A Suggested Four-Week Unit of Study in Poetry:  Grades K –2 
Many of the following ideas are inspired by the writings of Georgia Heard and Regie Routman.
An Introduction to Poetry
Poetry is a genre that we want children to be exposed to throughout the year.  It is not unusual for children and adults to feel intimidated at the prospect of reading and writing poetry. However, a study of poetry provides a wonderful venue for encouraging an appreciation of the playful, free use of language and a study of the craft of writing. Writing poetry frees children from many of the conventional restraints imposed when writing prose. There is less of a sense of what is correct or incorrect. The poet decides on the length of the poem, the shape of the poem and the rhythm of the poem. A poem may rhyme. A poem may not rhyme. The poet makes that decision. If the teacher creates a safe, encouraging and risk-free environment, children will have a lot of pleasure as they read and write poems.

WEEK ONE: WHAT IS A POEM?
The first step in any study of a particular type of literature is an opportunity for students to become familiar with the look, sound and feel of it. As you begin this unit, children should be immersed in poetry. Be sure that you have a variety of poetry texts in the classroom and that they are easily accessible to children.  Create baskets of books in your classroom library area that are dedicated to poetry. A good selection to start you off can be found in the Classroom Libraries. Others can be found in your school or public library, at stoop sales, or in local bookstores. In a note sent home to families telling them about your upcoming unit, you may want to ask them to loan any books of poetry they might have to the class for the duration of the study. As the month proceeds and children become more familiar with the available texts, you can have them begin to sort the classroom collection into categories, storing different types of poetry into baskets and labeling them. You might, for example, have baskets labeled: Animal Poems, Sports Poems, Poems Written by Classmates, Poetry Magazines or Nursery Rhymes. Read Aloud time and Shared Reading may be dedicated to reading poetry.
Read, Read, Read Poetry

· In her series, Kid’s Poems: Teaching Kindergartners to Love Writing Poetry (which also includes Grades 1, 2 and a combined book for 3rd and 4th Graders) Regie Routman suggests that teachers begin a poetry study by reading aloud poems written by children because hearing poems that children have written sends the message that “poetry writing is fun, doable, and easy – for all students.”

· Have the children begin their own collection of favorite and familiar poems in folders or notebooks.   Make copies of the most significant poems that you have read and shared and let children put these in their poetry folders or notebooks. 
Investigate What Makes a Poem a Poem
· After you read a number of poems, record a few on chart paper and spend some time with children looking at the different poems. You may also want to put them on overhead transparencies and look at them together, especially if you have copies of poems in children’s original invented spelling. Especially for our youngest writers, doing so validates their efforts and encourages risk-taking. 
· After reading and sharing a selection of poems, ask the children to share their thoughts on, “What makes these writings poems?” Be sure that the poems you select are stylistically varied so children’s understanding isn’t too narrow. Read some that rhyme, some that are lists, some written in blank verse, some that have interesting line breaks, and some with interesting shapes. 
· Record responses on a web or a list.  This is a brainstorming activity and all responses are accepted. As you read more poems during the study, return to your list and add or delete information as children’s ideas about poetry become expanded and refined. This list or web should reflect your students’ growing ideas.

Poets See Ordinary Things Differently
· After a few days of reading and listening to poems, try this activity. Have children gather in a circle. You can make this circle time very special by dimming the lights and playing soft music.  Show children something they may have seen but not really observed carefully or something unusual or beautiful. It might be an old, chewed-on pencil, a flower, a shell, or a well-worn doll, for example. Tell the children to look at the object very carefully, then to close their eyes and think about what they saw, creating a picture in their minds. Then, have them open their eyes and look again. Ask them to turn to the person next to them and share one thought about what they saw. They can describe something about it, tell about something that it makes them think of, or maybe say how it made them feel to look at it. 
· After children have had a few minutes to share one thought (keep this time short), collect what they said, record it and in a shared writing experience, with the help of the children, turn these observations into a poem. For the youngest children, a list poem is a good start. Be sure to make a copy of this poem for children to put in their poetry folders or notebooks.

Set up an Inspiration-ObservationTable 

· The first item on the table could be the object that the class wrote about. Children should be encouraged to add interesting objects and pictures to this table.
· Repeat the shared poetry writing experience on the next day, creating a second poem. Bring in another item for the children to look at. You might want to have magnifying glasses for the children to look through to help with very careful observations. Record the poem on chart paper and add the item to the inspiration table. Make copies of this poem for children to add to their personal collection.
More Shared Writing

· The next time that you compose a poem together, change the activity a bit. Give the children time to look at the item you’ve selected.  After they look at it carefully, give out small strips of paper and ask each child to write a few words in response to their observations. For kindergarten children, encourage invented spelling or sketching. Make a poem by playing around with different arrangements of their short responses. You want the children to see that there are many possibilities, so that when they go off to write their own poems, they have more freedom of expression. 

