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INTRODUCTION
Welcome to Answering Back: responding with poetry to six classic writers. The writing activities within this six-week teaching schedule are designed to encourage pupils to read and respond to some of the greatest writers of our time, including Charles Dickens, Langston Hughes and Emily Dickinson. In stark contrast to the ‘VIPs’ of today, few sought fame in their lifetime, instead, the love of their craft was their driving force. It was this determination and faith in their abilities (sometimes against all odds) that enabled these writers to make such a lasting contribution to current culture. Because of this (and because their writing is the finest) these writers make wonderful writing-role-models for the Write Team.
Each writing activity invites pupils to respond (to extracts of text and poems) through narrative poems, prose-poetry, lunes, cinquains and lyrics. The techniques explored include rhythm, rhyme, chorus, character development and the combination of text and art. 
The activities and ‘model poems’ where used, are for guidance only… to kick-start the pupils’ writing. Given time (to edit and redraft), each poem will develop its own tone voice. It is optional to look at each classic writer’s life more closely (see resources below). Similar to all young writers, none of these classics writers knew they would achieve success; and each of them will have sat down a thousand times thinking: “I don’t know what to write…” But this state of not-knowing (something we strive to overcome in the classroom) is to be encouraged; you are not supposed to know: you’re supposed to imagine it! 

*   *   *   *   * 
SIX WARM-UP WRITING GAMES AND ACTIVITIES
Get relaxed and warmed up with these six mini-challenges. Each one can be developed at a later date, and each adds a new element to the toolbox of writerly-skills. You have the option of asking pupils to respond to them individually or as a group (with one person scribing). The six warm-ups can be delivered in any order.
WARM-UP 1: E? What E?
Invite pupils to write two sentences describing any one of these things: 
· a whale, 

· a rainstorm, 

· falling from a great height, 

· a dragon, 

· the oldest tree in the world, 

· a forest fire. 

There is only one condition… pupils must not use any word containing the letter ‘e’! As ‘e’ is the most used letter in the alphabet, this playful activity introduces the habit of selecting each word with care (whilst avoiding cliché).
WARM-UP 2: Acrostitles
You’ve heard of acrostics (where a word is spelled out, letter by letter, down the page). Well this is an ‘acrostitle’. I’ve invented this – so pronounce it how you wish!  It’s an acrostic based on writing a book title, word by word, down the page; then starting each new line of the poem with that word.  
Work with pupils to draw up a list of famous/favourite book titles – the longer the title, the better. See if you can spot the book title in this example:
Toes

The day was bright and right for paddling, my 

Old shoes were tight as any grumpy-bent-double

Man pinching out thistles and stubborn weeds. 

And how my toes moaned and sighed, sea, sea where are you? 

The salty reply hissed up the beach, here, here is sea!
Sea is here!

Mandy Coe
(answer: ‘The Old Man and The Sea’)
WARM-UP 3: Verb-al riddle
Ask pupils to imagine they are no longer human, but are a flea, a mouse, a night sky, a bullet or a firework. Write a four line poem, starting each line with ‘I’. Then add any verb you want and complete the line. For example:

I… ran….

I… flew…

I… crept…

I… shattered…
WARM-UP 4: Thankful 
This activity takes the style of a blessings poem, the connections and threads form a dynamic progression that drives the poet on. Here’s an example:

Thanks


The rain is thankful for the cloud,

the cloud is thankful for the wind,

the wind is thankful for the wings of the bird,

the bird is thankful for the worm,

the worm is thankful for earth,
the earth is thankful for the rain,
the rain is thankful for the music it makes
de-bebop-whoosh, brolly, gutter pitter-patter
               Mandy Coe

The poem can start with any object; concrete or abstract. If ‘any object’ is too daunting, pick a few letters from the alphabet and, as a group, randomly make a list of things starting with those letters. Pupils can pick something from the list – or think of their own.
WARM-UP 5: One Letter At-a-Time
Scribe up a four-line poem asking pupils to help. The first line has to include a simple four, or five-letter word (such as ‘sleep’). The next line has to include the same word – but with one letter changed – so within the next line ‘sleep’ might become ‘sleet’. And so on… Here’s my example:
Cym Bychan

Beneath twisted bare trees sheep 

huddle. A sheet of fine rain billows,

the mirrored sheen of towering granite 

doubling the buzzard’s call; the wetness of this sheer dawn.
Mandy Coe

WARM-UP 6: Change-of-address
The theme on National poetry day this year is ‘Home’. This traditional poem creates a fun word-game where you invent a nonsense address. 
What’s Your Name?

