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Why should we use poetry in language teaching?
* Poeiry can motivate:

It can enhance appreciation for the beauty of the language.
It can speak to a student’s deepest feelings and conceins.
Students at all levels can get a feeling of accomplishment from creating a piece of
writing which has beauty and expressiveness, even if they lack sophisticated
technical knowledge of the language and have difficulty with longer pieces.
- Creating something beautiful from the student’s cultural heritage or petrsonal
experience validates both the student and the culture.

¢ Poetry promotes personal growth and interpersonal understanding:

It allows students to communicate with each other through their deepest feelings
and most meaningful personal experiences.

It promotes their understanding of other cultures in the same way.

It helps make them keen, active observers of both their inner and outer worlds.

Like all artistic expression, it helps them “let off steam™ in a creative, postive way.

¢ Poetry has overall educational benefits:

It promotes anthentic and concise writing vs. empty and over-used abstractions.

It stimulates higher thought processes like metaphorical and synthetic thinking,

It stimulates creativity through divergent thinking,

By exposing students to unusual modes of meaning and expression, it encourages
the formation of richer, more complex semantic codes.

It encourages active, involved reading.

Both reading and writing poetry introduce the student to a wide variety of genres,
literary devices, voices, and styles.

* Poetry has specific benefits for second-language acquisition:

It can help increase awareness of the sounds and rhythms of the language.

It acquaints the student with a variety of registers, dialects, etc.

By allowing for use of smaller syntactical units, it encourages experimentation and
flexibility of expression, which in turn may promote fluency,

Less concern with syntactical requirements allows students to explore the expressiv
power of individval words, as well as subtle nnances of word meaning,

The need to express a deeply felt meaning can lead fo increased awareness, and
hopefully acquisition, of syntactical and grammatical points,
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POETRY AS APEDAGOGICAL TOOL: SOME THEORY

Poetry is an ideal vehicle through which to convey an appreciation of the
dynamic, elusive, and multifaceted nature of words, and to encourage both conceptual
and emotional development. Some advantages of poetry-based activities are as follows:

e Poems provide rich context confaining varied and subtle meanings.

o Poems tend to employ words on a variety of levels ranging from the concrete, sensory
level through the highly abstract; these levels interact in a continuous,
multidirectional manner.

e Poems encourage the reader to form visval images, which, like eidetic imagery in
experience, might help form memory traces of words.

e Poems make use of metaphor, a form of higher-order thinking.

e Poems are often rich in emotional expression, and can activate a wide variety of
feelings in the reader. According to Vygotsky, emotions — including specifically
those found in poetry — provide an important developmental link to creativity and the
formation of ideas during adolescence (Vygotsky, 1994).

e Related to the previous idea, poetry can help move thinking to a higher level by
encouraging “liberation from earlier, more primitive forms of cognition” toward
“advanced forms of imagination.” Though not specifically with relation to poetry,
Vygotsky asserted that “a more profound penetration of reality demands that
consciousness attain a freer relationship to the elements of that reality, that
consciousness depart from the external and apparent aspect of reality that is given
directly in perception” (Vygotsky, 1987).

e Because of its inherent ambiguity, poetry is ideal for promoting both exploratory
thinking and interaction between varied perspectives within a group context,

o Because the same word can be used in many different ways to achieve a variety of .
meanings and effects, poetry can help learners become aware of the fluid, contingent
nature of word meanings. Vygotsky argued that word meanings “change. . .with the
various ways in which thought functions,” and that we need to find out “the way they
function in the live process of verbal thought” (Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 216-217). Being
“alive” with layers of meaning, poetry can heighten and accentuate this process.

¢ Due to the subtle, precise and subjective nature of word choice, and the consequences
this has for understanding the poet’s meaning, it is possible that poetry can promote a
heightened awareness of translation differences. This could make the existence of L1
interference — and the necessity of understanding the precise 1.2 concept — more
apparent.

¢ Poems can be used to great advantage at all levels of proficiency. Since their impact
is achieved mainly through choice of words, many poems can be appreciated without
sophisticated knowledge of grammar and syntax.

e For Vygotsky, a “real” concept “implies a certain position in relation to other
concepts, i.e., a place within a system of concepts” (1986, p. 172), Most poems could
be seen as providing these in abundance, in that they contain refworks of meaning in
which words are interrelated in discernable patterns. It therefore seems worth
exploring the possibility that poetry writing can make a significant confribution to the
development of conceptual thought.




Suggested approaches for eliciting personal poetry writing:

Introduction: poetic “diction, '

Read poems based on sense memories (Nikki Giovanni, etc,). Assign sense lists,
to be done from memory and/or current experience. Write poems from models.

Have students read a variety of poems having to do with native country, memories of
relatives and other people, values, culture shock, wars, seasons, holidays, etc,

Point out how the use of specific sensory images helps us enter into the poet’s
experience and makes the poem alive and interesting, Keep doing this!!

Gradually point out other means by which poets use the language in novel or expressive
ways -- e.g. simile and metaphor, unuswal use of words, repeated words & sounds

While allowing for exceptions, discourage use of rhyme at first, except as an occasional
variation, It can be constricting for beginners and lead to forced, “stilted” writing.

Do word-play and free-association activities (e.g.magnetic word kits, anagram poems).

Do activities that contrast how similar themes and ideas are expressed in poetry and
prose. Some of the following books have other suggestions for studying the nature
of poetic expression, exploring word choice, etc,
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