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1. Introduction

This scheme of work explores transforming the real, everyday experience into metaphor; concreting up the abstract. 

Chrissie Gittins writes poetry, short stories and radio drama.  Her first collection of adult poems is Armature (Arc). Both her children’s poetry collections were shortlisted for the CLPE Poetry Award and I Don’t Want an Avocado for an Uncle (Rabbit Hole) was a PBS ‘Choice’ for the Children’s Poetry Bookshelf. Her first short story collection is Family Connections (Salt). Chrissie’s plays for BBCR4 include Starved for Love, Life Assurance, and Dinner in the Iguanodon. Her second adult poetry collection Optometrist has been accepted by Salt for publication in spring 2009.
2. Starter writing games and quick writing activities

Begin any session by reading some poems followed by a warm up game. Find suggestions for poems to read to young people from the following resources:

The list of children’s poets on the Poetry Archive website www.poetryarchive.org
Books selected by the Children’s Poetry Bookshelf at www.childrenspoetrybookshelf.co.uk
Books shortlisted for the CLPE Poetry Award since it began in 2003 www.clpe.co.uk
Poets who contribute to the Oxfam CD of Children’s Poetry out October 2008

Here are some suggestions for warm up games to start off each session; choose one of these, unless there’s a specific suggestion at the start of a workshop

1. Word Association 

2. Truth, Fantasy, Lie.

Say three pieces of information about yourself - one is true, one is a lie, one is a fantasy. Ask for volunteers to guess which one is which. The children need to include the information from your examples in their answers, so they are not simply saying ‘the first one is’, ‘the second one is’ etc... 

Everyone writes down three pieces of information about themselves – one is true, one is a lie, one is a fantasy. Hide it from your neighbour! You may need to give an explanation of the subtle difference between lie and fantasy.

The person who guesses yours correctly gets to say his or hers and to choose a challenger; the person who guesses that one goes next etc.. The class may need a gentle reminder at first not to specify which is a lie, which is true etc. before they read out. This makes the connection between lying and making things up in our writing.

3) Tin
Pass round the circle a small tin which contains an unidentified object. Ask the children to guess what the object might be. They can shake the tin and smell it. During the first round the children tend to think practically, choosing items which would fit in the tin. Second time around, ask for ideas from their imagination.
Session 1 – Whatif
Aim: To begin a group poem and to write an individual poem.

Opportunity: to explore tone when writing poetry and to be able to distinguish between absurdity, silliness, tragedy and levity. 

Whatif by ??
Last night, while I lay thinking here,
some Whatifs crawled inside my ear
and pranced and partied all night long
and sang their same old Whatif song:
Whatif I'm dumb in school?
Whatif they've closed the swimming pool?
Whatif I get beat up?
Whatif there's poison in my cup?
Whatif I start to cry?
Whatif I get sick and die?
Whatif I flunk that test?
Whatif green hair grows on my chest?
Whatif nobody likes me?
Whatif a bolt of lightning strikes me?
Whatif I don't grow tall?
Whatif my head starts getting smaller?
Whatif the fish won't bite?
Whatif the wind tears up my kite?
Whatif they start a war?
Whatif my parents get divorced?
Whatif the bus is late?
Whatif my teeth don't grow in straight?
Whatif I tear my pants?
Whatif I never learn to dance?
Everything seems swell, and then
the nighttime Whatifs strike again!

1) Using Shel Silverstein’s poem Whatif (A Light in the Attic), ask four students to read half of the poem each so that it is read twice in four voices. Discuss the possible nationality of the poet and the words in the poem which would suggest his nationality. 

2) Put the title Whatif on a flipchart and ask for about five suggested lines. Then ask everyone to write down a first line. In pairs think of a line, say it to your partner and write your own line down. When the group has written for about ten minutes ask each student to share their two most favourite lines, reading round the circle one line at a time. Having heard other students’ lines, write for another five minutes, quietly, adding to your list.

3) For the second draft think about the tone of each line and which lines you want next to each other. You can take a vote on the tone of the lines from Silverstein’s poem. Read out a line and vote on if it’s bad/very bad/extremely bad/silly. Should all the funny lines together? Should the best lines be first and last lines?

4) Redraft and read out.