What’s Your Name?

Johnny Maclean.

Where do you live?

Down the lane.

What’s your shop?

Lollypop.

What’s your number?

Cucumber.

What’s your name?

Mary Jane.

Where do you live?

Cabbage Lane.

What’s your number?

Rain and thunder.

What address?

Watercress.

Traditional American
Read the poem aloud and draw pick out a few elements of an address you need to create (name, street, colour of door, number, town, post-code, street, planet). Try including some rhyming couplets such as: 

What’s your road?

Spotted toad.

Where’s your flat?

In my hat. 

*    *    *    *    *
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Oh Your Teeth, Mr Tiger! Responding to William Blake 

William Blake (1757-1827) lived in London and was a writer and artist. His views and style were so unusual for his time he was not taken  very seriously (some people even said he was mad). But Blake refused to stop writing and creating art. Now he is recognised as one of the greatest artists and thinkers that Britain ever produced – and he has been influencing poets and artists ever since.
“If the Sun and Moon should ever doubt, they'd immediately go out.”
William Blake 
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The Tyger
Tyger Tyger, burning bright,
In the forests of the night :
What immortal hand or eye,
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder, & what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,
What dread hand? & what dread feet?

What the hammer? what the chain,
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? what dread grasp
Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

When the stars threw down their spears
And water'd heaven with their tears :
Did he smile his work to see?
Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

Tyger, Tyger burning bright
In the forests of the night :
What immortal hand or eye
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?
In this very famous poem by Blake, it is easy to see how full of amazement and awe he was at the very thought of such a creature! In those days Blake would not have known much about tigers – except that they were used as a symbol for fierceness. 
All writers ask questions: and all writing comes from the answers they come up with, but Blake’s poem is completely made up of questions: a clue to his curious and inventive mind. We can see the influences of Blake in the traditional American folk-poem below.  Blake’s poem is made up of rhyming couplets while ‘Rattlesnake’ features repetition at the end of each verse. 

Rattlesnake

Rattlesnake, O rattlesnake,

What makes your teeth so white?

I’ve been at the bottom all my life,

An I aint done nothin’ but bite, bite.

Aint done nothin’ but bite.

Muskrat, O muskrat,

What makes you smell so bad?

I’ve been in the bottom all of my life

Till I’m mortified in my head, head,

Till I’m mortified in my head.

Groundhog, O groundhog,

What makes your back so brown?

It’s a wonder I don’t smotherfy,

Livin’ down in the ground, ground,

Livin’ down in the ground.

Rooster, O rooster,

What makes your claws so hard?

Been scratchin’ this gravel all my days,

It’s a wonder I aint tired, tired,
It’s a wonder I aint tired.

Jaybird, O jaybird

What makes you fly so high?

Been robbin’ your cornpatch all my life,

It’s a wonder I don’t die, die,

It’s a wonder I don’t die.

TRADITIONAL AMERICAN 

Invite pupils to write their own Q&A-poem made by listing six or seven questions. The poem can be questions only, or it can feature repeated answers as well. Invite pupils to ask questions of: animals, adults or characters from fairy tales.

Development

(William Blake was passionate about illustration and is famous for illustrating text (see the example here). Ask pupils to have a go at combining art and text the way Blake did).
Week 2   
Peopling the Seasons… responding to Emily Dickenson
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Emily Dickinson (1830–1886) was born in Massachusetts, USA. She was a shy and reclusive young woman who felt more comfortable surrounded by nature than in the company of people. Her friendships were sustained mostly through letters. Emily wrote in a style unusual for her time: short poems with no title and little punctuation. Publishers often disapproved of this; sometimes adding their own punctuation! Emily did not become famous until after she died – but she is now is one of the best known poets of our time.

