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LIST POEMS: Teaching Ideas, Key Stage 2 
List poems are among the oldest forms of poetry in existence and examples can be found in all cultures.  One great advantage of writing list poems is their potential for drafting.  Decisions about structure, for example, about ‘what goes where’ in a poem, can be made purely for aesthetic reasons: how it looks, or how it sounds.  Writing lists encourages children to focus on detail, eg on the words in individual items from their lists.  Another great advantage of lists is that children are already familiar with them.  Which brings us to the first exercise:

WARM-UP: The Lists of Lists
This idea can be used at any time during the course.  Children are familiar with lists because they appear everywhere: attendance registers, timetables, lists of ingredients on food and sweets packaging, shopping lists, menus (on and off the computer screen), recipes, address books… Ask the children to make a list of all the lists they come across, and add to it as the course progresses.  They can research this for homework and contribute to a class list of lists.

WEEK ONE: BAG OF WORDS
MATERIALS

You will need some pictures as a stimulus for children’s poems.  They can be of something unfamiliar and strange, like an insect or part of the body magnified thousands of times.  Or use interesting objects like dead leaves, coloured stones, fossils and old maps.    

WARM-UP

For this exercise you need a picture that everyone can see.  Pupils can have their individual copies, or you could have one big one.  On the board at the front of the class, draw a large bag.  Now ask the children to looks closely at the picture, and say what it looks like.  Encourage the children to come up with unlikely ideas from a variety of contexts.  Write the children's suggestions in the bag until the bag seems 'full'.  At this stage, demonstrate how to use connectives to link up the words and phrases into a poem, getting children to make suggestions and share in decisions like what should come first and last.

NOTES

Encourage pupils to be as inventive as possible when you are 'filling the bag', and include most of their ideas; they’ll be surprisingly ruthless when it comes to editing out the weaker ones.

MAIN ACTIVITY

The children follow the same technique with a picture they’ve chosen from those you’ve provided.  Ask them to turn the picture round when they are generating ideas; sideways and upside down – it's surprising how unfamiliar images can appear.  Also, get them to cover up part of the picture, to focus on details that might have escaped them.  Give suggestions, e.g.
· if this was huge, what noise would it make?

· if this appeared in a Science Fiction or Fantasy film, what would it do?

· what does it remind them of?

When they have filled their bag, get children to use their ideas in a poem, linking them in any way that works best.  The final poem can be simply a list of images or the images can be linked so that the list is less obvious, like ‘Electric Cowboy’ based on a picture of an astronaut.

ELECTRIC COWBOY

Behind the spaghetti sky

Echoes the sound of the lasso

Whipping away spiders, snakes and snails.

The fishbowl and sunglass steadily balance

On his shoulders,

Occasionally rocking to the rhythm

Of the radio strapped to his mighty chest.

The battered toothbrush busily cleans

While the connected kettle boils furiously.






Katie

WEEK TWO: THE INVITATION
WARM-UP

Read with the children ‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’ by Ben Jonson.  Tell the children not to worry about what they don’t understand.  Explain how Ben Jonson was a famous poet and playwright who lived at the same time as Shakespeare who got in all kinds of trouble, but was one of the most respected writers of his time and the first English poet laureate.

http://www.imagi-nation.com/moonstruck/clsc11.htm
In his poem ‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’, Ben Jonson tries to tempt his friend to come by listing, for example, all the good things they will eat.  Ironically, he promises that he won’t read any of his poems during the evening.

Inviting a Friend to Supper
TONIGHT, grave sir, both my poor house and I 

Do equally desire your company; 

Not that we think us worthy such a guest, 

But that your worth will dignify our feast 

With those that come, whose grace may make that seem 

Something, which else could hope for no esteem.  
It is the fair acceptance, sir, creates 

The entertainment perfect; not the cates.  
Yet shall you have, to rectify your palate, 

An olive, capers, or some better salad 

Ushering the mutton; with a short-legged hen, 

If we can get her, full of eggs, and then 

Lemons and wine for sauce; to these, a coney 

Is not to be despaired of, for our money; 

And though fowl, now, be scarce, yet there are clerks, 

The sky not falling, think we may have larks.  
I'll tell you of more, and lie, so you will come: 

Of partridge, pheasant, woodcock, of which some 

May yet be there; and godwit, if we can, 

Knat, rail, and ruff, too.  Howsoe'er, my man 

Shall read a piece of Virgil, Tacitus, 

Livy, or of some better book to us, 

Of which we'll speak our minds, amidst our meat; 

And I'll profess no verses to repeat; 
To this, if ought appear which I know not of, 

That will the pastry, not my paper, show of.  
Digestive cheese, and fruit there sure will be; 

But that which most doth take my Muse, and me 

Is a pure cup of rich Canary wine, 

Which is the Mermaid's now, but shall be mine; 

