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Introduction

You don’t have to be able to write in order to write. Or rather, you don’t have to be able to use the written word in order to be creative. Humans have been inventing, feeling, memorising and re-telling stories, songs and poems for thousands of years. And yet the highly specialised techniques of reading and writing are very recent innovations. 

In Britain – the first mass literate society – most people were not really literate before the end of the 19th century. Even today many of our neighbours on this planet will never read a book. 

For most of human history oral literacy has been transmitted by rhythm, rhyme, repetitions, chorus, echo, alliteration and gesture. The music of literature – specifically poetry – is much older than, for example, the rules of spelling and punctuation. They are the common tools of a democratic oral literacy which we all share.

You don’t have to be ‘good’ at literacy in order to access these ancient techniques. Very often children who do not consider themselves to be ‘good at literacy’ are more able to listen to the common music of language. They use their ears.
These activities will provide you with the opportunity to explore these oral traditions and are suitable for all ages and abilities.  They have been organised according to their use in the use classroom, however this is not prescriptive and can be adapted in different ways. 
These activities have been developed by Andy Croft, a poet who has extensive experience of working in schools and a member of the Write Team project creative team. 
Starter or Warm up Activities
Hey Harry! 

Pupils sit in a circle; the first pupil turns to their neighbour on the right and says: ‘Hey Harry!’ Their neighbour replies ‘What Harry?’ to which the first pupil replies ‘Tell Harry’. The second pupil (the neighbour) then initiates the same exchange with the pupil to their right, ‘Hey Harry!’ in this way the exchange progresses around the circle of pupils. When spoken with sufficient focus and speed a distinctive rhythm and momentum develops. No changes or hesitations allowed. If a pupil makes a mistake or hesitates they are called Pig…Fat Pig …Big Fat Pig, instead of Harry.

Red, Blue & Green

Pupils to sit in a circle and are asked to say one of the following three colours: Red, Blue and Green. They must not use a colour which has just been said before them.

Engaging with, and creating rhyming verse
Adapting well-known rhymes

1. I Spy Rhymes

An improvisation exercise in finding hidden rhymes. It can be used in the classroom as a game, as a starter-activity or as a model for individual, group or whole-class writing

Learning Objectives

· Learning to concentrate when listening for a specific purpose
· Learning to recognise links between words (word families and roots) and the link in sounds between words

· Learning to anticipate and collaborate, share ideas and solve problems as a group

Description of Activity

Poets don’t play traditional I Spy. They play Poets I Spy, because poets write with their ears, they start the game with ‘I hear with my little ear’.

To begin this activity ask your class the riddle, ‘What is orange and sounds like a parrot?’ (Answer: A carrot!) Explain that ‘sounds like’ also means ‘sounds the same as’ which also can mean ‘rhymes with’.

Choose some objects in the class-room for which there are easy rhymes within your pupils’ vocabulary (chair/ bear, pencil/stencil, clock/smelly sock etc). Then you start the game by saying, ‘I can hear with my little ear something that sounds like a bear’. Some of your pupils will get the joke and hear the rhyme for ‘chair’ immediately. Others will need several examples before they can join in.

When you think that everyone understands the game, you can play it like a game in which the person who successfully guesses one riddle asks the next.

Things to Remember
· You have to be able to see the objects as well as ‘hear’ them. 

· Two syllable rhymes are often easier to hear because there are fewer possibilities (stencil/pencil, fable/table, feeling/ceiling, creature/teacher etc).

· Once you have rhymed with all the inanimate objects in the room you can rhyme with words like noses, ears, shoes, boys, girls, teeth, bums, toes etc. Then you can include the names of your pupils (‘I can hear with my little ear something that sounds like a granny - Danny!’ etc) 

Developing the activity

Once you are confident that the pupils have recognised the rhyme. Ask the pupils to make a list of rhyming pairs based on what they can see in the classroom. For example:
Mug - Jug

Pen - Hen

Ceiling - Feeling

Then you can start to construct a poem from these rhyming pairs

‘If you look in our classroom and use your ears

Suddenly a very strange sight appears

Look over there

There’s a hen on a pen

There’s a sword on the board

There’s some wheat at your feet

There’s a hat on the mat
When the pupils can use this rhythm confidently it can be extended by adding more description and polysyllabic words. For example;

There’s a bat in a hat sitting on the mat

There’s an incredible creature sitting with the teacher.

2. Little Jack Horner
An improvisation exercise in rhythm and rhyme, anticipation and listening. It can be used as a starter-activity or as a model for individual, group or whole-class writing. 

