
Teaching Poetry 

to Adolescents: 

a Teachers’ Guide to Little Things



Teaching Poetry 

to Adolescents: 

a Teachers’ Guide to Little Things

by Loh Chin Ee, Angelia Poon and Esther Vincent 

Teaching Poetry to Adolescents: a Teachers’ Guide to Little Things

© Ethos Books, 2013 

Cover illustrations © Gavin Goo, 2013

Copyright for all poems is reserved by their respective poets and/ or publishers

ISBN 978-981-07-7990-0

Published under the imprint Ethos Books by

Pagesetters Services Pte Ltd

28 Sin Ming Lane 

#06-131 Midview City 

Singapore 573972

www.ethosbooks.com.sg | www.facebook.com/ethosbooks 

With the support of

The publisher reserves all rights to this title.

Cover illustration by Gavin Goo

Design and layout by Pagesetters Services Pte Ltd

Printed by Digicool Pte Ltd, Singapore 

Second printing, 2014 

National Library Board, Singapore Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

Loh, Chin Ee, 1975-    

Teaching poetry to adolescents : a teacher’s guide to Little things / by Loh Chin Ee, 
Angelia Poon and Esther Vincent. – Singapore : Ethos Books, [2013]

pages cm

ISBN : 978-981-07-7990-0 (paperback)

      

   

1. Singaporean poetry (English) – Study and teaching (Secondary) – Singapore.  2. 
English poetry – Study and teaching (Secondary) – Singapore.  I. Poon, Angelia.  II. 
Vincent, Esther, 1987-  III. Title.

PR9570.S52 

S821 -- dc23           OCN859561733



Contents 

Preface

Chapter 1  Reading Poetry

Chapter 2  Seeing with the mind’s eye: Imagery and its Uses 

Chapter 3  Playing with Sound and Performance 

Chapter 4 Discerning Irony

Chapter 5 Poetry Pairing: Popular Culture and Poetry 

Chapter 6 Intertextual Possibilities 

Chapter 7 Creative Writing 

Chapter 8 Writing about Literature 

Glossary of Literary Terms

Copyright 

About the Authors 

About Little Things: an anthology of poetry 

7

9

 22

33

47

58

77

93

104

118

120

122

123



7

Preface

Rationale for Teaching Poetry to Adolescents: a Teachers’ Guide to Little Things

When we fi rst decided to work on an anthology targeted at adolescent readers, we were primarily concerned 

with what we saw as a gap in the resources that were available for lower secondary Literature teachers. We 

wanted to work on an anthology so that students could have a book of poetry at home, in the same way that 

they might have a copy of a play or novel. Nothing beats the feel of a book in one’s hands. The anthology has 

more than 80 poems and while there is no way the teacher will use all the poems in secondary one and two, 

a permanent collection means that students can return to the book and read other poems not studied in 

class for their enjoyment and make connections on their own. With the exception of the most enthusiastic 

students, no one returns to their Literature fi le but we hope that by providing a physical book with whimsical 

illustrations, our students will read these poems and begin to appreciate the value of poetry. We have included 

poems by well-known and emerging poets as well as poets from Singapore and the rest of the world to expose 

our students to as wide a range of poetry as possible.

We realised that while it was important to provide an anthology that had relevant poems and themes 

that were meaningful for younger adolescents, we felt that it was also important to provide a guide that 

would help teachers to maximise their use of the anthology. Our goal for the anthology was that it should 

be instructive but not restrictive. We wanted to respect the desire of teachers to plan their own lessons while 

providing some ready-made materials in the form of worksheets and rubrics that teachers could reproduce for 

use in the classroom. In the teachers’ guide, we provide ideas for teaching poetry mainly using specifi c poems 

from the anthology but we also refer to and make use of other well-known and contemporary poems which 

are readily accessible to teachers online or in books. The teaching ideas are transferable and we hope that it 

will be a valuable read for teachers, regardless of whether they are using the anthology in their classrooms. In 

the guide, we provide teaching ideas and lesson plans. The latter are more comprehensive and detailed while 

the former are ideas that may be incorporated into a larger lesson.