Of which had Horace or Anacreon tasted, 

Their lives, as do their lines, till now had lasted.  
Tobacco, nectar, or the Thespian spring 

Are all but Luther's beer to this I sing.  
Of this we shall sup free, but moderately, 

And we will have no Pooly, or Parrot by; 

Nor shall our cups make any guilty men, 

But at our parting we shall be as when 

We innocently met.  No simple word 

That shall be uttered at our mirthful board 

Shall make us sad next morning, or affright 

The liberty that we'll enjoy tonight.  
Ben Jonson
Notes

L8 - 'cates' - food

L13- 'coney' - rabbit

L15 - 'clerks' - scholars

L20 - 'knot, rail, and ruff' - these are all game birds

L20 - 'my man' - my servant

L24 - 'profess' - promise

L25 - 'to this' - add to this

L36 - 'Pooly and Parrot' - government spies

MAIN ACTIVITY

The children should write a poem inviting a friend.  However, instead of inviting their friend round to their home, they should invite them onto their boat.  Their poem can use the same structure as Raymond Carver’s poem ‘My Boat’ which  lists all the things that he will have on his boat to make it sound as attractive as possible, so that all his friends will join him.

‘…For my painter friends, paints and canvases will be on board my boat.   
We’ll have fried chicken, lunch meat, cheeses, rolls,  
French bread.   Every good thing that my friends like and I like.   
And a big basket of fruit, in case anyone wants fruit….’

Raymond Carver from ‘My Boat’

The children’s boat can go anywhere and have anything happen on it.  They should make it sound attractive, eg by describing all the amazing places they will visit.

NOTES
The form of the invitation can be used to enable children to write about any subject, eg the world of chemistry or a period in history – inviting a friend to join them in the world they have discovered.

WEEK THREE: ADVICE

WARM-UP

Get the children to write down any advice that they’ve been given today (or yesterday, or last week…) on a slip of paper, eg ‘you’ll do better if you stop staring out of the window,’ ‘eat those sprouts they’re good for you.’ Collect them and read them out as if they were one poem.  Alternatively, ask the children for advice they’ve been given and write suggestions on the board.  When you  have a few, demonstrate how they can be re-arranged or modified to form a poem that sounds good read aloud.  Get volunteers to read aloud each piece of advice in turn ‘as if they mean it’, for a collaborative performance of the class poem.

MAIN ACTIVITY

Write a poem containing advice.  It  can be advice that the children they hear from adults, advice they might give a younger pupil, advice they might find in a doctor’s waiting room, and so on.   They can mix the different pieces of advice in the same poem without giving the context – this can create a sense of mystery and surprise.  
NOTES

One effective way into this activity to ask pupils what advice they would give pupils just about to start at their school.  They can include ‘unofficial’ as well as ‘official’ advice, such as ways of avoiding homework, or ways of staying on the good side of teachers.  
SMILE YOUR EXCUSE

Never say never say never.

In Maths

read Cosmic Computer
upside down

front to back

first page forward.

Lick off your eyeliner

fast.

Shouldn’t kick the gas cupboard

(you’ll wake Mr G).

Don’t let the shines on your socks 

stripe too brightly

and if you eat cheese

spread carefully.





Emily 

EXTRA IDEA: BAD ADVICE

A variation on the advice poem that works particularly well is a poem based on misleading advice.  For example, write a poem listing things that you should not to at a wedding (‘sing happy birthday during the bridegroom’s speech’).  This is an entertaining and powerful way of allowing pupils to deal with what is forbidden.  It can lead to a useful discussion on what makes certain actions taboo.  
WEEK FOUR: SPLIT DEFINITIONS
WARM-UP

Hand out strips of paper and ask the children to fold them in half, then open them up, so there’s a crease down the middle.  On one half, the children should write the name of something, eg a television, a swimming pool, an owl, an astronaut, loneliness etc.  On the other half they should write a definition of whatever they have written down – one sentence, eg for owl they can write: ‘is a nocturnal bird with big eyes.’ Then ask the children to tear their paper down the crease to separate the names and definitions.  Collect the names and definitions separately, shuffle both piles, then read them out randomly.  You might get, for example, ‘a swimming pool is a man floating in space’ or’ loneliness is something you brush your teeth with.’

NOTES

This leads to some amazing and unpredictable combinations.  The children get better at it, so a second round is recommended.  Get a scribe to write down the result – the list of definitions is a class poem in itself.

MAIN ACTIVITY

Choose one of the new definitions and use it as the basis for a poem.  The poem should consist of describing something as if it’s something else, listing or describing the different things it does.  Tell the children that they can change the definition in any way they want to suit the poem.  As in all poems they write, they should use their senses: incorporate sounds and the sense of touch.  It’s OK to change the definitions in any way they want, to suit the poem.

