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Poetry is an often overlooked cornerstone of the language arts curriculum.  Its exclusion from a great many elementary classrooms is most unfortunate because the genre has great potential for learning across the curriculum—and even in social areas—if implemented in a well-devised program of study.  Poetry can, in fact, be used as a central thematic element in the classroom to reinforce student learning in virtually every subject and to create a positive learning environment in which students work together cooperatively and are able to share their thoughts and feelings in expressive and creative ways.  It seems likely that one of the main reasons many professional educators eschew the study of poetry in the classroom is that there is increasing pressure to meet standards in other subjects: math, science, social studies, and even physical education.  Yet, it is entirely possible to use poetry in daily instruction while taking little time away from other subjects, and even plausible to emphasize certain aspects of other curricular areas that have previously gone unearthed.  For these reasons, poetry has every reason to find a central position within the elementary learning experience and even to become nestled within the curricular design of the entire school year.  This essay will evidence theoretical grounds for inclusion of poetry in the elementary classroom and suggest methods for accomplishing this end.  Discussion of theories about learners and the learning environment will be augmented with ideas for curricular decisions and instructional strategies, along with the classroom implications of these elements.

Learners and Learning Principles


Many educational theorists have noted that, ideally, best instructional practices should appeal to learners’ interests and that learning should occur in an integrative setting; one of the earliest to promote this educational viewpoint was John Dewey, a frontrunner of the constructivist movement.  Dewey’s laboratory school in Chicago was intended to fulfill his educational perspective on the psychology of learners, which “depicted humans as actively striving to explore and to master their world rather than passively reacting to forces impinging upon them from the outside” (Jackson, 1990, p. xxi).  Great poetry is often the result of an active engagement with and exploration of the world around us or the one within.  Therefore, poetry is the perfect vehicle to engage learners in the pursuit of world mastery.  Aside from asserting that learning best occurs when students are actively engaged with the world around them, Dewey frequently evidences in his work the idea that learning is properly suited to integrative classroom practices.  As Philip Jackson (1990) summarizes in his introduction to The School and Society and The Child and the Curriculum, Dewey insisted that traditional goals of schooling—namely the acquisition of factual knowledge—could best be “achieved if treated secondarily” (p. xxxiii).  To offer an example from the science curriculum, rather than teaching students about plant growth with lectures, memorization, and recitation, students would engage in tending a garden or taking nature walks to observe this natural phenomenon firsthand.  For the purposes of this essay, one example would be the use of poetry in the place of workbooks or facsimiles to teach language arts conventions, even if the latter are easier to consume and implement.  Furthermore, poetry can serve to augment interdisciplinary studies with lessons in language arts almost effortlessly – several examples will be offered in this essay.

To achieve integrative instruction with poetry may seem like an initially daunting task, but procuring resources and poems for each subject is not overly challenging.  In a seeming echo of Dewey’s educational philosophy, Shane Templeton (1997) states: “Children do not learn to write by working exclusively on exercises in grammar texts; they primarily learn to write by writing” (Maxim, 1998, p. 207).  Extrapolating from Templeton’s claim, George Maxim (1998) makes a case for the use of poetry in the elementary social studies curriculum.  One of his key points is that students “need to learn ways to make ideas grow from a background of topics they have been studying,” and this is best accomplished when students are granted opportunities to write expressively about their own personal stories as they relate to learning experiences in the classroom (Maxim, 1998, p. 207).  Writing of this variety certainly appeals to students’ needs and interests, yet it also challenges higher-order thinking skills as students must create ideas for their poems.  In Maxim’s example, a fourth-grade classroom undertakes poetry writing in a unit on the Southwestern United States.  Students are challenged to develop, as a group, a cinquain about the life of a vaquero before writing their own individual poems.  Throughout the activity students are not only engaged in the study and analysis of one poetic form, but they are also challenged to: imagine life as a vaquero and attempt to make connections to their own lives; contemplate the use of adjectives, verbs, synonyms, and nouns in the construction of their cinquain; and think like authors as they prepare their own individual creative piece for publishing and peer review.