Learning Objectives

· Learning to develop a feel for rhythm of language

· Learning to have fun with the sounds of words

· Learning to concentrate when listening for a specific purpose
· Learning to recognise links between words (word families and roots) and the link in sounds between words

· Learning to anticipate and collaborate, share ideas and solve problems as a group

Description of Activity
You begin by reciting the nursery rhyme Little Jack Horner but change the last line of the verse and then invite the pupils to find the next rhyme, in order to develop a call and response extension of the verse as follows:

Little Jack Horner

Sat in the corner

Eating his Christmas pie

He put in his thumb

And pulled out a plum

But the plum was too big 

So he swallowed a …pig

But the pig was too pink

So he swallowed a …sink

The teacher can control the pupils responding rhyme in order to avoid repetition and ensure the suggestions are plausible through using either ‘a’ or ‘some’ as well as preparing a list of possible rhymes. 

3. Hush Little Baby
Learning Objectives

· Learning to develop a feel for rhythm of language

· Learning to have fun with the sounds of words

· Learning to concentrating when listening for a specific purpose
· Learning to recognise links between words (word families and roots) and the link in sounds between words

· Learning to anticipate and collaborate, share ideas and solve problems as a group

Description of Activity 

You begin by reciting the first three verses of the lullaby ‘Hush Little Baby, Don’t Say a Word’:

Hush little baby, don’t say a word 

Daddy’s going top buy you a mockingbird;

And if that mocking bird don’t sing.

Daddy’s going to buy you a diamond ring;

And if that diamond ring don’t shine,

Daddy’s going to buy you a -’

Pretend you can’t remember what comes next. Ask your pupils if they can suggest what Daddy might buy next for the baby. To complete the line they have fill in the missing two beats with three or four syllables (eg ‘silver mine’ or ‘bottle of wine’). This gives you the subject of the next couplet for which you supply the first line and your pupils the rhyme. 

Example

(Teacher) And if that diamond ring don’t shine,

(Kids) 
    Daddy’s going to buy you a bottle of wine;

(Teacher) And if that bottle of wine is drunk,

(Kids)      Daddy’s going to buy you a smelly skunk;

(Teacher) And if that smelly skunk’s too clean

(Kids)      Daddy’s going to buy you a washing machine;

(Teacher) And if that washing machine won’t spin

(Kids)      Daddy’s going to buy you a wheelie-bin…

Things to Remember
Avoid repeating a rhyme you have already used (or you will go round in circles). You must control the rhyme scheme so that you are giving your pupils rhymes within their vocabulary; this means you must say the first line of each couplet.  

If at first your pupils find this hard, you can funnel their responses towards the rhyme by giving them all but the last word of the line (e.g., ‘And if that grizzly bear’s too fat / Daddy’s going to buy you a pussy -’, or ‘And if that pussy cat’s asleep / Daddy’s going to buy you a flock of -’)
4. The Hungry Poet
An exercise in rhyme and anti-rhyme. It can be used in the classroom as a game, as a starter-activity or as a model for individual, group or whole-class writing. 
Learning Objectives
· Learning to be more imaginative and creative using rhyme

· Learning to develop an ear for language

· Learning to recognise links between words (word families and roots) and the link in sounds between words

Description of Activity
Did you know that poets - especially rhyming poets - are always hungry? This is because they are not allowed to eat or drink anything that rhymes. If they eat bread they end up dead; if they eat cheese, they get hairy knees; if they eat butter, they st-st-st-st-stutter.
Prepare half a dozen foods and drinks for which there are lots of easy rhymes (meat, juice, chips, carrots, spaghetti). Ask them what they think will happen to a rhyming poet if they try to eat one of these. See how many ingenious rhymes they can find. Then move on down the menu. 

When you have run out of food and drink, ask your class if they can think of anything that poets can eat (apart from pizzas, burgers and oranges). 

Things to Remember
You can try many variations on this, e.g., the countries that poets are not allowed to visit, the colours they are not allowed to wear, the pets they cannot keep, he jobs they cannot take, the football teams they cannot support, etc. 

Writing a Poem

An exercise in rhyme and narrative poetry, this will help pupils become familiar with the lay-out (structure) of a poem as well as learning how to write poetry that rhymes as well as makes sense. It can be used as a classroom game, a starter-activity or as a model for individual, group, or whole-class writing. 

Learning Objectives

· Learning to be more imaginative and creative using rhyme

· Learning to complete a task, imagine, create and structure a poem

· Learning to anticipate and collaborate, share ideas and solve problems as a group

· Learning to hypothesise, speculate, evaluate and solve problems about complex issues

Description of Activity

Make a list of words on the board that rhyme with for example, door. Point out the different ways of making the same sound. Point out the two and three syllable rhymes. E.g. Labrador, Matador, Minotaur etc. 

Ask the pupils to do the same with words such as cat, write these on the board and discuss the interesting rhymes.

Ask the pupils to write a silly story about a cat using as many of these words. Every time they use a rhyme they have to start a new line.  Read and enjoy.

Repeat with a different one-syllable word e.g. bear.

Writing on the board, start to mix the two word banks alternating rhymes. For example:

There once was a cat

Who was friends with a bear

The cat wore a hat

And the bear had no hair. 