· When Friday rolls around, you might want children to bring their poetry folders or notebooks home for the weekend so they can share their poems with family members.
WEEK TWO: POEMS CAN HAVE THEIR OWN SPECIAL WAY OF LOOKING

Poetry All Around Us 
· Continue immersing children in poetry.
· Have a time each day when all of the children are listening to poetry 
(Read Aloud).
· Have a time each day when all of the children are looking at poetry
 (Shared Reading).
· Have a time each day when all of the children are reading poetry
(Independent/Partner Reading).
· Have a time each day when all of the children are writing poetry
 (Independent Writing/Writing Workshop).
· As you begin your second week of studying poetry, you might want to share a poem that was written by one of the children. You can stress one of the outstanding features of that poem.
· Begin putting up significant poetry in key places around the room.  If you read a poem about water, for example, you might say, “This would be a wonderful poem to put by our water fountain!” and then post it there.  If you read a poem about birds, you might post it on the window where children can see birds. Always bring children in on your decision. Encourage children to come up with ideas about where to post appropriate poems (e.g., a fish poem by the fish tank, a poem about coats near the wardrobe). 

What Does a Poem Look Like?  
· Select a poem that has an interesting shape, like “Spring Is” by Bobbi Katz. Read and enjoy the poem together. After children have listened to the poem, write the poem on chart paper. Ask the children why they think the poet chose to write the poem in this form. After the children give their ideas, tell them that you would like to try an experiment. Rewrite the poem on post-its, one word on each post-it. Then put the poem back together, but change the line breaks. Read it the new way. Do it again, with another configuration. Read it again. Discuss how the rhythm and sound of the poem changes as the line breaks change. 
Spring Is

By Bobbi Katz
Spring is when







the morning sputters like






       bacon







    and







       your







          sneakers








run








   down








        the








            stairs

                                                                            so fast you can hardly keep up with them

                                                                            and






           spring is when

                                                                                    your scrambled eggs







        jump







           off








the








    plate







and turn into a million daffodils







trembling in the sunshine.



copyright c 1979 by Bobbi Katz. 
Used with permission of the author, who controls all rights.
· Repeat the above activity with another short poem that the children know well. Give partners post-its and a copy of the poem. Send them off to try arranging the line breaks in another configuration. Come back together and give partners a chance to share.
Getting Ideas and Drafting Poetry

· Begin a writing workshop by returning to the brainstorming web you created as you began your study. Ask children if they would like to add or take away anything from the web. Do a quick brainstorming of what they might want to write about. If one or two children can’t come up with an idea, tell them that you will come to them for a conference.  If it’s a few children, you might want to confer with them as a group.  Or, you might want to use Georgia Heard’s “map of the heart” activity.  In it, children partition a heart-shape and label each section with something that is important to them (e.g., mom, dad, a sibling, a favorite toy, a vacation). They can then refer to their heart-map for ideas whenever they’re trying to think of a topic to write about.
· As you circulate and confer with children, you might want to bring the web with you as a reference tool. As you confer, if a child is doing something that you would like to highlight (writing about an interesting topic, using beautiful words, spacing the words in an unusual way, using repetition) stop the class and share the poem. Be clear and specific about why you are doing this. (“What an interesting topic Juan picked. I can’t wait to read what he writes about it!” “Listen to the strong rhythm in Tina’s poem.” or “Maya’s poem looks like it is starting to have a shape already!”) You probably would not do this every day, but it might help children as they are getting started.

· Tell children that when they finish one poem, they should read it to a partner to see if it needs any revision. If they feel like it is done, they can begin another.

A Chart of Wonderings 
· At a morning meeting, you might help children get started on a new poem by beginning a chart of Wonderings (I wonder why…..). Children can add to this chart each day and they can be encouraged to draw ideas from it.
· It sometimes helps young children to draw a small sketch or to bring in a photograph to give them ideas for poems.
· Children are less intimidated by writing small poems. Share short poems with them as models. Provide small pieces of paper as an option for children to use.
· Encourage children to add items to the Inspiration Table. These can be borrowed and brought to desks as children are writing.
· Be sure that children have post-its in their poetry folders. They can use these to rearrange their poetry words. As the unit continues, they will be using these for various reasons.
· Have places to post children’s poems as they are published.
WEEK THREE: POETS CHOOSE THEIR WORDS VERY CAREFULLY
Read poems that have beautifully worded images.  The following are some kindergarten poems.  You may want to discuss the italicized words and phrases. 
My Nails!

My nails!

Are purple

And sparkles too

I got my nails done

Yesterday.