Social studies is merely one curricular area for which poetry may be used as a supplement to learning.  In “Poetry for the Elementary Classroom,” Francis J. Degnan (1991) argues that, “Scientific method, in great part, is dependent upon observation and data collection. Poetry, too, is dependent upon observation and the special individual expression of that observation” (p. 8).  For this reason, the author indicates one possible direction for relating poetry to scientific inquiry.  In a study of water and its place in natural systems, Degnan (1991) suggests several poems that might be studied either at the beginning, in the middle, or upon concluding a unit, depending on whether the goal for learners is to activate prior knowledge, prompt other forms of analogous thinking, or to bring the unit to a conclusion.
  Of course, poetry in the science curriculum is not limited to works written by published authors.  Students should be encouraged to write their own poems about science topics on a regular basis to get them thinking creatively about the use of language as applied across content areas.  One exercise suggested by Cliff Hofwolt (1977) is to engage students in writing syntus: a five-line Japanese poetic form.  Syntus encourage the writer to enact with the scientific inquiry process as suggested by Degnan, as the second and fourth lines of the poem contain observations about the poem’s subject (listed in the first line).  Lines three and five contain a feeling about the subject and a synonym, respectively.  When used in conjunction with science activities, this form challenges students not only to make valid scientific observations, but also to connect in some personal way with the topic and to utilize language skills as they record their observations and seek an appropriate synonym.  Jack Hassard (1982) offers yet another creative language exercise with science topics that could easily be adapted to include poetry writing.  He challenges students to visualize themselves in their “mind’s eye” placed in scientific settings, such as “riding on a beam of light” (Hassard, 1982, p. 30).  After devoting some time to the imagination of such events, students could be prompted to write a poem recounting what they saw in their mind.  Research by Sekeres and Gregg (2007) further supports the use of poetry in the science curriculum, as the authors note that “the imagery in poems (is) a powerful means of building an understanding of (science) concepts” (p. 474).

Mathematics is another curricular area that is suitable to integrative practices that include the study of poetry and poets.  One such poet is Greg Tang, who creates easy-to-read poems that he says “make math fun” and “teach children analytical problem-solving methods that will make math easier for them” (Fortin, 2007, p. 3G).  He first obtained this idea while tutoring in his daughter’s elementary classroom, where he witnessed first-graders “counting on their fingers” to reason with basic problems; he wanted to find ways to move them beyond such an inefficient method for reasoning with mathematics (Fortin, 2007, p. 3G).  His poems are simple enough—take for example “The Grapes of Math”:


I stroll along a vineyard path,


And there I see the Grapes of Math!


Overhead the sun is blazin’,


Soon each grape will be a raisin.


How many grapes are on the vine?


Counting each takes too much time.


Never fear, I have a hunch


There is a match for every bunch!

The real beauty of Tang’s work is in the collaboration with the illustrator (in the case of this book, Harry Briggs).  The picture shows ten bunches of grapes: five bunches of seven and five bunches of three.  Extrapolating from the poem, students are expected to determine that there are five groups of ten, or fifty grapes.  While this abstraction is challenging for younger students, using simple poems to teach this type of thinking has merits; clearly taking the time to count out all fifty grapes on the page, as opposed to regrouping into bunches of tens, would take a considerably longer amount of time.  To offer another example of the use of poems to promote math thinking, a second grade teacher can utilize a simple rhyming passage to teach the steps for subtraction with regrouping.  Asking students to look in the ones column, the teacher prompts: “More on top? No need to stop!/More on the floor? Go next door, get ten more./Numbers the same? Zero’s the game.”  This simple passage helps students remember a tricky and perhaps arbitrary-seeming math function.  Granted, the poem is not intended to serve as a substitute for learning concrete problem-solving functions, nor are those composed by Greg Tang.  Rather, these types of poems are merely to be included as supplementary educational materials for students who may learn more aurally or linguistically.

While a discussion of implications for integrating poetry in the social studies, science, and mathematics curricula is certainly of critical importance, particularly given the theoretical perspectives of constructive learning, it is also essential to allow students ample opportunities to study poetry in the language arts curriculum in order to master the genre itself while simultaneously using it as a tool to help them master other areas.  Understanding poetry should be a central concern of the curriculum, but enjoyment of this genre is an essential precursor to understanding.  Sharon Ruth Gill (2007) credits Huck, Hepler, and Hickman (1993) with a definition that might be useful to teachers in determining what makes one poem better than another: “Each word must be chosen with care, for both its sounds and meaning, since poetry is language in its most connotative and concentrated form… Poetry does delight children, but it also helps them develop new insights, new ways of sensing their world” (Gill, p. 623).  Huck et al.’s definition certainly speaks to the integrative potential of poetry, but also indicates directions for studying the genre in and of itself.  In studying poems, one focus must be on sounds and meanings; likewise, while writing poetry, students must be urged to contemplate every word for inclusion based on sound and meaning.  Another useful definition shared by Gill (2007) captures other elements of poetry that must be taken into account: feeling, imagery, and “qualities of sound that bounce pleasingly off the tongue, tickle the ear, and leave the mind something to ponder” (623).  Consideration of these poetic elements might be particularly useful to share with children in their exploration of poetry, especially as they begin to write their own poems.
The Learning Environment

