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Introduction

This six week teaching schedule Group Poems, celebrates collaborative writing and performance. Poetry is traditionally seen as a solitary activity, but it is also ideal for collaborative writing. The range of skills needed to create, scribe, script and perform a group poem makes it an ideal activity for the classroom. The subject matter of the warm-up and main exercises are ideal for use in a cross-curricular context.
1. Six Warm-up exercises:

Aims: to give the group an opportunity to relax and focus on elements of creative writing: play, observation, discussion, questioning, inventing. Warm-ups are also a useful way to illustrate a particular theme/writing method to be featured in other sessions. This series of warm-ups can be delivered in any order.
(i) Warm-Up: Sense of Nonsense
Resources: copies of Goodnight (anon)
Like most nonsense poems Goodnight plays with words in a way that both puzzles us and makes us laugh. This poem almost makes sense… In two groups, pick an activity such as shopping, sleeping or eating etc; then write a number of couplets describing it: I slurped my soup / I wiped my mouth. Now do the nonsense thing and see what happens! 
(ii) Warm-Up: Translating the Unknown

Resources: copies of the poem Siofra Si by Celia de Fréine

Celia de Fréine poem Siofra Si is in Irish. People who translate writing from one language to another are called translators. Poets write in thousands of languages, so many of those poems will be translated. It is a fascinating and integral aspect of literature. 

Even if you don’t speak Irish, you can have fun making an ‘eye and ear translation’. You will probably end up with a new poem that’s nothing like the original – but that’s the fun of this exercise! Try reading the poem aloud, what sounds can you find? Do those sounds or the shapes of letters and words remind you of anything? Do the letters look like pictures or symbols? Study the pattern of the poem, are some words repeated? Based on what you find, create a new version of Siofra Si in english.

iii) Warm-Up: Don’t go without saying goodbye

In her poem Don’t, Helena Nelson shares 6 things we are told not to do. This poem avoids one ‘must do’ straight away: it has no punctuation! 
In groups of three, have a think about the rules and advice that guides your lives. You might agree with those rules – you might not! Write a six line poem called either ‘Don’t’ or ‘Do’ playing with the rules you know, perhaps making up some new ones along the way.
iv) Warm-Up: Back to Front 
Resources: copies of Charles Causley’s I Am the Song
Like ‘Goodnight’, I Am the Song, subtly muddles the meaning of every line! Read it aloud and see if you can unravel it. Although each phrase seems initially strange, many of them contain a pinch of truth: we do identify a bird by its song. Soil is made of rotted down leaves. Are there any other sentences in the poem that make some kind of sense? 

In a group, try writing down each phrase the right way round – then reversing it. In this way, I am the smile that brightens the day, becomes, I am the day that brightens the smile. The poem’s rhymes are found on every other line, but many of the end-sounds echo each other by using similar vowel sounds (this is called consonance). Each line also has a strict meter: try tapping your foot as you read the poem; you should find four beats (stresses) per line. Use this beat to guide your poem.
v) Warm-Up; The poet’s voice

Resources: access to the internet (www.poetryarchive.org)
This exercise is all about listening. Charles Causley was a well known, much loved poet and Timothy Winters is one of his most famous poems. It refers to a child during the 1940s. Every poet’s voice is unique and we are very lucky to be able to hear Charles Causley reading Timothy Winters aloud on the UK’s Poetry Archive. Go to www.poetryarchive.org and click on children’s section; then type in ‘Charles Causely’.  After reading the poem he tells us how this character was based on a real boy he knew when he was at school. 

vi) Warm-Up: 
Resources: copies of The Woman of Water by Adrian Mitchell
The Woman of Water was written by a poet called Adrian Mitchell. It is an ideal poem to read aloud. In two groups, have a go at performing it. Try taking a line each – then all joining in on certain words. Try whispering some parts, or performing the poem while the title is whispered in the background. Experiment with everyone pausing at the same time! Try out some actions.  
2. Group Poems: collaborative writing. A six week scheme of work 

Week 1  One American Voice
Resources: Copies of I’ve Been Known by Denise Duhamel
Read this poem aloud. What do you notice about the shape and sound of this poem? It is by an American writer and is very much in a character’s ‘voice’. If you like it you can find more American poems at a project called 180 poems for High School (www.loc.gov/poetry/180/), a project set up by the US poet laureate for High School pupils. 

Write your own ‘I’ve been know to…’ poem – each person in the group adding one line. To play with scale and contrasts, include a small mundane thing, a huge impossible thing and a line of rhyming words such as [I’ve been known…] to dive, drive and skive. Incorporate a lie and a truth, include something you wish you could do, and something you wish you hadn’t! Link the poems together so you can perform them in pairs.
Week 2
 Points of view: lion in love
Resources: copies of The 4th Canto by John Agard
The Young Inferno (the book from which this extract is taken) is based on Dante’s inferno. Dante, known as the “Sommo Poeta” (the supreme poet), was born in 1265. His ‘Inferno’ or ‘Divine Comedy’ (which inspired thousands of paintings, plays and poems), is thought to be the greatest work ever written in Italian. It includes many fables involving animals. In Canto 4 we hear about the lion that falls in love with a princess. But the marriage is forbidden by the King and Queen unless the lion makes some changes… 

In three groups, write a poem about the story of the lion and the princess. One group writes from the point of view of the Princess’s parents, one from the point of view of the princess and, finally, one from the lion. Write your poem in three-line verses. Rhyming is optional (lines one and three rhyme in John Agard’s version). The three finished poems can be performed either one after the other, or by intermingling the verses to tell the story.