Session 2 - Instructions poems
Aim: to write a poem which focuses on the precision of the language used. 
Opportunity: if the language is precise enough, despite humour and possible absurdity, the audience will be able to identify the action in the poem. 

1) Read poems ‘How to make a Cup of Tea’ (p50 I Don’t Want an Avocado for an Uncle, Chrissie Gittins) and ‘Intructions L’Uliviera’ (p43 Armature, Chrissie Gittins) ‘How to Behave with the Ill’ (www.juliadarling.co.uk). 

How to Make a Cup Of Tea by Chrissie Gittins
For William Patten School, Stoke Newington

Take the mouse out of the teapot.

Pour in two cupfuls of ice.

Boil the kettle and leave the water to cool.

Find some tea.

This could be elephant and magnet tea, 

hundreds and thousands tea,

or – the always popular – bag of nails tea.

Shovel the tea into the pot.

Don’t bother pouring out the iced water –

it will mingle nicely with the cool water from the kettle.

Pour the water from the kettle steadily into the teapot.

Leave it for half an hour to settle down and stop giggling.

Find six teacups. Six is always a good number.

Don’t worry about the saucers.

Never make the mistake of asking if anyone takes sugar.

If they say ‘Yes’ and you’ve run out,

then you’ll have to go out and buy some.

Milk the cat.

Bake a cake.
How to Behave with the Ill by Julia Darling

Approach us assertively, try not to

cringe or sidle, it makes us fearful.
Rather walk straight up and smile.
Do not touch us unless invited,
particularly don't squeeze upper arms,
or try to hold our hands. Keep your head erect.
Don't bend down, or lower your voice.
Speak evenly. Don't say
'How are you?' in an underlined voice.
Don't say, I heard that you were very ill.
This makes the poorly paranoid.
Be direct, say 'How's your cancer?'
Try not to say how well we look.
compared to when you met in Safeway's.
Please don't cry, or get emotional,
and say how dreadful it all is.
Also (and this is hard I know)
try not to ignore the ill, or to scurry
past, muttering about a bus, the bank.
Remember that this day might be your last
and that it is a miracle that any of us

stands up, breathes, behaves at all. 

Instructions, L’Uliviera by Chrissie Gittins
There is a window in the bathroom

which will steam over when you take a shower.

Only then will you realize it has slipped in its frame

to leave a strip of clear clay hills and russet rooves.

For two days you will rue the lack of towels.

The other side of the arte povera wardrobe

is opened with a tiny hidden hook.

The towels lie there quietly in deep and subtle piles.

The bed will bring the comfort of sleep

and the certainty in dreams

that your friends are capable of betrayal.

On the first night you will hear Italians banging and shouting

at the door in a necessary release of resentment 

after years of thoughtless tourist parking.

You will, in fact, have left plenty of space

for the man and his wife to pass.

The woodburning stove will, in time,

warm the winter from the walls.

But as the pipe runs into the bedroom

it will scorch the sheets, the duvet and the mattress

while you are having wine, olives and conversation 

with the couple from Norwich next door.

On the third day there will be sunshine,

on the fifth, snow.

2) Ask for comments on particularly effective use of language. How useful are the instructions. Do any of the poems remind you of anything you’ve read before?

3) Ask each student to choose a ‘How To’ title from folded slips of paper in an envelope, without disclosing the title or writing it down.

How to lay the table

How to make up with after a row

How to mend a puncture

How to plan a holiday

How to plan a birthday party

How to bake a cake

How to charge your mobile

How to choose a birthday present for your mum/dad/brother/sister

How to welcome Father Christmas 

How to decorate the Christmas Tree

How to do your homework

How to persuade your mother/father to let you stay out late

How to have a tantrum

How to make a pizza

How to get ready to go out

How to disappear

How to ride a bicycle 

How to tidy your room

How to paint your room

How to be popular

How to be cool

How to be teacher’s pet

How to make a pond

How to open a savings account

How to make an entrance

How to manage your money

How to boil an egg

How to make friends

How to make an entrance

How to arrange a bouquet of flowers

How to change your bed

How to iron an article of clothing

4) Write a list of instructions re. your title. Be funny, serious, philosophical, absurd, silly – any, all, or any combination. Think about all the minute steps which go towards your activity. If your writing is successful we’ll be able to guess your title. 

