'd like
to talk to you about some of the other fine series we offer:

Universe & | 22, 20-minute earth and space
science programs for grades 6-9

Arts Express 20, 15-minute arts programs
for ele mentary students

Word Feathers 32, 15-minute reading readi-
ness programs for grades 1-2

Math Country 30, 15-minute beginning math
programs for grades 2-3

Telling Tales 8, 15-minute folktales that offer
reading motivation for elemen-
tary students

Wirite or call today to receive a KET
catalog absolutely free!

INEIT

The Kentucky EWE Rd., Suite 213 '
Network Lexinglon, KY 40502-1311 |
(800) 354-9067

In Kentucky: (606) 233-3000 \