Week 3   Circular poem
Resources: copies of The Amulet by Ted Hughes
Carried in a small pouch or hung on a necklace, an amulet (such as a wolf’s fang) is an object with the magical power to protect its owner. In his poem Amulet Ted Hughes explores wildness and wilderness, starting with a wolf’s fang and imagining how each object might connect with the next until the circle is completes by returning to the wolf’s tooth. 

When writing a poem such as this, remember the objects you choose will help create a sense of place and mood. What things might be found in a burning desert, a gentle sea, a stormy sky, or a busy inner city? Feel free to imagine impossibilities… let a mountain fit inside a tooth, and let forest exist within fur. But as Ted Hughes shows us, each connection also contains a seed of truth. When else would a doe weep – but at the touch of a wolf’s tongue? How does the shape of a mountain remind you of a wolf’s fang? Might the North Star be reflected in the wolf’s eye?

Week 4   Patterns of Looking
Resources: copies of the poem coire fhionn lochan by Thomas A. Clarke. Access to computers
Thomas A. Clark’s poem coire fhionn lochan is deceptively simple, combining sound, rhythm and patterns on the page. Who would have known there were so many words to describe the movement of ripples? Someone who lives by a loch in Scotland, as Thomas A. Clark does! With each line we see, and learn of, a new type of ripple. This poem has a visual truth that tells us the poet spent time looking before he started writing. 

Such an easy thing is hard to achieve! But it is fun to try. You will need choose a subject very carefully. It could be traffic, children, shoppers, street lights, clouds, leaves, a canal. It must be something that moves. You will then need to decide on a line such as: curling of the high clouds. Or, pounding of the heavy rain. The line needs to be typed out exactly the same each time, except you will be using a different verb (doing word) at the start of each line. If you are not able to watch the thing you have chosen, shut your eyes and try picturing it in your head. If you run out of verbs use a Thesaurus. This poem invites a different way of performing, perhaps showing the words projected on a screen, or whispering and repeating certain words.
Week 5   Rainbow poem


Resources: versions of Colours by Christina Rossetti

Christina Rossetti’s poem Colours celebrates nature by asking questions about colour. The different voices needed for the question and answers makes this is a fun poem to perform in a group. Read it aloud to hear how each of the three-line verses has just the one rhyme sound. Rossetti’s poems are so clear and fresh it is hard to believe that she was born nearly 200 years ago.
Draw up a list of colour names. Then shut your eyes and imagine exactly how to describe each colour. Christina talks about nature, but a particular colour might also remind you of something in the city, food, feelings, clothes or weather. Try using the same three-line rhyme. Don’t be afraid to be abstract, or fantastical. What is white..? A dream is white, a thought is white, a cat’s meow is white! A film version of this poem could include colours and pictures, or you could have these images projected on a whiteboard behind the performers.
Week 6   This is Me
Resources: copies of Limpet by Chrissie Gittins

In her poem Limpet, Chrissie describes a tiny creature that has been in the same place for over a hundred years. The limpet’s greatest fear is that it might be taken away from its home. Make a list of things that (usually) live in one place. For example: a bird’s egg, a flower, a church bell, a fish, a window. Chrissie has written this poem in four verses, read it aloud. If you look closely you can see that each one answers the following questions: 

Who am I? 

What if? 

What I’d miss.
So what do I do…?
Each verse has four lines and in each verse it is only the end-word of the second and fourth lines that rhyme. Remember, if you can’t make the fourth line rhyme with the second line – simply go back to the second line and alter it! Find a word that’s similar or change the sentence around. 
*  *  * *  *  *  *
Group Writing and Performance:
Group work provides a valuable opportunity to pool ideas and for peer editing. As the writing created is ‘public property’, pupils are liberated from feelings of attachment that might otherwise make them reluctant to cut unnecessary words or phrases. Group writing and performance needs substantial revision – so it is important to present it as a continuation of the creative process. Encourage everyone in the group to contribute with ideas, scribing, directing and performance. 

Performance is not only about speaking the words of a poem aloud. It is about discovering ways to vary rhythms, pace and tone. It can include silence (whispering etc) as well as turning up the volume! Imagine the poem as a piece of music: lines can be repeated, voices can be layered. Consider using movements, audience participation, and – if poems are to be filmed – images and place. The finished piece can be widely shared through performance to a class, parents or to an assembly.
Resources 

(i) Books: 

Yates, C: Jumpstart: Poetry in the Secondary School Poetry Society, 1999

Zielgler, A: The Writing Workshop Vol 1 Teachers & Writers Collaborative, 1981

Brownjohn, S: Does it Have to Rhyme? Hodder & Stoughton, 1980

Marzan, J (ed): Luna, Luna: Creative Writing ideas from Spanish, Latin American and Latino Literature Teachers and Writers Collaborative, 2000

(ii) Internet:
www.poetrysociety.org Teaching ideas and general information about poetry.
www.booktrust.org.uk Children’s Laureate Website: The Poetry Friendly Classroom.
www.poetrybooks.co.uk Children’s Poetry Bookshelf (and the ‘T.S. Eliot Shadowing Scheme’ for secondary schools)
www.poetryarchive.org An invaluable site for work in the classroom, featuring live readings of contemporary poets. Includes a specific area for teachers and pupils.