In addition to reforming earlier psychological perspectives on education, John Dewey also established “sociological principles” to be applied to schools and the learning environment.  He strongly believed that it is essential to develop “within the school ‘a community of spirit and end’ intermediate between the family and other, larger social organizations” (Jackson, 1990, p. xix).  The use of poetry can easily lead to the creation of a strong community within the classroom, while also providing opportunities for inter-classroom and inter-communal outreach.  One reason that poetry can be successfully utilized to stimulate community is directly related to the types of thinking that this literary genre causes students to engage in.  According to Shane Templeton (1997), poetry has the potential to “inspire in children special reflections on the way things are, on themselves, and on others” (Maxim, 1998, p. 208).  Personal reflections of this nature are absolutely critical to promoting pro-social values: when students realize that their choices are affected by the world around them and their perceptions of others, and that to a large extent they can control these perceptions, then they can begin to make choices that positively affect themselves and their relationships with others.  Andrew Malekoff (2006) outlines a strategy for implementing a poetry club in the classroom that has proven capable of immersing students in this kind of thought while promoting positive self-images and healthy, pro-social interactions with peers.  Perhaps offering even more hope for use in the elementary classroom, he accomplished these goals by implementing the program in a classroom of 5-, 6-, and 7-year-old boys who are largely at risk for many negative educational and social outcomes.

Students in Malekoff’s (2006) program are enrolled in the “Intensive Support Program” (ISP), “a school-based mental health program” that serves students in psychiatric hospitals who are “at-risk for placement in long-term institutional settings” (p. 30).  Obviously these students have very unique individual learning needs, not least among them being those on the lower end of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.  When working to help students with such intensive psychiatric needs, it is especially important to be concerned with their sense of “belonging” and development of their self-esteem, confidence, and respect of others coupled with their feeling respected by others (Maslow, 1943).  To meet these needs it is vital for the teacher (and the school) to cultivate a healthy learning environment that welcomes students and offers them a sense of security within a group of adults and peers.  One of the major components of ISP is group work, as “purposeful group participation offers students an opportunity to belong and feel competent . . . Group work is a way to get to know several students at once and provide a needed service at the same time” (Malekoff, 2006, p. 30).  Malekoff’s (2006) curricular decision to start a poetry club was an outgrowth of the fact that he felt the need to “integrate group purpose with academic and behavioral goals, and support the pro-social values promoted daily in the classroom” – in keeping with Deweyian philosophies on learners and their interaction with the learning environment, Malekoff thought “a poetry club could build spirit, tap students’ creativity, provide an alternative and fun means of expression, and cultivate an appreciation for poetry that would extend beyond the life of the group itself” (p. 30).  With theoretical grounds for the creation of a classroom poetry club in place, Malekoff set about outlining a purpose for the group that was aligned with the academic goals for his students, which he deemed as follows:

The Poetry Club is a weekly group that is about learning to work together, share, have fun, and build confidence through the self expression of poetry. The goals of Poetry Club are related to academic goals including following directions, participating in discussions, and reading aloud fluently and accurately. The Poetry Club members will learn to help one another, applaud one another, and appreciate one another.  (Malekoff, 2006, p. 31-32)
Of interest is that the opening and closing statements of the purpose relate to students’ social learning needs – clearly while the academic goals of a poetry club are important, perhaps what is most pertinent is the learning that takes place as students interact with each other and share their thoughts and feelings, gaining perspectives and insights on the world and those around them as indicated earlier by Shane Templeton (1997).