5) Timed piece of silent writing for about 10 minutes. Read out one by one, guess titles and comment on any effective uses of language.

Continuation: Collect more suggested titles on the board –

How to behave with the dumped

How to FLY

How behave with an adolescent 
How to catch an octopus

How to make a piano   etc.

Session 3 – Metaphor Portrait
Aim: to write a poem using a list of metaphors.

Opportunity: to produce metaphors and experience them through playing with words, without necessarily knowing what a metaphor is.


1) Ask the students to choose a new first name for themselves – a name which they might like to have been called, or a name which they might call a child. 

2) Ask a series of questions about this person –If this person was a piece of furniture, what piece of furniture would they be?

3) Establish what constitutes a piece of furniture. Saying that a piece of furniture doesn’t have a plug can help to identify what is furniture and what isn’t. Ask for details. Write a line on the board beginning ‘I am …..  . (All the lines begin ‘I am’) 

e.g. I am an oak rocking chair which squeaks once a week.

4) Continue with other questions:

If you were a kind of weather, what kind of weather would you be? Avoid cliché – what first comes to mind may not be very original. Think of unusual types of weather and how they affect the world. What kind of  food? What piece of clothing? What vehicle? What building? What colour? What animal? Which individual piece of music? What holiday destination? What sporting activity? What time of day? Etc

5) Everyone reads their two best lines. Decide on the number of lines your poem is going to have. 6/8/10? Make it about 2-4 lines less than you have. Edit out the not so good lines and write better ones. Re-order the lines according to which you think are the most effective juxtapositions. Read out some whole poems.

6) Ask what figures of speech they’ve been writing. Establish that they’ve written a list of metaphors.

Session 4 – Dramatic Monologue


Aim: to write one or two poems from the point of view of objects

Opportunity: to establish the voice of the object with its personality, history and conflicts.
1) Have copies of these poems for the group with the titles blanked out:

‘The Apple’s Song’, Edwin Morgan (Selected Poems, p57), ‘A Bus Shelter at Midnight’, Matthew Hasall (Year 10) and ‘Ten Pence Story’, Simon Armitage ( both in Jumpstart, Cliff Yates, Chapter 9).

2) Read the poems and guess the titles. Comments on the details, effective use of language and where the metaphors are? With the Armitage poem plot the trajectory of the life of the coin. How many lives does it have? What human emotions does he give the coin? Does the coin have a community? Aspirations?

3) Have the names of objects written on slips of paper in an envelope. Each student chooses a folded slip. Suggested objects:

a gazebo in a garden with a broken window

a mobile phone without a signal

an stained oak dining table 

a wooden picnic bench in an April garden

a punctured football

a washbag which has lost it s contents

a CD player which keeps sticking

a lift in an office block

a piece of a jigsaw of a Shropshire valley

a bottle of paracetamol in a bathroom cabinet

a safety match in a box in a jacket pocket

a reading lamp on a cluttered table

a paintbrush in a jar 

a pair of wet muddy trainers

a loose button on an old coat

a television in a shop window 

a soap dispenser on a sink

4) Your object could have one life, one story or several; give a shape to the narrative – a beginning, middle and end. Does your object have dashed aspirations? Has it been successful in its own terms? Include details, Metaphors and similes. 

5) Read out what you’ve got. The group guesses at the title. Underline the good bits and redraft.

6) For a second poem, think of an object which has significance for you. Write from the point of view of that object.

Session 5 - Things People Say

Aim: To write a whole class poem, and develop pupils ‘ear’ for the different ways in which people speak and consider the way in which what they say reveals their character and the situation. 

Opportunity: Listen to a poem and focus on language and its use; develop students’ ability to ‘hear’ language. 

1) Using Michael Rosen’s poem ‘Chivvy’ (p58 The Poetry Book for Primary Schools  ed. Anthony Wilson and Sian Hughes) write a group poem on the title ‘Grown Ups Say Things Like’. 
2) Look at the rhythms and patterning in Rosen’s poem, and the lack of punctuation.
3) Children tend to have the voices of authority ringing in their heads and can equally
 write subsequent poems such as ‘Teachers Say Things Like’; then coaches, dinner ladies, brothers, sisters, newsreaders etc..
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