"The brain is wider than the sky." Emily Dickinson

Nature LXXXVIII 

We like March, his shoes are purple,

  He is new and high;

Makes he mud for dog and peddler,

  Makes he forest dry;

Knows the adder’s tongue his coming,

  And begets her spot.

Stands the sun so close and mighty

  That our minds are hot.

News he is of all the others;

  Bold it were to die

With the blue-birds buccaneering

  On his British sky.

Emily Dickinson
Read the poem aloud and go over some of the more mysterious words (beget and buccaneering). In common with many of her poems, this one features nature. Emily Dickinson loved being outdoors and was aware of all seasons and the changes they bring. In this poem she chooses the month of March and imagines it as a man who wears purple shoes… perhaps because heather blooms in March? March comes in the spring so this man is tall and ‘new’. What weather does he bring? What happens to animals in the Spring? 
Let Emily Dickinson share the fun of creating characters. Ask pupils to select a particular time… such as winter, spring, summer or autumn, a month; day of the week, even time of day – midday, dawn or midnight. 
If their chosen time were to become a person, would it be a he or a she? Young or old? Using their notebook, ask pupils to jot down three things this character might wear (high heals, slippers, barefoot, boots? Perhaps a leather jacket, a cloak or ball gown? Ask pupils to write down the way this character moves, and think of three things he or she brings to the world.  

If pupils need a kick-off line, they can begin the poem with ‘We like…” and describe what’s on their character’s feet. Dickinson’s poem rhymes, but this poem doesn’t have to – characterisation is the main focus.
Week 3   
Shhhh…: responding to Charles Dickens
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Charles Dickens (1812-1870) lived in London and wrote dozens of novels as well as stories for magazines. For the first part of his life he was quite poor, struggling to earn a living as a writer. But he refused to give up and is now one of the best known writers in the world. His work is regularly featured on television and has been made into dozens of films and plays (such as Oliver Twist and A Christmas Carol). 

"Have a heart that never hardens, and a temper that never tires, and a touch that never hurts." - Charles Dickens
 (i) Discussion activity.

Extract from ‘A Tale of Two Cities’

The water of the fountain ran, the swift river ran, the day ran into evening, so much life in the city ran into death according to rule, time and tide waited for no man, the rats were sleeping close together in their dark holes again, the Fancy Ball was lighted up at supper, all things ran their course. 
This extract is a good example of the poetic technique of cumulative repetition and contrast. Ask pupils to spot which word is repeated. This one, long sentence is designed to drive the narrative on… give it the flow of water. In this extract Dickens also captures the London of his day (holding both wealth and shocking poverty) by contrasting things going on in the city. Ask pupils what contrasts they notice. 
(ii) Discussion and writing activity.

Extract from ‘Bleak House’

 “One disagreeable result of whispering is that it seems to evoke an atmosphere of silence, haunted by the ghosts of sound - strange cracks and tickings, the rustling of garments that have no substance in them, and the tread of dreadful feet that would leave no mark on the sea-sand or the winter snow.” 
This extract taken from ‘Bleak House’ aims to conjure up a certain mood. Invite pupils to discuss what mood they think is? Ask pupils to shut their eyes and choose two people to do a bit of whispering to see how alters the atmosphere of the room. In small groups ask pupils to pick out which key words Dickens chose to set the tone. Whose dreadful feet would leave no mark on the sea-sand or snow??
Dickens’ work is very lyrical (poetic), for example, ‘the ghosts of sound’ and the ‘tread of dreadful feet’. Delicious! This extract is 54 words long – so invite pupils, in roughly 50 words, to create a new piece of prose (or a non-rhyming poem). The scene is to be set in 

· a building 

· at sea

· a forest 

· a town square

Other factors to be decided are: 
· what time of night or day – or what time of year it is
· what is the mood? The madness of New Year’s celebrations, the chill of somewhere derelict and abandoned or the calm of somewhere peaceful?

