Activities Using Poetry In Speaking Lessons

(Handout from a workshop delivered at the “Developing a Teacher Trainer Network,” Haceteppe Unıversity, 17 February 2004)

The following are descriptions some activities that I have found to be effective when using poetry in my speaking classes for first-year students.  

Lessons should begin, of course, with proper lead-in to the activities such as generating interest, accessing background knowledge and discussing any vocabulary that is needed before students do the activity.  Other vocabulary might be learned during activities, depending on the activity and your objectives.

Activities:

Choose 5-words:

This is especially effective with poems that contain a lot of symbolism. Students should work in groups of 3 or 4.  Ask the students to choose five words that are the most important words in the poem.  All members of the group must agree and be able to explain why the group chose those words and what they contribute to the meaning of the poem. They must choose exactly five words and not phrases.  When the students have chosen their words, each group should write their list on the board.  

The teacher tallies how many times each word is chosen and finds the "winners."  Then, looking at the results, ask members of different groups why they chose the words they did, etc..  Did people choose the words for the same reason?  Did they assign the same meanings to the words?   Is there anything in common about the words that are chosen, etc..

Divide and translate:

Take a poem written in the local language (Turkish).  

Divide it into parts of about 4 or 5 lines.  Have several copies of each part and color code them (green, blue, etc..) with markers.  

Divide the class into groups of 3 or 4.  

Give out parts of the poem so there are several groups that have the same part.  Students work together to translate their part into English.  

Then they get together with the other group(s) that had the same color parts and see if their translations are the same.  They work to come to agreement on the translation.  When they have agreed, they write their section on the board.  

When the entire poem is on the board, the teacher works as the "editor," checking the translations, and asking clarification questions to the groups.  The teacher can also ask the other students to look for errors in grammar or meaning.   Make any corrections.

Discuss the process as a group, or have students discuss the wrap-up questions in small groups first, then as a large group, depending on time. Wrap up questions could include: 

Which sections were the most difficult to translate?  Why?  Do you feel that the meaning comes clear in another language? Is there anything that just can't be translated exactly into English?  Why?  What got lost in translation?  What are the benefits and disadvantages of translating poetry into other languages?  

People may have a negative reaction to doing translation in class.  This seems very "old school."  The point of this lesson, however, is not the translation itself, but students practicing using language to argue and negotiate.  They must argue about what the correct translation of a word or phrase is and support their argument.  Be sure that you've already covered the pragmatics of arguing before doing this activity.  They should know how to politely disagree with a classmate and how to support an argument. 

The secondary objective is for students to discover that some things just don't translate, and that this is one of the reasons why it is important to be able to read literature in it's original language.

Put it together:

Take a poem and cut it into pieces so everyone in the class can be given one line of the poem. Or, for less prep time, and dictation practice for your students,  dictate lines of the poem to each student, in random order.  This works well if each line of the poem is half of a sentence.  Students need to put the poem back together.  First, tell them to find the person that has the other part of their phrase by circulating the room.,  When the have found their "other half"  they should raise their hands, and the teacher checks to see if they are correct.  Then they work with their other half to find the phrases that come before and after them until the whole poem is put together.  Students should gradually work to line up in order.  When they are all lined up, they can recite the poem, each person reading their line.  

Note: When the poem has been completed, write it out on the blackboard or OHP because students will want to copy it down.  During the activity, however, encourage students to work orally as much as possible.  Students will want to write the parts of poem as they out it together.  Use your own discretion, depending on the number and level of the students and the difficulty of the poem to determine how much "figuring out" they are allowed to do on paper or blackboard. and how much they must do orally. 

I used “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” for this activity, when I used it around the Christmas holiday.  We enjoyed singing the song after we put it together.  

Acrostic poem:

Learners work in groups of 3 or 4 to write a poem, using the first letters of a phrase.  For example, "Happy New Year" or "Halloween"  

First, ask groups to discuss what mood they want for their poem.  

Then, ask them to brainstorm vocabulary they

When finished, groups separate and form small groups with people from other groups and share their poems, they form groups again and again, reading their poems aloud, until they have heard all the poems. 

Venn Diagrams:

Compare two poems using a graphic organizer of two overlapping circles, circle A and circle B.  Students work with a partner or small group to distinguish which properties such as vocabulary or theme are particular to poem A and put them in circle A, which properties are particular to poem B and put them in circle B, and put the similarities in the section where circle A and circle B overlap. 

Wrap-up as a group, making a class diagram.

Paraphrasing game:  

This idea came from a suggestion one of my students wrote in her journal.  Discuss how people use poetic language to make ideas more interesting, beautiful,  and exciting.  Look at examples of this from a poem or article.  Sports articles are often very expressive and can interest the students who think they aren't interested in poetry.   Give learners a simple phrase-  for example- " It is a beautiful day."  "I love you"  "Fenerbahce beat Besiktas."     Learners work in groups of 3 or 4 for 5 minutes and write as many phrases as they can that express the idea.  The winner is the group that has the most phrases that truly express the meaning.  Wrap up as a large group, putting phrases on the board from the winning team.  Check to make sure the phrases truly express the same idea.   Then have other groups share their favorites of the phrases they wrote.   Play several times with different phrases.  

This activity often makes the point that many idioms cannot be directly translated from one language to another, as learners often write phrases that make sense in their own language, but don't have the same meaning in English. 

Other Possible Activities:

-Remove the articles: Articles are often a problem for learners from an article -free language such as Turkish.  Give a poem with the articles removed and replaced by blanks, and also place blanks before nouns that don't take articles.   Students work with a partner or group of three to decide which article should be used or if no article should be used.

-Metaphor chain- Give students the first word (happiness, love, etc..) One person makes the first simile/metaphor... the next person takes the word they chose and makes a simile/metaphor about it..  etc..  All groups start at the same place.  It's fun to see where they end up.  

eg.. 

Person 1:  Love is like a sunny day.

Person 2 :  A sunny day is a melody.

Person 3;  A melody is like a river flowing.

And you were there- News Correspondent...

This activity should use narrative poems, especially about historical events, The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere, The Charge of the Light Brigade, the Star Spangled Banner, Twas the night before Christmas.  Students prepare an oral presentation.  One student is the anchor person. One is the on-the-scene reporter.  Others are witnesses, bystanders, people in the background, etc.. They present a news report of the event.

-National Anthem Debate: America the Beautiful vs. the Star Spangled Banner

-Debate two poems on a similar theme.  Which one expresses the idea better?

-Change a poem to a different culture/ setting

-Pull out the grammar-  eg.  regular and irregular verbs, or put it in a different tense

-Read poems or speeches aloud, do choral readings

-Tongue twisters for focusing on specific pronunciation problems

-Role play-  students act out a situation from a poem.
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