There are eight chapters in the teachers’ guide. Chapter 1 touches on the basics of teaching poetry and 

provides suggestions for introducing students to poetry and choosing poetry for the Literature classroom. 

Chapter 2 deals with teaching imagery and Chapter 3 with teaching sound and performance, both fundamental 

to learning how to read poetry. Chapter 4 moves into more diffi cult but necessary territory with its discussion 

on irony and tone. Chapter 5 explores a way of approaching the teaching of poetry through pairing poetry 

with popular culture. By making links with popular culture, we can help draw students into the study of poetry 

as well as invite them to read everyday texts through a literary lens. Chapter 6 focuses on the concept of 

intertextuality in an attempt to challenge students to think beyond the single text. Finally, the last two chapters 

deal with writing. Chapter 7 reminds teachers that creative writing is important for learning about poetry and 

teaching thinking, and gives several teaching ideas for encouraging creative writing in the classroom. Chapter 

8 focuses on writing Literature essays and provides some principles for thinking about teaching our students 

how to write well. The Glossary of Literary Terms at the end provides a quick guide to important literary terms 

required for reading the poems in the anthology and may be reproduced to help students in their reading. Page 

numbers to poems in Little Things: an Anthology of Poetry have been referenced for the readers’ convenience.
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The teaching ideas in this guide are drawn from our own experiences as well as our reading of books on 

research and pedagogy. We believe it is essential to teach Literature with passion, to enthuse our students and 

give them a love for reading that will last them a lifetime. The Literature classroom should be an open, dialogic 

space for discussion, thinking and sharing, and we hope that both the anthology and this teachers’ guide will 

serve as starting points for that.

Loh Chin Ee, Angelia Poon and Esther Vincent

Chapter 1
Reading Poetry

“Infi nite riches in a little room.”

These are the words which John Keats, echoing Christopher Marlowe’s Jew of Malta, appropriates metaphorically 

to describe poetry. For our purposes, the description may very well serve as a challenge to ourselves: how do we as 

Literature teachers in the business of teaching young students poetry lead them to appreciate and embrace this view 

of poetry?

In the fi rst place, of course, by teaching poetry, we are in effect introducing students to the English language 

at its best, drawing attention to its richness, its dynamism, and its creatively anarchic possibilities. Poetry is “the best 

words in their best order”, as Samuel Taylor Coleridge avers. This plain-sounding description hardly does justice to 

the way poetry, often through compression and concision, reveals the wonder of words—their subtlety, nuances, 

connotations, and layers of meaning. While reading poetry, students need to attend closely to words, infer meaning, 

read between the lines, discern assumptions, follow a line of argument; these constitute the much vaunted panoply of 

critical reading and thinking skills we want developed in students as part of their twenty-fi rst century competencies. 

At the same time, reading poetry is a form of “aesthetic” rather than “efferent” reading, to employ a still useful 

distinction that Louise Rosenblatt fi rst set up more than three-quarters of a century ago. In efferent reading, “the 

reader’s attention is centred on what should be retained as a residue after the actual reading-event” (Rosenblatt, 

1985, p. 37). Reading purposefully, we engage in this kind of reading a great deal when we read a textbook for specifi c 

knowledge or read the newspapers for information. The “transaction” with the text in an aesthetic reading is different. 

Here, “the reader is focused on what he is living through during the reading-event” (p. 38). The experiential process of 

reading aesthetically occurs but rarely in a typical secondary school classroom, and Literature periods are probably 

the only time such reading can occur. 

Focusing like Rosenblatt on the reading experience, Judith Langer (1995) in her book Envisioning Literature 

elaborates on how reading literary works including poetry involves a constantly expanding horizon of expectations. 

The various stages she identifi es in reading Literature involve essential cognitive skills: the ability to make a provisional 

interpretation and then to change it if necessary in the light of more knowledge and understanding, as well as the 

ability to engage with complexity, ambivalence and ambiguity.