I love

My nails

By Nadire

Dogs

Dogs are cuddly

Dogs are fuzzy

Dogs are cute

I love dogs
By Sara

Boats
On the boat it

Felt like

You were a gliding

Butterfly
I love butterflies
By Maggie

Million Dollar Words vs. Penny Words
· Write a simple poem to share using ordinary words. Read it to and with the children. Model how you might trade in one word or phrase for another more vivid choice (e.g., red to fire engine red or happy to as happy as a puppy with a bone). Have children close their eyes as you reread the poem to them asking, “Which way gives you a better picture in your head?” Start a chart with the children. In the Penny Words column, write “red” and in the Million Dollar Words column, write “fire engine red.” Keep adding to this list throughout your study and encourage children to add to it.
· Wonderful Words

Along with the chart described above, you might want to start an interactive bulletin 
board of “Wonderful Words.” When children find wonderful words or phrases in their 
readings, they can write them on post-its (or have the teacher write them) and put them 
on the special board. When you are reading aloud, stop when you come to an interesting 
word or phrase and model repeating it to yourself and adding it to the display.  Children 
can borrow post-its (or index cards) from this board if they would like to use a word or 
phrase in their writing.

· Learn a special poem together. Make that your “class poem.” It could be a poem that relates to a social studies or science theme that you are working on at this time. Perhaps it’s a special nursery rhyme or group of nursery rhymes. A poem with a strong beat like “Aint Got It No More” by Eloise Greenfield, is fun for children. This poem is like a chant. Children can recite it in parts or all together. Even though it is long, young children memorize it quite quickly because of the catchy rhythm and the topic. 

Write “Poetry Portraits”
· Children can use one-word sentences or short phrases, in list form, to describe another child or to create a self-portrait. You can model this and send them off with long, narrow, paper to “give it a try.” An example might be:

Bubbly

Jumpy

Brown-eyed

Runs fast

Sammy!


Encourage children to think of just the right words to describe their subject.

Noticing Beginnings, Endings and Titles
· Share poems and think about the following questions: What are some ways that poets begin and end their poems? What does a title of a poem make you think of? Ask children to try coming up with some interesting beginnings or endings for their own poems and to share with the group. You might want to have children sort poems by beginnings or endings and post them in groups on a bulletin board.  Five-year old Nils’ poem (below) is a great example of a poem with an interesting ending: 
How are Birds Their Color?

Flamingos are pink

Because they eat shrimp

Cardinals are red

Because they eat pizza

Bluejays are blue

Because they eat blueberries

Peacocks are green

Because they eat grass

Chickens are brown

Because they eat dirt

What if a bird eats a rainbow?

By Nils (kindergarten)

Seven-year old Arkiemah’s poem (below) has a simple but effective beginning:
When My Aunt’s Cat Died

We had a fire

In my house

The fire caught

My leg

I said, “I think

I’m forgetting

Something

But what?

My Aunt’s cat

Named Bobby.

My mom called the fireman

Outside

I remembered

I forgot

My aunt’s cat Bobby.

My aunt found Bobby laying

By the Christmas tree.

We all love Bobby and

Me too.

By Arkiemah (second grade)
· Continue posting poems in appropriate places around the room.  If you have poems written by children in the class that might be just right for a particular area be sure to use those poems too. If someone has written a poem, for example, about food you might hang it up in the dramatic play area.
WEEK FOUR: PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER AND CELEBRATING OUR CLASS POETS
· You might want to set up poetry centers or stations.  Before opening a center activity to children, introduce it to the entire class and give all children an opportunity to practice the activity. Some possible centers are:

· Observation Center: If you have set up an Inspiration Table, this center can take place there.  Children find something to observe very carefully – a class pet, for example: draw it very carefully using a fine point pen or pencil and then write their observations in poetry (often a list poem) form.

· Listening Center:  Children can listen to poems read on tape that a teacher, parent or child has recorded.
· Poetry Reading Center: In partnerships, children read favorite poems to each other.

· Poetry Illustration Center: Children illustrate favorite poems. They might write about the feelings invoked by these poems and why they chose particular materials for their illustrations.

· Poetry Portrait Center: Children write poetry portraits of friends, pets, etc.

· I Used To Be/ Now I Am… Poetry Center: Children write poems in the comparative form. For example:

I used to be afraid of the dark
now I’m not
OR




I used to be little
now I’m big

Create a Class Poetry Book
· Create a class poetry book, perhaps in Big Book format. Each child can pick their most successful poem to put into the book.  Another possibility for this book is for each child to pick a poem that s/he wrote, read or heard read and really love. Both poems would go into the book. The second poem might be a favorite nursery rhyme or a poem that was written by a classmate.
· You might want to publish your students’ poems as a class poetry anthology that is sent home for families and also kept in your class poetry collection basket.
Celebrate!
· Plan a poetry celebration. Make it very special. Invite parents or another class to your poetry reading. Have simple refreshments to serve after the reading. At the celebration, the class can recite the poem that they have been learning together. You can make a tape of this recitation for the listening center.  You can have a formal reading, where the children read one or more of their poems to an audience. Or, you can have children sitting in poetry reading stations divide the audience into groups that go from station to station to hear the poetry.