Malekoff’s (2006) results with the Poetry Club are an excellent indicator of this classroom structure’s value in fostering a strong sense of community in the learning environment, when designed and enacted appropriately.  Examples of curricular and instructional design include: 1) use of a “guess what” poem – “poetry that described something for the members to discover together” – to begin group meetings. Poems remain a bit of a mystery due to omission of key words.  Students huddle up “as a football team might” to discuss possible meanings and celebrate if they guess correctly.  Not only does this activity build a sense of community and belonging, but it also strengthens higher-order thinking and deductive reasoning skills.  It can also be extended by having students compose their own “guess what” poems (p. 32); 2) modeling of celebratory or congratulatory behavior in the Poetry Club in order to promote pro-social mannerisms and values.  For example, after an entry from the poetry notebook was recited for the group, the author shook each “poet’s” (an important distinction) hand – soon other students began imitating this behavior (p. 32); 3) inclusion of “poems-on-your-own,” or poems written outside of the group independently of any assignment, which offers students a chance to read for the group, building confidence and displaying their ability to succeed in an academic task outside of the confines of the classroom; this activity also “provided positive reinforcement for the performing poet and motivation for members to practice poetry outside of the club” (p. 33); work with a long-term project – “guided poetry” – in which group members complete open-ended sentences about themselves and peers in the group, “probing their thoughts, interests, experiences, and strengths”; this becomes a rough draft for a “poem-under-construction” that will be continually refined and included in a final group portfolio or Poetry Club journal” (p. 33).  Obviously other elements should be included in these clubs, but this is just a sampling of ideas excerpted from Malekoff’s work.  The author noted that by the end of the Poetry Club experience, the boys in the group had bonded together much more intimately than before, and one boy in particular, who was overweight and struggled tremendously with his confidence, had noticeably improved his self-esteem.  He had in fact been the first of the boys to share a “poem-on-your-own” with the group, which was well-received and applauded for its strength.  Malekoff’s account provides a strong justification for the inclusion of poetry in the classroom to meet social-emotional goals and foster a positive learning environment in the elementary classroom.

Research by Diane Carver Sekeres and Madeleine Gregg (2007) outlines some other classroom structures that are essential to consider when implementing whole-group and small-group poetry instruction—namely, inclusion of “classroom routines developed to give the students a measure of anticipation, as well as the security of familiarity”; these structures were found to “contribute to (students’) sense that participation in their own education was expected and desired” (p. 467).  The program studied by Sekeres and Gregg was nestled within a third-grade classroom that had a mandated 90-minute reading block, and the teacher utilized thirty minutes of the reading block to teach poetry daily.  Given that the rest of the reading block was fragmented among leveled-reading groups, the time dedicated to poetry each day “was the teacher’s way to shape the students into a learning community.  Coming from various home situations, and being at various levels of competence in reading, they needed a common, successful literacy experience to meld them into a working whole” (Sekeres & Gregg, 2007, p. 467).  Similar to Malekoff’s (2006) identification of the Poetry Club as a means of working with students who have special needs to promote social-emotional learning and develop a common bond between the group, so too Sekeres and Gregg look to poetry instruction as a potential unifying force in a classroom full of diverse learners.  The routine sequence utilized by the classroom teacher for this shared learning experience, while certainly not the only means of organization, is listed as follows to offer a potential guideline for classroom implementation: 1) fluent reading, 2) exploration of a particular element of a poem, and 3) rereading of previously studied poems (Sekeres & Gregg, 2007, p. 467).  If the classroom teacher is especially interested in promoting a pro-social learning environment, Sekeres and Gregg suggest one poem in particular as a starting point for the year – an adaptation of Grenville Kleiser’s “Lord, Show Me How.” The adaptation appears below:
Just Show Me How

If I can do some good today,

If I can serve along life’s way

If I can something helpful say,

Just show me how.
“This poem supported the formation of a community within the classroom. It was prominently displayed on the classroom wall and served as the focus for several routines that changed as the school year unfolded and as the students and teacher negotiated issues of life and purpose” (Sekeres & Gregg, 2007, p. 467).  The authors suggest several avenues to further explore this poem that allow students to model positive behavior towards their peers, which set the tone for a pro-social learning environment in the classroom.