The richness of poetry may be viewed within the larger context of the importance of the imaginative experience 

to education. In writing about the power of the imagination, Maxine Greene affi rms the central role of Literature and 

the Arts in arousing the imagination. Poetry and other forms of Literature invite us to lift ourselves out of being “sunk 

in everydayness” (Greene, 1988, p.123) to “take an initiative, to refuse stasis and the fl atness of ordinary life” in order “to 

learn again to see the world” (p.123). Because the imagination allows us to regard things “as if they could be otherwise” 

(Greene, 1995, p.16), it is more than just about cognitive development; it is also ultimately a crucial step in establishing 

a commitment to social action and change. 
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Preparing Students to Read Poetry

What is a poem?

To introduce poetry and its imaginative, emotional and cognitive richness to students, we fi rst have to consider 

the fundamental question of what is a poem. When asked the question, most students would probably reply that 

poems are lines that should rhyme, that they are words arranged in stanzas or that they are short texts that deal with 

important ideas like love and death. Of course, there is no totally right or wrong answer at the end of this exercise. 

The point is merely to get students thinking about what poetry is, why they’re reading it, and perhaps later, why they 

might want to write a poem. Thus, as a start, teachers might like to have students re-write a very short poem like “Love 

nest” by Jonathan Liautrakul, presenting the poem to them fi rst in a straightforward fashion as two sentences.

Bulbuls built a nest. I looked in their twig-fi lled home: not a single egg.

Ask students the following questions:

• Where do you think you might fi nd lines like these? (In a science log? In a diary perhaps? A novel?)

• Do you think there is anything special about the lines? Why or why not?

• Do the lines tell a story? Could they be made to tell a story?

After students have discussed these questions, show them the poem as written by Liautrakul. 

Love nest 
By Jonathan Liautrakul

Bulbuls built a nest.

I looked in their twig-fi lled home:

not a single egg.

Do they agree that the “poem” is a poem? Teachers should encourage students to justify their answers. Challenge 

them to think about what the word “poetic” means. If something is poetic, is it aesthetically pleasing? Emotionally 

complex and evocative? Inspiring? Teachers may have to explain that poems can be about very simple things and 

ordinary daily moments. 

Oftentimes, poets do not use bombastic words and overwrought language to write poetry. Consider, for example, the 

poem, “Ice Ball Man” by Margaret Leong, which is written in very simple language and describes a street hawker selling 

ice balls, a local dessert common in the 1950s and 1960s in Singapore. Despite its simplicity, the poem is charming and 

manages to effectively capture a sense of childhood innocence and pleasure.

Ice Ball Man 
By Margaret Leong 

I push my rolling cart

And hurry down the street

Singing “Ice balls, ice balls,

Very cold and sweet.”

All the children come

When they hear my cry

“Who wants ice balls?

Who wants to buy?”

Red ones, brown ones,

Pink ones, blue

Yellow ones, green ones

And orange ones too.

To give students an opportunity to “create” poetry and explore further the idea of what makes a poem, teachers could 

try this other short exercise which is a variation of the process of making found poetry. Select another short poem like 

“Keeping Time” by Colin Tan and rewrite the words as plain sentences. Note that a comma had to be added after the 

word “clicking” in order for the sentences to function grammatically.

When will this class end? I feel minutes until the hour clicking, ticking by like the grasshopper 

in the matchbox we caught yesterday while skipping through the fi eld after school.

In small groups, students can experiment with arranging the words above to create a poem. They should think about 

the effect they want to have on the reader by, for example, placing certain words together in the same line or spacing 

them out. Here is the actual poem.

Keeping Time 
By Colin Tan

When will this class end?

I feel

minutes

until the hour

clicking

ticking by

like

the grasshopper in

the matchbox 

we caught yesterday

while 

skipping through the fi eld

after school

Approaching Poetry

Building on from the exercises above on what constitutes a poem, we move on to leading students to consider the 

approach they might adopt when confronted with a poem. Should they approach the poem as a puzzle? Could they 

think of themselves as investigators trying to make sense of a poem? How should they begin to make meaning?

As part of creating the appropriate conducive atmosphere for the poetry classroom and setting the tone for the 

lessons that follow, get students to consider and articulate an approach they might adopt when reading poetry. You 

could use a poem like Billy Collins’s “Introduction to Poetry” to get the discussion going.
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Introduction to Poetry
By Billy Collins

I ask them to take a poem

and hold it up to the light

like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.