Start the piece by describing a sound. Encourage pupils to choose a few words to hint at – and reflect – the mood they want to create.

Week 4   
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Sleep Tight: responding to William Shakespeare
William Shakespeare (1564-1516) is one of the world’s greatest writers. He wrote plays and poems that are just as popular today as four hundred years ago! Shakespeare used language and characterisation in a powerful way, and – although the language sounds different to our modern tongue – he was so creative that his words and sayings are still used today (see the list below for some examples)! 

“It's not enough to speak, but to speak true.” Shakespeare
A lullaby is a song or poem used to send a child off to sleep. This lullaby is part of a song in the play, Midsummer Night’s Dream. Read it aloud to find the rhythms of its four-line verse and chorus – warning all the creatures of the woods not to bother the queen. 

The Fairies Song 
You spotted snakes with double tongue, 
Thorny hedgehogs, be not seen;
Newts and blind-worms, do no wrong, 
Come not near our fairy queen. 


Philomel, with melody 
Sing in our sweet lullaby; 
Lulla, lulla, lullaby, lulla, lulla, lullaby:
   Never harm, 
   Nor spell nor charm, 
Come our lovely lady nigh; 
So, good night, with lullaby. 


Weaving spiders, come not here;
Hence, you long-legg'd spinners, hence! 
Beetles black, approach not near; 
Worm nor snail, do no offence.

Philomel, with melody 
Sing in our sweet lullaby; 
Lulla, lulla, lullaby, lulla, lulla, lullaby:
   Never harm, 
   Nor spell nor charm, 
Come our lovely lady nigh; 
So, good night, with lullaby. 


In this activity pupils will write their own lullaby for a child. The poem should feature things to sooth it and good things to come (perhaps including a few wishes warding off things that might frighten or wake the child). The poem should be in two, four-line verses (using Shakespeare’s rhyming-pattern – where alternate lines rhyme – is optional).

Between the two verses will be a chorus with a refrain that is delicious to say/sing, Shakespeare breaks up the syllables of words such as in, lulla lulla lullaby. Try this with your own words, such as mid mid midnight, sun sun sunset, or sleep sleep sleepily. To show we are still responding to the language of Shakespeare, try to include some of the words he invented. Here are a few:
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Week 5   
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When I awoke…: responding to Anton Chekhov
Anton Chekhov (1860-1904) was born in Russia. His family was not rich and his father had a terrible temper.  Chekhov was not able to earn a living from his writing at first (he was expected to support his mother and whole family), so he became a doctor and wrote in his spare time. Chekhov died when he was quite young. He did see his work published in his lifetime, but knew that he would come to be seen as one of the greatest short-story tellers in the world. 

“One has to write what one sees, what one feels, truthfully, sincerely. … 
Tell me to write about this bottle, and I will give you a story entitled The Bottle.”