Further Implications for Instruction and Assessment

Theoretical grounds and instructional implementations to support learners’ unique needs and cultivate a positive learning environment have been discussed, in addition to a number of instructional strategies, structures, and techniques.  The following suggestions are included to offer other potential resources for the classroom teacher who wishes to utilize poetry across the curriculum.  One area that has not been mentioned hitherto is literacy instruction for English-language-learners. Poetry’s merits certainly do not end with students who already possess an English background.  On the contrary, a successful poetry curriculum can include resources to serve the learning needs of students who are acquiring English as their second language, while simultaneously strengthening linguistic skills for primary English learners and developing a learning environment that values learners from all backgrounds, no matter how diverse.  Deborah Deutsch Smith (2007) emphasizes the importance of making accommodations to the curriculum for English-language-learners, stating that “it is impossible to access learning, profit from instruction, or participate in a learning community if you do not understand the language being spoken or read” (103).  Furthermore, it is imperative as educators to take a cross-cultural approach to language and to realize that “the goal for bilingual education is for students to master both their home language and English”; if anything, learning two languages should be viewed as a strength – in many parts of the world “mastering more than one language is the norm” (Smith, 2007, p. 103).
Liza Charlesworth (2003) notes one instance of utilizing bilingual poetry in the classroom, which could be utilized for the benefit of both English-language-learners and primary English speakers.  Though this activity only indicates one poem that is intended for use in a lower elementary classroom, it could certainly be adapted for use with a variety of age levels and myriad other poems.  The poem she selects is “Un elefante se balanceaba” (translation: A Balancing Elephant), a well-loved Hispanic children’s poem.  The poem is meant to be shared in “Big Book” format, with the English and Spanish versions appearing alongside each other (beginning with the English version concealed).  The teacher should enlist assistance from a Spanish-speaking student or guest in reading aloud the poem with proper pronunciation (or listen to the audio recording at www.mamalisa.com/world/elephant.html) (Charlesworth, 2003).  After listening to the poem several times, students can be challenged to guess the poem’s theme, noting words that sound familiar.  “They may notice, for example, that the word elefante sounds a lot like elephant” (Charlesworth, 2003, p. S9).  Once students have inferred some potential meanings, the English translation can be uncovered and read so that students can check to see if the analogous thinking they used during their prediction-making proves to be well-founded.  Charlesworth (2003) also includes a physical play activity that incorporates drama to enrich the study of the poem, while simultaneously meeting standards for physical education. One idea that is applicable across the poetry curriculum in the younger elementary grades, though, is that of having students think like “poetry detectives” who must locate words in the poem that seem to rhyme, differentiating between perfect and “near” rhymes (p. S9).  As a final activity, Charlesworth recommends creating a bilingual dictionary on chart paper that can be used as an ongoing resource.
Lastly, while implications for inclusion of all learners’ needs and the construction of a learning environment are critical, assessment is another area that is pivotal for educational considerations.  Sekeres and Gregg (2007) indicate several considerations for assessment, one main consideration being the use of portfolios in the form of a poetry folder maintained by each individual student.  This long-term, formative means of assessment can be utilized to organize student work that occurs within the workshop and to maintain copies of students’ own poems and drafts of peers’ work that is investigated in the workshop setting.  Students’ performance in reading poems can be assessed for accuracy and general fluency while also presenting a unique opportunity for inter-class collaboration, as it is recommended that students recite poems for another third-grade class in the school on a weekly basis.  This activity not only offers an assessment opportunity, but it extends the classroom community to include neighboring peers.  Better still; students might embark on excursions to other schools (particularly older students in the middle grades, who might travel to an elementary school) or areas in the neighboring community to put on poetry readings.  Another activity entitled Poetry Zoom offers extended practice in reading with expression.  For this activity, “the whole class (in the authors’ study) participated in chorally reading multiple poems they had chosen” and often chose to reread previously studied poems (Sekeres & Gregg, 2007).  This activity can be used to demonstrate growth in fluent reading of poems over time, as teachers can conduct baseline assessments with initial readings and then track students’ progress by comparing initial data to an individual’s rereading.
Why Use Poetry in the Classroom?
Poetry has infinite values in the classroom, as evidenced by the justifications presented thus far.  Be it a vehicle for promoting positive social values and modeling of praise, an opportunity to integrate learning in the sciences, social studies, or mathematics with an aesthetically pleasing language arts genre, the means by which teachers find commonality among an increasingly linguistically and culturally diverse student population, or an outlet for the “heavy” heart
, poetry is an invaluable resource for the teacher to fulfill innumerable student needs and desires.  Despite the constant drive to meet x objective on this day and y objective in this period, it is critical for teachers to realize that objectives can be promoted in many ways – allowing opportunities for learning across curricular areas, not to mention through a method that inspires children to view their world creatively in new and unique ways, is far more authentic than preparing a student for performance on prescribed assessments through more “traditional” methods.  The study of poetry is by no means mutually exclusive to these goals.  Take, as one very small example, language arts objectives such as symbolism, metaphor, and analogies, all of which can easily be taught through the poetry curriculum, along with many other reading and language conventions that find their way onto assessments.  However, at the end of the day poetry can do far more for a student’s self-esteem, such as the overweight boy in Andy Malekoff’s Poetry Club, than, say, an exercise in a grammar book recited aloud.  Greg Tang shows us that a poem can also do more for many students to teach analytical thinking strategies than a few more problems on yet another worksheet can.  Likewise, reading an imagistic poem about a previously un-experienced natural phenomenon or writing a poem to imagine oneself as a water molecule provides the student with an opportunity to visualize what may otherwise be a lifeless page in a science textbook.  For these reasons, poetry’s pivotal place in the elementary curriculum clearly cannot be curtailed – if you caught the alliteration in this sentence, you should thank a teacher.
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