I say drop a mouse into a poem

and watch him probe his way out,

or walk inside the poem’s room

and feel the walls for a light switch.

I want them to waterski

across the surface of a poem

waving at the author’s name on the shore.

But all they want to do

is tie the poem to a chair with rope

and torture a confession out of it.

They begin beating it with a hose

to fi nd out what it really means.

Credit: Billy Collins, “Introduction to Poetry” from The Apple That Astonished Paris. Copyright © 1988, 1996 by Billy Collins. Reprinted with the permission of 

The Permissions Company, Inc., on behalf of the University of Arkansas Press, www.uapress.com.

Some questions to ask students are:

• Who do you think “I” and “they” are in the poem?

• What are the kinds of advice the persona gives regarding what to do with a poem? What does he mean? 

• After giving all that advice, why is he disappointed?

• What do you think of the persona’s approach towards reading poetry? Would you add other suggestions?

After getting students to discuss the questions above, set them a short writing task with a question like the one below:

• Write in two or three sentences the approach to poetry you intend to adopt. 

Get students to share their approaches with each other in small discussion groups and come up with a short list of key 

questions they can use whenever they fi rst read a poem to try and fi gure it out. These questions could then be pinned 

on the class notice board so that students can easily refer to them.

Examples of questions that could be formulated: 

• What is this poem about? 

• Does it tell a story? Is it about a moment or an experience? 

• Who is speaking? Is there a specifi c addressee?

• What kinds of emotions emerge from the poem?

Using these questions as a way to start thinking about a poem, students may then be led to write specifi c statements 

that will help them develop their ideas about the meaning of the poem. They could follow a thinking sequence like 

SEE. THINK. WONDER.

• I see…

• I think the poem is about…

• I wonder…

Note that this is by no means the last word on the approach students can adopt to poetry. As they become more expert 

readers of poetry, they should be invited to revisit their initial approaches and key questions to make adjustments or 

changes.

As a follow-up, consider the poem “Eating Poetry” by Mark Strand (p. 137) in the anthology which tries to convey the 

transformative power of poetry.

• In the poem, what do you think happens to the persona?  

• What are the kinds of emotions the persona feels?

• Why is the librarian frightened and distressed?

• What do you think the poem is about?

Strand’s poem is ambiguous and various readings are possible. Have students engage in a discussion about the poem 

and say which reading they fi nd more persuasive. The point is not to end up with the “right” reading but to show that 

this is the open approach towards reading, analysing and discussing poetry that subsequent lessons will adopt. You 

could even return to this poem at a later date to see if students now read the poem differently or have a different 

interpretation of it.

Learning to Annotate

In line with adopting different approaches to reading poetry, students need to learn how to annotate their poems. 

Annotating makes students’ thinking visible, since students need to actively engage with the words on the paper 

and openly interact with the language in the poem as they scribble their responses down. Annotation is important 

because it empowers students to react to poetry as a work of Art that is not meant for passive consumption, but for 

active engagement, which is really what Literature is all about. As educators, our aim should be to equip students with 

the analytical skills to make meaning out of poetry, which then helps them make sense of the world they live in, and 

one of the ways in which they can do so is to acquire annotation skills.

Step One: Read the poem and jot down your initial thoughts as well as questions you might have.

One key feature of annotation is the need to ask questions about the poem you are reading. Does anything puzzle 

you? Are you intrigued by a reference made in the poem? Do you notice a pattern made by repetition of a particular 

word? Reading the poem as a detective would solve a crime scene, observe patterns in the poem and make your 

interpretations by fi rst of all asking questions on your fi rst reading. 

Step Two: Read the poem again and annotate.

After the initial reading, read the poem a second time, and as you go from line to line, make notes at the side, bearing 

in mind that in poetry, every single word has been chosen for a specifi c purpose and adds to the meaning in the 

poem. A good suggestion is to now make notes by referring closely to the language in the poem to help you answer 

your initial questions from your fi rst reading. Annotate any observations about the setting, tone, mood/ atmosphere, 

imagery, allusions and/ or cultural references the poem may have, but bear in mind that every poem lends itself to 

different types of annotation. 