 Anton Chekhov
On the Road 

Outside a storm was raging. Something frantic and wrathful, but profoundly unhappy, seemed to be flinging itself about the tavern with the ferocity of a wild beast and trying to break in. Banging at the doors, knocking at the windows and on the roof, scratching at the walls, it alternately threatened and besought, then subsided for a brief interval, and then with a gleeful, treacherous howl burst into the chimney, but the wood flared up, and the fire, like a chained dog, flew wrathfully to meet its foe, a battle began, and after it - sobs, shrieks, howls of wrath. In all of this there was the sound of angry misery and unsatisfied hate, and the mortified impatience of something accustomed to triumph. 
Bewitched by this wild, inhuman music the "travellers' room" seemed spellbound for ever, but all at once the door creaked and the potboy, in a new print shirt, came in. Limping and blinking his sleepy eyes, he snuffed the candle with his fingers, put some more wood on the fire and went out. At once from the church, which was three hundred paces from the tavern, the clock struck midnight. The wind played with the chimes as with the snowflakes; chasing the sounds of the clock it whirled them round and round over a vast space, so that some strokes were cut short or drawn out in long, vibrating notes, while others were completely lost in the general uproar. One stroke sounded as distinctly in the room as though it had chimed just under the window. The child, sleeping on the fox-skin, started and raised her head…
Anton Chekhov
This extract is from a story about travellers seeking refuge in a night battered by wild storms. Chekhov was able to create both characters and scenes in few paragraphs. Let him set this scene – then invite pupils to pick up the baton by writing a one, or two, paragraph ‘prose-poem’ told through the eyes of the woken child and describing what comes next. 
A prose-poem is different to other forms of poetry; it does not have shorter lines or rhyme. It is written in paragraphs – the same way that this story is. But like poetry, a prose-poem is concise (words are chosen carefully); it can also feature repetition and rhythm. Chekhov’s prose was often poetic. Encourage pupils to respond to Chekhov by shaping their poem into prose. 
Week 6   
Still Here…!: responding to Langston Hughes
Langston Hughes (1902-1967) was born in Missouri, USA. His father did not want Langston to be a writer, and refused to support him. But Hughes never stopped reading and writing poetry and took on various odd-jobs until he eventually gained a degree and moved to Harlem, New York. Hughes wrote about everything, including the racism common to those times. His work is powerful, uplifting and much loved.
“Hold fast to your dreams, for without them
 life is a broken winged bird that cannot fly.”
Langston Hughes 


Still Here

been scared and battered.
My hopes the wind done scattered.
Snow has friz me,
Sun has baked me,

Looks like between 'em they done
Tried to make me

Stop laughin', stop lovin', stop livin'--
But I don't care!
I'm still here!

Langston Hughes

In this poem Hughes celebrates how strong people are! And how – with livin’, laughin’ and lovin’ – we can overcome all sorts of troubles. Hughes’ poem relishes spelling words to reflect accent, and altering the ‘rules’ of grammar so we can hear the poem’s central character speaking in an every-day voice (between ‘em they done tried to make me…). 

Let Hughes kick-off a new poem by giving pupils the option to start their poem with: “been…” (as in [I’ve] been…) then completing the sentence by telling us a couple of challenging things that have happened to them (real or imagined such as tumbles, feeling left-out or sick, struggling with an exam). At the end we need the ‘but’, where pupils say what things, people, activities keep them fighting back and enjoying life.
Encourage pupils to ‘write it as you’d say it’ by spelling words to match local/regional pronunciation, phrases and slang. What other phrases would pupils use to say ‘I don’t care’? Or, ‘I’m still here’? This is a great example of inspirational poetry as it hits the page running: Hughes doesn’t even start it with a capital letter! It is a laughing, tumbling, brave, up-and-at-em poem. 
*  *  * *  *  *  *

Resources 

· www.poetryarchive.org is an invaluable site for work in the classroom, featuring live readings of contemporary poets (includes a specific area for teachers and pupils).
· To hear a poem (called ‘I, Too’) read aloud by Langston Hughes visit the Poetry Archive (see above).
· Have a look at the Emily Dickinson Museum online (at www.emilydickinsonmuseum.org) to see their teaching resources and downloadable games.

· If you want the latest, best children poetry books selected and sent to you each term, consider joining the Children’s Poetry Bookshelf at www.childrenspoetrybookshelf.co.uk – a non-profit making charity that promotes everything to do with poetry for children.

· To see more about poetry for children and the latest series of single-author collections visit Salt Kids at www.saltpublishing.com/kids.
· If you are interested in an author’s visit to your school contact the Poetry Society at www.poetrysociety.org.uk or Artscape at www.artscape.org.uk . Both have searchable lists of authors who work with schools. 

· To help you plan a writer’s visit see, ‘Our thoughts are bees: Writers Working with Schools’ (with a forward by Michael Morpurgo this book provides the definitive guide to selecting, funding and organising a whole range of writers’ in schools projects) www.wordplaypress.com. 
· Keep an eye out for National Poetry Day 2010 (Thursday October 7th). This year the theme is ‘Home’, and I have designed a range of poetry-related writing activities for schools (from Early Years to 18 year-olds). These will be available on their website at: www.nationalpoetryday.co.uk in September.
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