A HIGHLIGHTER IS A NICE TYPE OF VEGETABLE
A highlighter is a nice type of vegetable.
It grows deep in the valleys of England.
You plant it in winter and it grows in spring.
It tastes like a tangy lemon
And is perfect for drawing over chips.

The ink can be used to grow more.  
by Alex 

Write Team Pupil 

WEEK FIVE: I REMEMBER
WARM-UP

This idea is taken from the artist Joe Brainard’s autobiography with the same title.  The book consists entirely of sections, each beginning ‘I remember…’ Some are only one sentence long, some are whole paragraphs.  Get each child to write on a slip of paper a sentence or two beginning ‘I remember..’ Collect them in, shuffle them, and read them out as if it were a complete poem.

MAIN ACTIVITY

Children write their own poems consisting of a list of lines beginning ‘I remember.’ They don’t have to be the same length.  Children should write as many as they can.  Give suggestions:

· holiday memories

· birthday parties

· younger brothers or sisters being born

· starting school

· Christmas

· winning a prize

· accidents

Encourage the children to share their memories – this will help other children remember things they’ve forgotten.  When they say something memorable, get them to write it down.  Encourage children to use all their senses.

extracts taken randomly from Joe Brainard’s  I Remember
I remember rubbing my hand under a restaurant table top and feeling all the gum.

I remember Saturday night baths and Sunday morning comics.

I remember salt on watermelon.

I remember how sorry I felt for my father’s sister.  I thought that she was always on the verge of crying but really she just had hay fever.

I remember Tab Hunter’s famous pyjama party.

NOTES

The poems don’t have to be laid out in ‘paragraphs’.  Abigail Maskell centres her ‘I remember’ prize-winning poem written for the Foyle Young Poets of the Year Awards:

http://www.poetrysociety.org.uk/content/competitions/fyp/fyp2008/
The advantage of paragraphs is that sections can be rearranged more easily with the help of scissors and a glue stick.  Naturally, the order of events doesn’t have to be chronological.  
Encourage the children to use the brand names for things, also the names of people without having to explain who they are (like ‘Tab Hunter’ in Joe Brainard’s poem).  When they have written as many as they can, children can be encouraged to read back their work.  An idea from the poem can be used for the title.

DEVELOPMENT

One of these memories can grow into a poem on its own, beginning ‘I remember…’

WEEK SIX: THE FURNITURE POEM

WARM-UP

The children will probably have played the furniture game, where someone thinks of a person known to everyone in the group and the rest of the class have to guess who it is by asking questions like, if this person were a piece of furniture, what would they be?  For the warm-up, get everyone to think of a person and then ask them about six questions, to which they should write down the answers, eg 

· if they were a room what would they be?  

· if they were a view from a window what would they be?  

· if they were a type of vehicle what would they be?  

· if they were a drink what would they be?  

· if they were a piece of music what would they be?  

· if they were a building what would they be?  

Encourage children to read back what  they have written, to see if anyone can guess who they’ve written about.  
NOTES
Encourage the children to write a few words or a line in reply to each of the questions.  If they wish, they can ignore a question and instead spend extra time on the previous one.

MAIN ACTIVITY

The children should choose one of their answers and develop them into a poem.  For example, they could take their line describing the room and expand it by answering imaginary questions like:

· describe three things in the room

· describe the view from the window

· describe the window

· what is the  view from the window (describe something close by, and something in the distance)

NOTES
There are alternative ways into this exercise, e.g.  everyone could answer the same series of questions and write about the room.  The things in the room could reflect the person being described, but they don’t have to.  The aim is to write an atmospheric piece of writing.

A PORTRAIT OF SHERLOCK HOLMES

Street lamps glimmer

in the smoky night

of Victorian London.

In a tall, dark house,

a pipe smoulders

on a mantlepiece

and a violin leans against a wall

echoing tunes 

played long ago.

A bloodhound

lies by a crackling fire

watching

a fly, landing on

a Venus fly-trap.

Like a fish

swimming into the net.

Or a unsuspecting criminal

falling into the snare

of a master detective.





Kate 

EXTRA IDEAS

WARM-UP: POEMS I WANT TO WRITE

Ask the children to write a list of all the poems they would like to write.  Make the list as long as possible.  Include things that are easy to write about and things that might be difficult.  Give them lots of suggestions, eg

· poems about things that have happened to them, eg moving house, making (and losing) friends, accidents, achievements, memorable birthdays;

· people they admire;

· things they know a lot about, eg their hobbies;

· things they know would like to know about.

This list can be added to at any time.  Children can be encouraged to choose things from the lists and write about them during any free time during this term.  Encourage children to be specific, eg ‘when I fell off my bike on the High Street’.  Also encourage children to read aloud their lists – the list might sound like a poem in itself! This activity can give pupils a sense of control and direction over  their own writing.  
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