Poetry & Grammar

By Geoff Barton

When I started teaching I treated poetry as a shrine up to which I expected students to tiptoe, genuflect and worship. It was all a bit Dead Poet’s Society, if you know what I mean. For some students this worked a treat. I still recall the Year 10 girl who after reading Philip Larkin’s “To the Sea” told me that it contained a colour scheme of reds, whites and blues and that this underscored its essential Englishness.

For many others, though, it was all much more passive, overly analytical and probably off-putting.

That’s why I subscribe to the idea that working with texts should usually encourage students to take on the role of active writers rather than passive readers. One of my favourite approaches is to give them ‘bad’ models – rewritten versions of texts that aren’t actually very good. You then ask them in pairs or groups to see how they can improve the text and to give you a commentary on the changes they make.

This relates grammar and lexical changes directly to effect.

At random: a quick dodgy rewrite of Ted Hughes’ first few lines of “Hawk Roosting” in which he enacts the fascist mind-set of a hawk, er, roosting:

The hawk sat at the top of the wood with its eyes closed.

No movement and no false thoughts

Between its sharp head and vicious claws:

In its sleep it rehearsed eating and killing perfectly.

It’s all a bit lame, don’t you think?

So let’s encourage students to think about the point of view: what if we shift it from third person (it) to second (you) or first (I)?

Explore tense: what if you fast-forward it to the present tense?

Then what about adding more unexpectedness, more drama to the vocabulary? Which words feel predictable and don’t earn their place on the page?

This is good collaborative stuff, with students presenting their versions of the poem on an OHP, talking about the changes they have decided upon, being nudged to use increasingly specific terms to describe both the changes and their effects.

This remains the heart of English – students actively responding to a text, sharpening their own judgements, building linguistic confidence. And then, when they get to look at the original poem, they will be so much more involved because they have already explored their own versions:

I sit in the top of the wood, my eyes closed.

Inaction, no falsifying dream

Between my hooked head and hooked feet:

Or in sleep rehearse perfect kills and eat.

It’s a reminder also of the way good language teaching builds our response to literature, rather being something separate. The old argument about language versus literature is as outmoded as, say, the style of teaching in Dead Poet’s Society.