Things to remember
Make sure the words you give your pupils have good rhyming potential. Prepare lists of rhyming words you can give them if they are stuck.

Don’t allow your pupils to get away with half rhymes (‘gone’ and ‘song’, ‘mess’ and useless’ etc)

Every time you use one of the rhyming words you have to start a new line.

Another strategy for writing a whole class poem is to use pupils’ knowledge of colloquial phrases on a particular subject to generate the first line of a poem. For example, phrases about love and attraction: She’s so fit, He’s so tasty, Good enough to eat, She’s sweet,  

My Mate Martin

An exercise using alliteration and narrative. It can be used in the classroom as a game, as a starter-activity or as a model for individual, group or whole-class writing. 

Learning Objectives

· Learning to recognise links between words (word families and roots) and the link in sounds between words

· Learning to complete a task, imagine, create and structure a poem

· Learning to collaborate, share ideas and solve problems as a group

Description of Activity
Ask someone to choose a letter of the alphabet. Ask someone else to think of a name beginning with this letter. You then improvise a sentence abut this person, using as many words as possible that begin with this letter (eg, ‘My mate Martin is mostly mad about motors and marmalade’). 

Divide your pupils into small groups and give them two minutes to write another sentence about Martin using as many words beginning with the letter ‘m’ as possible. 

You use as many of these words as you can to write a long sentence about Martin on the board. Start a new line every time you have used two ‘m’ words.
For example:
My mate Martin 

Is mostly mad 

About motors and marmalade;

Did Martin murder

Mrs Milligan?

Or was it the mellow mule

Who made off with the meat?

My oh my,

My mate Martin.

Now let your pupils pick their own letters; give them ten minutes to write the longest silly alliterative narrative poem in the world. 

Things to Remember
The sound of the words is more important than the actual letters. So you can permit 

Colin the kangaroo, Sally the cygnet and Jack the giant, but not Graham the giant. 

Links to the Primary Framework

These ideas provide enjoyable, motivating and useful activities which can be fitted into the poetry units indicated below. They would also be very useful as activities to promote creativity and to develop vocabulary. 

Primary Framework Literacy Framework 

Year 3 

Poetry Unit 1 – Poems to Perform 

Poetry Unit 3 – Language Play 

Year 4 

Poetry Unit 1 – Exploring Form 

Year 5

Poetry Unit 1 – Poetic Style: word play, rhyme, metaphor, word choice. 

Poetry Unit 3 – Choral and Performance

Core Learning in Literacy (by Strand)

Strand 1: Speaking:

Speak competently and creatively for different purposes and audiences reflecting on impact and response

Explore develop and sustain ideas through talk

Strand 2: Listening and Responding

Understand, recall and respond to speakers’ implicit and explicit meanings

Strand 5. Word recognition: decoding (reading) and encoding (spelling)
Read fluently and automatically by using phonic knowledge of grapheme-phoneme correspondences and the skills of blending as their prime approach for decoding unfamiliar words, and thereby:

Build up a store of words that are instantly recognised and understood on sight

Segment words into their constituent phonemes and understand that spelling is the reverse of blending phonemes into words for reading.

Strand 9 – Creating and Shaping Texts

Write independently and creatively for purpose, pleasure and learning.

Make stylistic choices, including vocabulary, literary features and viewpoints or voice

Links to the Programme of Study for English for Key Stage 3
The above activities provide rich opportunities for students to engage with the new National Curriculum Programme of Study for English at both key stages three and four:

Key Stage 3

Key Concepts

1.2 Creativity


b – playing with language


c – using imagination

Key Processes

2.1 Speaking and listening


a-  adapting talk to purpose


j – make contributions in groups

2.3 Writing composition


b – write imaginatively and creatively


d– adapt style and language for purpose

Range and content

3.1 Speaking and listening


b – informal group discussion


c – performance


e – shaping and expressing

3.3 Writing


a – develop ideas


e – write poems

Curriculum opportunities

4.1 Speaking and listening


a – experiment and play with language


c – use speaking and listening to develop their writing

4.3 Writing


a – develop independence in writing


c- play with language

Link to SATs

Opportunities to develop

AF1 Write imaginative, interesting and thoughtful texts

AF7 Select effective and appropriate vocabulary

Key Stage 4

Key Concepts

1.2 Creativity


b – experimenting with language


c – using imagination

Key Processes

2.1 Speaking and listening


a- speak fluently, adapting talk to purpose


j – work purposefully in groups

2.3 Writing composition


a – write imaginatively and creatively


j – draw on their reading and knowledge of literary forms

Range and content

3.1 Speaking and listening


b – informal group discussion


d – exploring and expressing

3.3 Writing


a – develop and sustain ideas


e – write poems

Curriculum opportunities

4.1 Speaking and listening


a – build their confidence


b – solve problems creatively


c – engage in activities that integrate speaking and listening with writing

4.3 Writing


a – develop independence in writing


c- experiment with language

